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0 earth, how like lO heaven, if nol preferred 
More justly, seal worthier of gods as buill 
With second thoughts, reforming what was old! 
For whal god after beuer worse would build? 

Paradise Lost 

The pasl and present will-1 have fill'd them, emptied 
them, 

And proceed lo fill my nexl fold of the future. 
Song of ,\1ysrlf 
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Poetry, Revisionism, Repression 

Jacq ues De rrida asks a cen t ra l  q uest ion i n  h i s  essay on 
Freud and t he Scene o r  Writ ing:  "\\' hat is a text , and 
w hat m ust  the psyche be if' i t  can be rep rese n ted by a 
t ext ? "  \ l y  n an-ower concern w i t h  poetry prom pt s t he 
con t rary q uest ion : "\V hat is a psyche, and w hat m ust a 
t ext be if' it can be represen ted by a psych e?" Bot h Derri
da's q uestion and m y  own req u i re explorat ion o r  t hree 
te rms: " psych e," "t ext ," "rep resemed . "  

" Psych e" is  u l t i m at e ly from t h e  I ndo- E u ropean root 
hltts, mean i n g  "t o breathe,"  a n d  possibly was i m i tat iYe in 
i t s  origi ns .  "Texl'' goes back to t h e  root lt'k', mean i n g  "to 
wea\"e ," and also "to fal)ricate." " Re p resen t" h a s  as i t s  root 
t'.1: "to be."  \ly q uestion t h u s  can be rep h rased : " \\' hat  is a 
brea t h ,  and w h a t  m ust  a wea\"i ng o r  a bbricat ion be so as 
to come i n t o  bein g  aga in as a breath?" 

I n, t he con text of post- E n l igh tenment  poet ry . a breath 
is  at on ce a H'tml, and a sftllll'l' fo r ut tering t h at wo n!, a 
word a n d  a sta nce of ont's OH'II. I n  t h is con text , a wea\· i n g  
o r  a fa bricat ion is  w h at w e  call  a poe m, a n d  i t s  l'u nct ion i s  
to  represen t, to bri ng back i n t o  being again , a n  i n d i \  i d u a l  
sta nce a n d  wo rd . T h e  poe m, as  text , is  rep resen t ed o r  
seco nded b y  w hat psychoanalysis cal ls  t h e  psych e. B u t  t h e  
text is rheto ric, a n d  a s  a pe rsu asi\·e sys tem o f  I ropes Cal l 
be ca rried into be i n g  aga in only  by anothe1 ·  s�·st e m  o r  
t ropes. R hetoric can be seconded o n l y  b y  rhctonc, l'o r all 
t h at rhetol·ic CCIII inll'llfl is  m o re rh eto J·ic I r a t ext a n d  ;) 
psyche can be rep resen ted by one ano t h e 1·, t h is ca1 1  he 
done only  because each is  a depa rt u re rmm p ro pe l· mea n -



in g-. Fig-ural ion turns out to he our only link between 
breathing- and making-. 

The strong word and stance issue only l'rom a strict 
"ill, a ,,·ill that cLtrcs the errot· ol' reading all of reality as a 
text. and all prior texts as openings l'or its own totalizing 
and unique interpretations. Strong poets present them
sci\ es as looking l'or truth i11 tht' u 'orld, searching in reality 
and in tradition. hut such a stance, as :\'ictzsche said, 
t·emains under the mastery of desire, of instinctual dri,·es. 
So, in effect, the strong poet wants pleasure and not 
truth; he wants what :\'ietzsche named as "the belief in 
truth and the pleasurable effects of this belief." l'\o strong 
poet em admit that Nietzsche was accurate in this insight, 
and no c.Titic need fear that any strong poet will accept 
and so be hurt hY demystification. The concern of this 
hook, as of my ea�lier st�ICiies in poetic misprision, is only 
"·itlt strong poets, which in this series of chapters is ex
emplified by the major sequence of High Romantic 
British and American poets: Blake, Wordsworth, Shelley, 
Keats, Tennyson, Bnnvning, Yeats, Emerson, \\'hitman, 
and Ste\·ens, hut also throughout by two of the strongest 
poets in the European Romantic tradition: :'\ietzsche and 
Freud. By "poet" I thercf(ne do not mean only ,·erse
writer, as the instance of Emerson also should make clear. 

;\ poetic "text," as I interpret it, is not a gathering of 
signs on a page, hut is a psychic battlefield upon which 
authentic forces struggle f(n the only victory worth win
ning, the divinating triumph m·er oblivion, or as �tilton 
s<mg 11: 

:\ttir'd wit h Stars, we shall for e \·er sit, 
Triumphing m·cr Death, and Chance, and thee 0 Time. 

Few notions arc more difficult to dispel than the 
"commonsensical" one that a poetic text is self-contained, 
that it has an ascertainable meaning or meanings without 
reference to other poetic texts. Something in nearly every 
reader wants to say: "lint' is a poem and thnt' is a mean-



ing, and I am reasonably cert a in that the two can be 
brought together." LJn fort unately, poems are not th ings 
hut only wo rds that re fer to other words, and those words 
refer to st i l l  other words, and so on, into the densely 
m erpopulated world of l i terary language. Any poem i

.
s 

an intet·-poem,  and any read ing or a poem is an inter
t•eading . . \ poem is  not writ ing. hut l"t'It'riting, and though 
a st

_
rong  poem is a fresh sta rt .  such a s tart i s  a s tart ing

agam.  
I n  some sense, l i terary crit ic ism has known always th is 

re liance of  texts u pon texts ,  bu t the knowing changed (or 
should ha,·e changed) aftet· \'ico, who tmco\·ered t he gen
uine scandal or poetic origins,  i n  the com plex derensi ,·e 
t rope or  t roping defense he cal led "di \' inat ion ." Poet ry 
began , according to V ico, out  or  the ignOI·;mce and mor
tal fear  o r  t he gent i le giants ,  who sought to ward off 
danger and death t h rough in terpreting the auguries, 
t h rough d i ,· inat ion :  "The ir  poet ic wisdom began with th is  
poet ic metaphysics . . .  and they were called theological 
poets . . .  and \\'e l"C properly cal led di, · ine in the sense of  
di,· iners ,  from dh,inari, to  d i,· ine or  pred ict . "  These were 
the giants or  poets he l"ore the Flood, f(>r V ico a crucial 
image of  two modes or  encroach ment always t h reatening 
the h u man mind, a d iv ine deluge and a natural  engu l f
ment .  Edward Said eloquent ly i n terp rets V ico's own 
in  l l uence-an xieties: 

These tlncatcning encroachments  arc described by Viu> as 
the result of a divinely wil led flood , which I take to be an  ima)!;C 
f'or t he inner crisis or self-knowledge t hat each man lllUSt face 
at the ,·cry beginning of  any conscious undertaking. The anal
ogy, in V ico's .lutohiogwjJh,·, or t he un iversal f lood is t he pro
longed personal crisis of sel f-al ienation rrom ru l l  phi losophic 
knowledge and sel f-knowledge t hat  Vico faces unt i l  t he publica
t ion or h is m;�jor work, t he Xtu' Sri1'1/U'. I l is minor successes 
with his orat ions, his poems, his t realises, ren·a l hi ts or the 
trut h to h im,  but  he i s  always str i\'ing wi th great el"f(>rt to couH.' 
litera l ly into his own .  
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Said'-. com menta 1·y i l l uminates the remarkable passage 
in \ ' ico's ea rly 011 thr' Study Methods of Our  Timr', where 
\ ' ico suddenly appears to be the precursor of Artaud,  
arguing that the great masterpieces of  anterior art must 
he dest royed , i f  any great works a re sti l l  to be performed. 
Or. i f  great art is to be retained ,  let it be for "the benefit 
of lesser m i nds," whi le men of "su rpassing gen ius, should 
put the masterpieces of their art out of their sight, and 
s t rive with the greatest minds to appropriate the secret of 
nat ure's grandest creation ."  Vico's primary precursor was 
Descartes, w hom he repud iated in  favor of B acon as a 
more d istant and ant i thetical precu rsor, but it cou ld be 
a rgued that Vico's Xr'w Scir'nrr' as a "severe poem" is a 
strong misprision of Desca rtes. 

Language for Vico , particularl y  poetic language, is a l
ways and necessari ly a revision of previous language. 
\ ' ico, so fa r as I know, inaugurated a crucial insight that 
most crit ics st i l l  refuse to assimi late, which i s  that every 
poet is  belated , that every poem is  an i nstance of w hat 
Freud cal led .V acht riiglirhlu'il or "retroactive meaningful
ness ." Any poet (mean ing even Homer, i f  we cou ld know 
enough about his  precu rsors) i s  in the posit ion of being 
"after  the Event ," in terms of l i terary language. His  art is 
necessarily an ajiering, and so at best he strives for a 
select ion,  through repression ,  out  of the traces of the 
language of  poetry: that is ,  he represses some of the 
traces, and remembers ·others. This remembering is a 
misprision,  or creative misreading, but no matter how 
s trong a m isprision , it cannot ach ieve an autonomy of 
meaning, or a mean ingjit!/_)' present, that is, free from al l  
l i te 1·ary context .  Even the strongest poet must take up  his 
s ta nce 11•i thi11 l iterary language. I f  he stands outside i t ,  then 
he cannot begi n to write poetry .  For poetry l ives always 
under the shadow of  poetry . The caveman w ho traced 
the outl ine of  an an imal upon the rock always retraced a 
precu rsor's outl ine. 
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The curse of an increased belatedness, a dangerously 
self-conscious belatedness, is that creative envy becomes 
the ecstasy, the Sublime, of the sign-system of poetic 
language. But this is, from an altered perspective, a loss 
that can become a shadowed gain, the blessing achieved 
by the latecomer poet as a wrestling Jacob, who cannot let 
the great depart finally, without receiving a new name all 
his own. Nothing is won for the reader we all need to 
become if this wrestling with the dead is idealized by 
criticism. The enormous distinction of Vico, among all 
critical theorists, is that he idealized least. Vico under
stood, as almost no one has since, that the link between 
poetry and pagan theology was as close as the war be
tween poetry and Hebrew-Christian theology was per
pettial. In Vico's absolute d istinction between gentile and 
Jew, the gentile is linked both to poetry and histOI)', 
through the revisionary medium of language, while the 
Jew (and subsequently the Christian) is linked to a sacred 
origin transcending language, and so has no relation to 
human history or to the arts. We only know what we 
ourselves ha,·e made, according to Vico, and so his sci
ence excludes all knowledge of the true God, who can be 
left to the Church and its theologians. The happy con
sequence, for Vico, is that the world of the indefinite, the 
world of ambivalent and uncertain images, which is the 
universe of poetry, becomes identical with our fallen state 
of being in the body. To be in the body, according to 
Vico, is to suffer a condition in which we are ignorant of 
causation and of origins, yet still we are very much in 
quest of origins. Vico's insight is that poetry is born of 
our ignorance of causes, and we can extend Vico by 
observing that if any poet knows too well what causes his 
poem, then he cannot write it, or at least will write it 
badly. He must repress the causes, including the 
precursor-poems, but such forgetting, as this book will 
show, itself is a condition of a particular exaggeration of 
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style or hyperbol ical figuration that trad ition has called 
the Subli me. 

2 

How does one read a strong poem? How does one 
write a stmng poem? What makes a poem strong? There 
is a precarious identity between the Over-reader and the 
0\'cr-poet, both of  them perhaps forms of  the Over-man , 
as pmphesied by Nietzsche's Zarathustra. Strong  poetry is  
a paradox, resembl ing noth ing so much as D urkheim on 
Marxism, or Karl Kraus on Freudianism.  D urkheim said 
that socialism was not a sociology or min iature science, 
but rather a cry of grief; not so m uch a scientific formula
tion of social facts, as i tself a social fact. Following the 
aphorism of Kraus, that psychoanalysis i tself was the dis
ease for which it purported to be the cure, we can say th at 
psychoanalysis is more a psychic fact than a formulation 
of psychic facts. Simi larly ,  the reading of strong poetry is 
just as much a poetic fact as is the writ ing of such poetry .  
Strong poetry i s  strong only by v irtue of a kind of  textual 
usu rpation that is analogous to what Marxism en
compasses as i ts social usurpation or Freudianism as its 
psych ic usurpation . A s trong poem does not fimnulate 
poetic f�tcts any more than strong read ing or criticism 
formulates them ,  for a strong reading is  the only poetic 
fact, the only revenge against t ime that endures, that is 
successful in canon i zing one text as opposed to a rival 
text. 

There is no textual authori ty w ithout an act of imposi
tion , a declarat ion of property that is made llgu rati\'ely 
rather t han properly or literally. For the ultimate ques
tion a strong read ing asks of a poem is: Why? Why 
should it ha\'e been written?  Why must we read it, out of 
al l  the too many other poe ms a\'a i lable? Who does the 
poet th ink  he is, anyway? Why is his poem? 

By def in ing poetic strength  as usurpation or imposi
t ion,  I am offending against ci\'ility, aga inst the social  
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conventions of literary scholarship and cnticism. But 
poetry, when it aspires to strength, is necessarily a com
petitive mode, indeed an obsessive mode, because poetic 
strength involves a self-representation that is reached 
only through trespass, through crossing a daemonic 
threshold. Again, resorting to Vico gives the best insight 
available for the nature and necessity of the strong poet's 
self-proclamation. 

\'ico says that "the true God " founded the Jewish reli
gion "on the prohibition of the divination on which all the 
gentile nations arose." A strong poet, for Vico or for us, is 
precisely like a gentile nation; he must divine or invent 
himself, and so attempt the impossibility of oriKinatinK 
ltim.1elj: Poetry has an origin in the body's ideas of itself, a 
Vichian notion that is authentically difficult, at least for 
me. Since poetry, unlike the Jewish religion, does not go 
back to a truly divine origin, poetry is always at work 
imagining it.1· own or igin. or telling a persu<t<>ive lie about 
itself, to itself. Poetic strength ensues when such lying 
persuades the reader that his own origin has been re
imagined by the poem. Persuasion, in a poem, is the work 
of rhetoric, and again Vico is the best of guides, for he 
convincingly relates the origins of rhetoric to the orihrins 
of_ wh�1� he calls poetic logic, or what I would call poetic 
m1spnswn. 

Angus Fletcher, writing on The .\logic Flute, observes 
that: "To begin is always uncertain, nextdoor to chaos. To 
begin requires that, uncertainly, we bid farewell to some 
thing, some one, some where, some time. Beginning is 
still ending." Fletcher, by emphasizing the uncertainty of 
a beginning, follows Vico's idea of the indefiniteness of all 
secular origins. But this indefiniteness, because it is made 
by man, can be interpreted by man. Vico says that "ignor
ance, the mother of wonder, made everything wonderful 
to men who were ignorant of everything. " From this 
f(Jllowed a poetic logic or language "not ... in accord 
with the nature of the things it dealt with . . .  hut . . .  a 
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fantastic speech making usc of physical substances en
dowed with l i fe and most of them imagined to be di\' ine." 

For V ico, then , the trope comes from ignorance. V ico's 
profundity as a phi losopher of rhetoric, beyond all others 
ancient and modern except for his true son ,  Kenneth 
Bu rke, is that he views tropes as defenses. Against what?  
I nit ial ly ,  aga inst the ir  own origins i n  ignorance, and so 
against the powerlessness of man in relation to the world: 

. . .  man in his ignorance makes h imself the rule of the uni
verse, f(n in the examples cited he has made of  h imself an 
entire world. So that, as rational metaphysics teaches that man 
becomes al l  things by understanding them, this imaginative 
metaphysics shows that man becomes all th ings by not under
standing them; and perhaps the latter proposition is truer than 
the former, for when man understands he extends his mind 
and takes i n  the things, but when he does not understand he 
makes the things out of h imsel f  and becomes them by trans
forming himself i nto them. 

Vico i s  asking a crucial question , which could be in
terpreted reductively as, What is a poetic image, or what 
is a rhetorical trope, or what is a psych ic defense? Vico's 
answer can be read as a formula: poetic i mage, t rope, 
defense are all forms of a rat io between human ignorance 
making things out of itself, and human self-identification 
moving to transform us in to the things we have made. 
When the human ignorance is the trespass of a poetic 
repression of anteriority, and the transforming move
men t is a new poem,  then the ratio measures a rewrit ing 
or an act of revis iQn.  As  poetic image, the rat io is a 
phenomenal masking of the mind  taking in  the world of 
things, which is V ico's misprision of the Cartesian rela
t ionship between mind and the res extensa . A n  image i s  
necessarily an i mitation ,  and i t s  coverings or maskings in  
poetic language necessari ly  center i n  certain fixed areas:  
presence and absence, partness and wholeness, fu l lness 
and emptiness, height and depth ,  insideness and outside-
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ness, earl iness and lateness. Why these? Because they are 
the inevitable categories of our makings and our becom
ings ,  or as inevitable as such categories can be, within the 
fixities and l imits of space and time. 

As trope, the ratio between ignorance and iden ti fica
tion takes us back to the real izat ion ,  by Vico, that the fi rst 
language of the gent i les was not a "gi\' ing of names to 
things accord ing to the nature of each ," un l ike the sacred 
Hebrew of Adam, bu t rat her was fantastic and figurative. 
I n  the beginn ing  was the trope, is in el'fect Vico's formula 
for pagan poetry .  Kenneth B u rke, the Vico of our cen
tury, gives us a f(> rmula for why rhetoric rises: 

In pure identification there would be no strife. Likewise, 
there would be no strife in absolute separateness, since oppo
nents can join battle only through a mediatory ground that 
makes their com munication possible, thus providing the tirst 
condition necessary for their interchange of blows. But put 
identification and division ambiguously together, so that you 
cannot know for certain just where one ends and the other 
begins, and you have the characteristic invitation to rhetoric. 
Here is a m<�or reason why rhetoric, according to Aristotle, 
"proves opposites." 

Vico saw rhetoric as being defensive; Bu rke tends to 
emphasize w hat he calls the realistic funct ion of rhetoric: 
"the use of language as a symbolic means of inducing 
cooperat ion in  beings that by nature respond to symbols." 
But Vico, compared to B u rke, is more of a magical f 'or
malist, l i ke his own primit ives, his "theological poets." 
Vico's giants div inate so as to defend against death , and 
they divinate th rough the turns of l igurative language .. \s  
a rat io between ignorance and ideuti f icat ion, a psychic 
defense in V ich ian terms is not sign i f icantlv di fferent 
from the Freudian notion of

' 
de fens�. Freud 's 

"mechan isms" of defense a t·c di rected toward \'ico's "ig
norance," which in Freud is " instinct" o r  "drin.· ."  For 
Freud and Vico al ike the "source" of all our d ri,·es is t he 
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body, and de fense is f inal ly against d 1·ive itsel f. For 
though defense takes instinct as its ol�ject , de fense he
comes contaminated by inst inct , and so becomes com pul
si\'l· and at least partly repressed , which rhetorical ly means 
Inverbolical or Sublime. 

A speci f ic  deiCnse is for Freud an operation ,  hut for 
Vico a t rope. I t  is worth noting that the root-meaning of 
our word "defense" is " to strike or h u rt ,"  and that "gun" 
and "defense" are from the same root, just  as i t  is interest
ing to remember that t rojms meaning origi nal ly "turn , 
way, manner" appears also in the name Atroj}().\ and in the 
word "entmpy." The trope-as-defense or rat io between 
ignorance and iden tificat ion might be cal led at once a 
warding-ofT by turning and yet also a way of striking or 
man ner of h u rt ing. Combining Vico and Freud teaches 
us that t he origin of any de fense is its stance towards 
death , j ust as the origi n of any trope is its stance towards 
proper mean ing. Where the psychic defense and the 
rhetorical t rope take the same part icu la1· phenomenal 
maskings in poetic images, there we might speak of the 
ul t imate 1·atio between ignorance and identificat ion as 
expressing i tsel f  in a somber form ula :  death is the most 
proper  or l iteral of meanings, and l i teral mean ing par
takes of death .  

Talbot Donaldson, com menting upon C ha ucer's .\'1111's 
Pri1'.1t's T(/11', speaks of rhetoric as "a powerfu l  weapon of 
survival in a \'ast and alien universe," a mode of satisfy ing 
our  need for secu rity .  For a strong poet in part icular, 
rhetoric i s  also what N ietzsche saw it as being, a mode of 
interpretat ion that  is the wi ll's reniision against t ime, the  
wil l's revenge, i ts vindication against the necessity of pass
ing away. Pragmatical ly ,  a trope's re,·enge is against an 
earl ier t rope, j ust as de fenses tend to become operat ions 
aga inst one another. \Ve can de fine a strong poet as one 
who wil l  not tolerate words that intervene between h i m  
and t h e  \Von!, or  precu rso1·s standing between h im and 
the :\luse. Bu t  that means the strong poet in effect takes 



Pot/1)', RePisio11ism, Rt/Jrt'ssion II 

u p  the stance of the Gnostic, ancestor of al l  m;�jor West
ern revisionists. 

3 

What does the Gnostic /mmt'? These are the i ruunctions 
of the Gnostic adept :\1onoimus,  who sounds rat her l ike 
Emerson :  

Abandon the search for God and the creation . . . .  Look for 
him by taking yourself as the start ing point .  Learn who it is who 
within you makes everything his own and says, ",\ly god ,  m_y 
mind, my thought ,  my soul ,  Ill_)' body." Learn the sources of 
sorrow, joy, love , hate. Learn how it  happens that one watches 
without wil l ing, rests without wi l l ing, becomes angry wi thout 
willing, loves without wil l ing. I f  you search these ma tters you 
wi l l  find him in )•oursl'l( 

What the Gnostic knows is h is  own sul�ject ivity, and in 
th at self-consciousness he seeks his own freedom, which 
he calls "salvat ion" but which pragmatically seems to be 
freedom from the anxiety of being i n fl uenced by the 
Jewish God , or B ibl ical Law, or nature .  The Gnostics, by 
temperament ,  were akin both to V ico's magic primitives 
and to post-Enl ightenment poets ; thei r quarrel with the  
words dividing  them from the ir  own Word was essentially 
the quarrel of any belated creator with h is precursor. 
Their rebe ll ion against religious trad ition as a process of 
supposed ly ben ign transmission became the prophecy of 
a l l  subsequent quarrels with poetic trad it ion .  R. M .  Gran t, 
in  his r.nosticism and Earlv Christianity, remarks of the  
proto-Gnostic yet st i l l  Jewish Prayer of'JovjJh that  it  " rep
resents an attempt to supplant an archangel of the olde r 
apocalyptic by a new archangel w ho makes hi mse lf  known 
by a new revelation ." Bu t  Gnostics, as Grant ind icates, go 
beyon d  apocalyptic thought, and abandon J udaism (and 
Christ ianity) by denying the goodi1ess and true diY in ity of 
t he Creator god , as well as the law of :\foses and the 
vision of the Resu rrection . 
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Pa rt of the deep relevance of Gnosticism to any theory 
of poetic misprision is due to the attempt of Simon Magus 
to re,·ise H omer as well as the B ible, as in  th is Simon ian 
misread ing of the Iliad ,  where Virgil 's stationing of  Helen 
is ascribed to Homer, an error wholly typical of all strong 
misinterpretation: 

She who at that t ime was with the Greeks and Trojans was 
the same who dwelt above before creation . . . .  She is the one 
who now is with me; for her sake I descended . She waited for 
my com ing; for she is the Thought called Helen in Homer. So 
Homer has to describe her as having stood on the tower and 
signal ing wi t h  a torch to the Greeks the plot against the Phry
brians. Through its shining he signified the light's display from 
above . . . .  As the Phrygians by dragging in the wooden horse 
ignorant ly brought on their own destruction,  so the gent iles, 
the men apart from Ill}' gnosis, produce perdition for them
selves. 

Simon is writ ing h is own poem,  and cal l ing it Homer, 
and his pecu l iar mixture in this passage of H omer, V i rgi l ,  
the Bible, and his own Gnosis amounts to a revisionary 
freedom of  in te rp retation , one so free that it transgresses 
al l  l imits and becomes its own creation . Christian ity has 
given Simon a bad name, but in a later t ime he might 
have ach ieved d istinction as a truly audacious strong poet, 
akin to Yeats. 

Valentin us, who came a fter Simon,  has been com pared 
to Heidegger by Hans Jonas, and I mysel f h <l\·e fou nd the 
Valentinian speculation to be rather more useful for poet
ic theory than the Heideggerian .  Something o f  that use
ht lness I attempt to de monstrate in the chapter on Yeats 
in this book ;  here I want to cite only a s ingle Valentinian 
passage, for i ts view of the Demiurge is precisely the view 
taken of  a strong precu rsor poet by a strong ephebe or 
latecomer poet :  

\\'hen the De miurge furt her wanted to im itate a l so the 
bound less , eternal,  in fin it e  and t imeless nature of [the original 



eight Aeons in the Pleroma], but cou ld not express their im
mutable eternity, being as he was a fruit of defect , he embodied 
their eternity in t imes, epochs, and great n umbers of years, 
under the delusion that by the quan tity of t imes he could 
represen t t heir in f in ity. Thus trut h escaped h im and he fol
lowed the l ie .  Therefore he shal l  pass away when the t imes are 
ful f i l led . 

This is a misprision-by- parody of Plato ,  as Plotinus 
e loquen tly charged in  his Sfcolull�lllll'ad IX, "Against the 
Gnostics; or, Against Those that A ffirm the C t·eato r of 
the Cosmos and the Cosmos I tself to be Evi l . "  Hans  Jonas 
observes the specific parody of the Tinuu'/1.\ 37C fl: 

\Vhen the father and creator saw the creature which he had 
made moving and Ji,· ing, the created image of the eternal gods, 
he rejoiced, and in his joy determined to make the copy still 
more l ike the orib>inal ,  and as this was an eternal l iving being, 
he sought to make the u ni\'erse eternal , so far as might be . Now 
the nature of the ideal being was everlasting, but to bestow this 
attribute in its fu l lness upon a creature was impossible. Where
fore he resol\'ed to have a moving image of eternity, and when 
he set in order the hea\·en,  he made this image eternal but 
moving according to number, wh ile eternity i tself rests in unity ,  
and this image we cal l  t ime. 

The Demiurge of Valenti nus l ies against eternity, and 
so, against the Demiurge, Valentinus lies against t ime. 
\\'here the Platon ic model suggests a ben ign transmission 
(though with loss) th rough i mitation, the Gnostic model 
in sists upon  a doubly malign misinterp retation,  and a 
transmission th rough catastrophe. Either way, the belated 
creator ach ie\'es the uniq ueness of his own consciousness 
through a kind of fal l ,  but these kinds a re \'cry di fferen t ,  
the Platonic model posit ing t ime as a necessi ty, t he  \';den
t inian misp rision condemn ing t ime as a l ie .  Whi le the 
major t t·ad itions of poet ic interpretation have fol lowed 
Platonic and/o r Aristotel ian models, I th ink that the 
m;uor I rad itions of  post-En l ightenment poetry ha,·e 
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tended more to t he Gnost ic s t ance of misprision . The 
\'alen t in ian doct r·ine of creation could serve my own revi
sionist purpose, which is  to adopt an in te rpret at ive model 
closer to the stance and language of "modern" or post
Enlightenment poetry than the phi losophically oriented 
models have proved to he. Bu t, again l ike t he poet s ,  so 
man y of whom have been impl icit ly Gnostic whi le ex
plicit ly e\·en more occult , I t urn to the  medieval system of  
Old  Testa ment in terpretat ion known as  Kabba lah ,  par
ticu larly the doct rines of Isaac Llllia. Kabbalah , demys
t i l ied , is a unique blend of Gnostic and Neoplatonic ele
men t s, of a self-conscious subjectivity founded upon a 
revision ist v iew of creation ,  combined with a rational but  
rhetorically extreme dia lectic of creativity. My  turn to a 
Kabbalistic model ,  particu larl y  to a Lurian ic and "regres
s ive" scheme of creation , may seem rather eccentric, but  
t he readings offered in  this book should demonstrate the 
usefulness of the Lurian ic d ialectics for poet ic i n terpreta
tion . 

The quest for interpretative models is a necessary ob
session for the reader who would be strong, since to 
refuse models explicit ly is only to accept other models, 
however unknowingly . All read ing is translation , and all 
attempts to communicate a reading seem to court reduc
t ion,  perhaps inevitably .  The proper use of an y critical 
parad igm ought to lessen the dangers of red uction ,  yet 
clearly most parad igms are,  in themse lves, dangerously 
reductive. Negative theology, even where it verges upon 
theosophy, rather than the reasoning th rough negation 
of Cont inenta l  phi losophy, or s tructural ist l ingu istics, 
seems to me the l i ke liest "discipl ine" for revisionary l i ter
ary crit ics to raid in their incessant  q uest a fter further 
met aphors for the act of  reading. B u t  so extreme is the 
s i tuation of s trong poeu-y in the post-Enl ightenment,  so 
nearly  iden t ical is it with the anxiety of in fl uence,  that i t  
requires as in terpretative model the most dialectical and 
negat ive of theologies that can be found.  Kabbalah pro-
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vides not only a d ialectic of creation astonish ingly c lose 
to rev i s io n is t  poet ics ,  b u t  a l so a conceptua l  rhetoric 
ingeniously oriented towards defense. 

Kabbalah ,  t hough the very word means " trad ition" ( in 
the particular sense of "recept ion") goes wel l  beyond or
thodox tradit ion in its attempt to restore primal meanings 
to the B ible. Kabbalah is necessari ly  a massive misprision 
of both B ible and Talm ud ,  and the init ial sense in which 
i t  accurately was "tradit ion" is the unintentionally i ronic 
one that means Neoplatonic and Gnostic traditions, rath
er than Jewish ones .  The cos mology of Kabbalah ,  as 
Gershom Scholem defi ni tively observes, is Neoplatonic. 
Scholem locates the origi nal ity in  a "new religious im
pulse," yet understandably has d i fficulty in  defining such 
an impulse. He d istinguishes Kabbalistic theories of the 
emanation of the sefi rot , from Neoplatonic systems, by 
noting that, in  the latter, the stages of emanation "are not 
conceived as processes with in  the Godhead ."  Yet he 
grants that certain Gnosticisms also concen trated on the 
l i fe within the Godhead, and we can notice the same 
emphasis in the analysis of the Valent in ian Speculation by 
Hans Jonas: "The d ist inguishing principle . . .  is the at
tempt to place the origin of darkness, and thereby of the 
dualistic r ift of being, within the godhead i tsel f. "  Jonas 
adds that the Valentinian vision rehes on "terms of divine 
error" and this  is the d istinction between Gnosticism and 
Kabbalah , for Kabbalah decl ines to imp ute error to the 
Godhead . 

Earl ier Kabbalah from its origins un ti l  Luria's older 
contemporary Cordovero, saw creation as an out going or 
egressive process. Luria's startl ing original ity was to revise 
the /.olwr's d ialectics of creation into an ingoing or regres
sive process, a creat ion hy contraction ,  destruction ,  and 
subseq uent resti tution . This Lurianic s to ry or creation
by-catastrophe is a gen uine d ia lectic or d ialectical p rocess 
by the ordeal of the toughest -minded account or dialec t ic 
I know, the one set fo1·th by the phi losopher Kad Popper 



in his powerful  col lection ,  Co11jecturr's a/1(1 Rejittatio11s: Thr• 
(;rou•th of Sf"ir•ntifir 1\.'nou•ler/gr•, which has a decisi ve essay, 
"\\'hat Is Dialect ic?" in w hich neither Hege l nor  �larx 
passes the Popperian test .  

The Lurianic story of creation begins  with an act of 
self-l imitat ion on God's part that f inds its aesthetic eq u iva
lent in any new poet's in i t ia l  rhetoric of l imitation ,  that is, 
in his acts or re-seeing what his precu rsors had seen 
be fore h im.  These re-see ings are t ranslations of des i res 
into Yerbal acts, instances of substantive th inking, and 
tend to be expressed by a nominal  style, and by an im
agery that stresses states of absence, of emptiness, and of 
estrangement  or  "outsideness." I n  the language of psy
choanalysis, these modes of aesthet ic l imitation can be 
called d i l lerent  degrees of subl imat ion,  as l wil l  explain i n  
this chapter's last  section . Lurianic z.i111wm or div ine con
traction , the first step in  the d ialectic of creation , can be 
called God's subl imat ion of Himself, or at least of H is 
own Presence. God begins  creat ion by taking a step inside 
H imself, by void ing His  own Presence. This z.imw111, con
sidered rhetorically, is a composite t rope, commencing as 
an i rony for the creative act,  since it says "withdrawal'' yet 
means the opposite , which is absolute "concentration ." 
�laking begins with a regression ,  a holding- in of the Di
vine breath , w hich is also, curiously, a kind of d igression. 

Even so, the s trong poems of the post-En l igh tenment ,  
from Blake th rough Stevens, begin with the parabasis of 
rhetorical i rony .  B ut the psychic defense concealed in the 
irony is the i n it ial defense that Freud called reaction
formation ,  the overt att itude that opposes itself d irectly to 
a repressed wish, by a rigidity that expresses the opposite 
of the inst inct it  battles .  The Kabbalistic con traction/ 
withdrawal is both t rope and de fense, and in seeking an 
in itial term for it I have settled upon the Epicu rean
Lucretian dillaiiU'II, naturalized as a crit ical term long 
hefme me, by Coleridge in his  Aids to Reflertion. The 
rfillrllllf'll or "swerve" is the trope-as-mis1·ead ing, i rony as a 
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d ialectical a lternation of images of presence and absence, 
or the beginnings of the defensive process. Writing on 
The /Hagic Flute, Angus Fletcher ven tu res some ve ry use
ful observat ions upon irony as an aesthetic l imitation:  

Irony is  merely a darkened awareness of that  possibil ity of 
change, of  transformation,  which in its fixed phi losophic defini
tion is the "crossing over" of dialectic process. But we can never 
say too often that irony implies the potential defeat of action, 
defeat at the hands of  introspection, self-consciousness, etc . ,  
modes of  thought which sap the body and even the mind itself 
of its apparent motivation.  

Kenneth B urke notes that dialectic i rony provides us 
with a k ind of  tech nical equivalent fo r the doctrine of 
original sin, w hich for a s trong new poem is s imply  a sin 
of t ransgression against origins. The Lurianic dialectic fol
lows i ts in it ial i rony of Divine contract ion ,  or i mage of 
l imi tat ion ,  with a process i t  calls the breaking-of-the
vessels, which i n  poetic terms is the principle of rhetorical 
substitution, or in psych ic terms is the metamorphic ele
ment in al l  defenses, their tendency to turn into one 
another, even as tropes tend to mix in to one another. 
What fol lows in the later or regressive Kabbalah is called 
tikkun or "resti tut ion" and is symbol ic representation.  
Here again ,  Coleridge can be our guide, as he ident ified 
Symbol with the trope of synecdoche, j ust as Freud lo
cated the defense of  turning-against-the-sel f, or masoch is
tic reversal ,  wi th in a th inking-by-synecdoche.  Here, seek
ing  for a broader term to hold together synecdoche and 
reversal with in  the part/whole i mage, I have fol lowed 
Mallarme and· Lacan by using the word tt's.1na, not in i ts 
modern meaning as a mosaic-bui lding unit ,  but in its 
ancient, mystery-cu l t  mean ing of an ant ithetical com ple
t ion,  the device of recognition th at fits toget her· the bro
ken parts of a vessel ,  to make a whole again .  

There i s  an opening movement or  clinamt'll to lt'SSN(I' in  
most signi f icant poems o r  our  era,  that  i s ,  or  the last th ree 
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centu ries. I a m  aware that such a statement,  between its 
home-made terminology and its apparent a rbitrariness, is 
rather out rageous, but I offe r it as merely descript ive and 
as a useful mapping of how the reading of poems begins. 
By " reading" I in tend to mean the work both of poet and 
of critic, who themselves move from d ialectic i rony to 
synecdochal representat ion as they con front the text be
fore them. The movement is from a troubled awareness 
of dearth ,  of signification having wandered away and 
gotten lost, to an even more troubled awareness th at the 
self represents only part of a mut i la ted or broken w hole, 
whether in re lat ion to what it believes itse lf  once to ha,·e 
been,  or sti l l  somehow hopes to become. 

Cli/1(11/lf'll is a swerve or step i nside, and so is a mm·e
ment of intern al izat ion , just as lt's.1era is necessari ly an 
antithetical complet ion that necessarily f�t i ls  to com plete, 
and so is less than a ful l  externali zat ion . That is reason 
enough for strong modern poems passing in to a m iddle 
movement, where as terms-for-mapping I have employed 
lleno.1is, St. Paul's word for Ch rist's "humbling" or 
emptying-out of his own divinity ,  and daemoniwtion ,  
founded upon the ancient  notion of the daemonic as the 
in terven ing stage between the h uman and the d ivine.  
1\enosis subsumes the trope of metonymy, the imagistic 
red uct ion from a prior ful lness to a later emptiness, and 
the th ree parallel Freudian defenses of regression ,  undo
ing, and isolating, al l  of them repetit ive and com pulsive 
movements of the psyche. 

Dat'IIWIIizrtlioJt, which usually m arks t he cl imax or Sub
lime crisis point of the strong poem,  subsumes the prin
cipal Freudian defense, repression ,  the ,·ery act i ,·e de
fense t hat prod uces or accumulates much of what Freud 
calls the U nconscious. As trope. poetic repression tends to 
appear as an exaggerated rept·esentation ,  the o\·erthrow 
called hyperbole , with characteristic i magery of great 
heights and abysmal depths. :\letonymy, as a rei tication 
by contiguity.  can be called an extension of irony,  just as 
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hyperbole extends synecdoche. B ut both extremes lack 
fi nality, as their psychic equi\'alents h in t ,  since the reduc
tiveness of metonymy is only the l in�uist ic version ol" the 
hope lessly entropic backward mo,·ements of the re�res
sin�, undoin�, and isolat ing psyche. The metonymizer is 
a compulsi\'e catalo�er, and the contents of the poetic self 
never can be whol ly empt ied out .  S imi la rly .  there is no 
end to repression in  strong poet ry , as again I wil l  indicate 
in the last section of this chapter. The dialectics of revi
sionism compel the st.-on�  poe m into a l ina l  mo\'ement of 
ratios, one that sets space a�ainst time, space as a met
aphor of l imitat ion and time as a restitu t in� metalepsis 
or transu mpt ion , a trope that murders all previous 
tropes. 

I take the name, ask1'.1is. fot· the re\' isionat·y rat io that 
subsumes metaphor, the defense of  subl imation , and t he 
dualistic imagery o l" inside consciousness against outside 
nature,  from Waltet· Pater, who h i mself took it !"rom 
pre-Socrat ic usage.  Pater said of as/u'.1i.1 (which he spel led 
asre.1i.1) t hat in a styl istic context it equalled "self-restraint ,  
a ski l lfu l  economy of means," and in his usually subtle 
play on etymological meanin�.  he h inted at the ath lete's 
sel f-discipl ine.  Even more subtly, Pater was attempt ing to 
refine the Roman tic legacy of Coleridge, with its pre fer
ence for mind/nat ure metaphors over al l  other f1gura
tions. To Pater belongs the distinction of noting that the 
seculat·i zed epiphany,  the "priv i leged" or good momen t 
of Romantic t rad ition , was the ult imate and precarious 
form of th is ins ide/outside metaphor. The th inl and l i nal 
d ia lectical movement of mode rn strong poems tends to 
begi n with such a subl imat ing metaphor, but aga in this is 
another l imitation of meaning,  another ach ie,·ed dea t"th 
or realization of wandering signi fication .  I n  the  l ina l  
breaking-of-the-\'essels of Roman tic f igurat ion,  an ex
traordinary substitution takes place, f(H· \\' h ich I ha\T 
pmposed the n ame aJ){)/Jhmrlt'.l , the un lucky days, dismal.  
when the Athenian dead return to rein hahit t he ir  former 



houses, and ritualistically and momentarily dri\·e the l iv
ing Olll of '  doors. 

Dc ll:nsi\·ely, t h is poet ic f inal movemen t is freq uently a 
ba lance bet ween in troject ion (or identification) and pro
jection (or casting-out  the forbidden) .  I magistical ly,  the 
balance is between earl iness and be lated ness , and there 
are very kw strong poems  that do not attempt, somehow, 
to concl ude by in troject ing an earliness and project ing the 
aHiiction of be latedness. The trope involved is the unset
tling one anciently cal led metalepsis or transumption, the 
only trope-reversing trope, since i t  substitutes one word 
for another in earl ie r  f igurations.  Angus Fletcher fol lows 
Quin tilian in descri bing transumpt ion as a process "in 
which com monly the poet goes from one word to another 
that sounds l ike i t ,  to yet another, th us  developing a chain 
o f ' auditory associations getting the poem from one image 
to another more remote image." Ken neth B urke, com
men ting upon· my A .\lap of ,\1i.\rNuli11K, sees daemon ic 
hyperbole and transumption as heightened versions of 
synecdoche, representations related to Plato's transcen
dental ized eros: 

The Plwn/rus takes us from seed in  the sense of sheer sperm 
to the heights of the Socratic erotic, as transcendentally em
bodied in the idea of doctrinal insemination.  And sim ilarly, via 
hyperbole and metalepsis, we'd advance from an ephebe's 
sheer jJhysiral release to a poetically ejaculatory analogue. 

Metalepsis or transumption th us becomes a total ,  final 
act of taking up a poetic s tance in relation to anteriority, 
part icu larly to the anteriority of poetic language, wh ich 
means primarily the loved-and-feared poems of the pre
cursors. Properly accompl ished, th is stance figuratively 
prod uces the  i l lus ion  o r  hav ing  fathered one's  own 
fathers, wh ich is the  greatest i l lus ion,  the one that Vi co 
ca l led "d i vi nat io n , "  or tha t  we could ca l l  poet ic i m 
mortal ity.  

What is the crit ic's defense for so systematic a mapping 
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of the poet's defenses? Bu rke, in the preface to his  first 
book, Co unter-Statement, said that his set-piece, his " Lexi
con Rhetoricae," was "frankly intended as a machine
machine for criticism , however, not for poetry," since 
poetry "is always beyond the last formula." I too offer a 
"mach ine for criticism," though I sometimes fear that 
poetry i tse l f  increasingly has become the last formula. 
Modem poetry, as Rich ard Rorty sums it up ,  l ives under 
a triple curse : (I) Hegel's prophecy that any future wi ll be 
transcended automatically by a future future,  (2) Marx's 
prophecy of the end of all individual enterprise, (3) 
Freud's prophetic analysis of  the entropic d rive beyond 
the Pleasu re Principle, an analysis uneasily akin to 
Nietzsche's vision of the death of Man,  a vision e laborated 
by Foucault ,  Deleuze, and other recent  speculators. As 
Rorty says: "Who can see himself as caught in a dialectical 
moment, enmeshed in a family romance, parasit ic upon 
the last stages of capi talism ,  yet sti l l  in competition with 
the m ighty dead?" The only answer I know is that the 
strongest art ists, but only the strongest, can prevai l  even 
in th is en trapment of dialectics. They prevai l  by reatta in
ing the Sublime, though a greatly altered Subl ime, and so 
I wi l l  conclude this  chapter by a brief speculation upon 
that fresh Sublime, and its dependence upon poetic equiv
alents of repression .  

4 

The grand fathers of the Subl ime are Homer and the 
B ible, but in English, \t i l ton is the severe f�nher of the 
Sublime mode. Erich Auerbach said that "the Divine Com
N!y is the fi rst and in certain respects the only European 
poem comparable in rank  and quality to the subl ime 
poetry of  antiquity," a judgmen t that seems to excl ude 
Paradise /.o.\1 from Europe. I suppose t h at Dante's  
superiority over \t i lton , insofar as it exists , best might he 
justified by A uerbach's beaut iful  observat ions upon 
Dante's personal involvement in his own Subl ime:  
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Dante ... is not only the narrator; he is at the same time the 
sttf'fcring hero. As the protagonist of his (X>em which, fitr great
er in scope than the llomeri<· epics, em:ompasses all the sufier
ings and passions, all the joys and blessings of human existence, 
he himself is involved in all the mo\·ements of his immense 
action .... it is he himself who, held fast in the depths of hell, 
awaits the savior in a moment of extreme peril. \\'hat he re
lates, accordinf.{ly, is not a mere happening, but something that 
happens to him. lie is not outside, contemplating, admiring, 
and describinf.{ the sublime. He is in it, at a definite point in the 
scene o f  action, threatened and hard pressed; he can only feel 
and describe what is present to him at this particular place, and 
what presents itself is the divine aid he has been a\vaiting. 

Elsew here in  the same hook (Litrm I)' La nguagP and Its 
Public in /.aft' Latin Antiquity and in tht' .\Iiddle Ages) ,  A uer
bach sets Pet rarch alxn·e even Dan te i n  one respect ,  
which l believe is also the one in which the English l ine 
that goes from Spenser through :\tilton on to 
\\'onlswort h su rpassed even Petrarch : 

The Italians learned to control the devices of rhetoric and 
1-{radually to rid them o f  their coldness and obtrusive pedantry. 
In this respect Petrarch's Italian is markedly superior e\'en to 
Dante's, for a feeling for the limits of expressibility had become 
second nature to Petrarch and accounts in good part for his 
formal clarity, while Dante had to struf.{gle for these acquisi
tions and had f;tr greater difficulty in maintaining them in the 
face of his far 1-{reater and more profound undertaking. With 
Pctrarch lyrical sul�jectivism achieved per fection for the first 
time since antiquitv, not impaired hut, quite on the contrary, 
enriched by the motif of Christian anguish that always accom
panies it. For it was this motif that gave lyrical subjectivism its 
dialectical character and the poignancy of its emotional appeal. 

The dialect ical ch·aracter of lyrical subjecti\·ism is in
deed 111\' sul�jcct , and is what I attempt to map through 
my in terplay of re,· isiona,·y ratios. A uerbach,  in the same 



book, says of Vico that " I n  the rhetorical figures of  the 
school s he saw vestiges of  the original ,  concrete, and 
sensuous th i nking of men who be lieved that in employing 
words and concepts they were seizing hold of th ings 
themselves." Auerbach is thus in Vico's trad it ion when he 
praises Dante for be ing i 1 1  his own Subl ime, as though the 
Subl ime were not so much a word or concept but some
how was the thing itsel f, or  Dan te was one with his own 
severe poem.  The lyrical subjectivism of Petrarch knows 
more dearly its d istance fmm the thing itself, its rel iance 
upon words apart from th ings .  Perhaps th is is why John 
Freccero so pe 1·suasive ly can nominate Petrarch as the 
f irst strong instance in Western poetry of the an xiety of 
inHuence, an an xiety induced by the greatness of  Dan te. 
Pet i·arch ,  l ike Spenser and Mi lton after h im, su ffers sev
eral  dialect ical angu ishes, besides the anguish of atte mpt
ing to reconci le poetry and religion. 

Milton does stand outside h is  own Sublime;  h is as
ton ishing invent ion was to place Satan inside the Subl ime, 
as even a momenta!)' comparison of the Satans of Dante 
and Mi lton wi l l  show. I a m  an un reconstructed Roman tic 
when I read Paradise Lost ; I cont inue to be less surp rised 
by s in than I am surprised by Satan.  I f  I can recognize 
the Subl ime in poetry ,  then I find it in Satan , in what he 
i s, says, does; and more powerful ly even i ri what he  is not, 
does not say, and cannot do. M ilton's Satan is h is  own 
worst enemy,  but  that is his st ren gth ,  not his weakness, in 
a d ual izing era when the sel f  can become strong only by 
battling i tsel f  in others, and others in i tse lf. Satan is a 
great rhetorician , and nearl y as strong a poet as Mi lton 
h imse lf, but more important he is Milton's cen tral way 
through to the Sublime. As  such , Satan prophesies the 
post-En l ightenment crisis-poem, w hich has become our 
modern Subli me. 

I find that my map of misprision with its d ia lectic of 
l imi tation/substitution/representation ,  and its three pa i rs 
of ratios, a lternating with one another, works wel l  enough 
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for the pattern of Satan's major sol i loqu ies, possibly be
cause these are among the ancestors of the crisis-of
poetic-vision poem ,  by way of the eighteenth-century Sub
l ime ode. Satan's hyperbol ical rhetoric is wonderfu l ly  
described by a theoretician of the Subl ime, Martin Price, 
in a passage which tries only to explicate Longinus, but 
which nevertheless conveys the force of Satan's charac
teristic imagery : 

One finds, then,  a conception o f  passion that transcends 
material objects, that moves through the sensible universe in 
search of its grandest forms and yet can never find outward 
grandeur adequate to its inherent vision and its capacities of 
devotion. The intensity of the soul's passions is measured by 
the immensity of its objects. The immensity is, at its extreme, 
quite literal ly a boundlessness, a surpassing of measurable ex
tension. 

The hyperbole or  in tensified exaggerat ion that such 
boundlessness demands exacts a psychic price. To "ex
aggerate" etymologically means "to pile up ,  to heap," and 
the function of the Sublime is to heap us, as Moby Dick 
makes A hab cry out "He heaps me! "  Precisely here I 
locate the d i fference between the strong poets and Freud, 
since what Freud cal ls  "repression" is ,  in  the greater 
poets, the imagination of a Coun ter-Sublime. By attempt
ing to show the poetic ascendancy of " repression" over 
"subl imation" I intend no revision of the Freudian trope 
of "the U nconscious," but  rather I deny the usefulness of 
the lJ nconscious, as opposed to repression ,  as a l i terary 
term. Freud, in the con text of poetic in terpretation, is 
only another strong poet, though the s trongest of mod
ern poets, stronger even than Schopen hauer, Emerson ,  
N ietzsche,  l\larx, and B rowning; far stronger than Val
cry, Ril ke,  Yeats, Stevens. A critic, "using" Freud,  does 
nothing di fferent  in kind from "using" \li lton or Valery. 
If t he critic chooses to employ Freud red uctively, as a 
supposed scientist , whatever that is ,  then the crit ic forgets 
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that tropes or defenses a t·e primarily figures of wi l led 
falsification rather than figu res of unwi l led knowledge. 
There i� wi lled knowi ng, but that process does not pro
d uce poems. 

W hatever the criticism of poetry that I urge is, and 
whether i t  proves to be, as I hope,  a necessary errot·, or 
just another useless m istake, it has nothing in com mon 
with anything now miscalled "Freudian l i terary cri t icism ." 
To say that a poem's true subject is its repression of the 
precursor poem is not to say that the later poem reduces 
to the process of that repression .  On a st rict Freudian 
view, a good poem is a subl imation, and not a repression. 
Like any work of  substitut ion that replaces the grat i f1ca
tion of proh ibited instincts, t he poem,  as viewed by the 
Freudians, may contain antithet ical e ffects but not unin
tended or  coun terintended effects. In the Freudian val
orizat ion of subli mation , the su rvival of those effects 
would be Haws in the poem .  But  poems are actually 
st ronger when their counterintended effects battle most 
incessan tly against their overt in tentions. 

I magination , as Vico understood and Freud d id not, is 
the faculty of self-preservation, and so the proper use of 
Freud, for the l i terary cri t ic, is not so to apply Freud (or 
even revise Freud) as to arrive at an Oedipal interpreta
t ion of poetic h istory .  I f1nd such to be the usual misun
derstanding that my own work provokes. In studying 
poetry we are not studying the mind, nor the U neon
scions, even if  there is an unconscious. We are studying a 
kind of labor that has its own latent princip les, principles 
that can be uncovered and t hen taught systematically. 
Freud's l i fework is a severe poem,  and its own latent 
princip les are more usefu l  to us, as critics, t han its 
man i fest principles, which frequent ly call lor in terpreta
tion as the misprisions of Schopcnhauer and � ietzsche 
that they a 1·e, despi te  their own inten t ions. 

Poems are not psyches, nor th ings ,  nor are they renew
able archetypes in a verba l un iverse, nor arc they ar-



· . . d i  P of'l ')' a 11 d R f' jJr1'.1sio 11 

chitectonic un its of balanced st resses. They are defensive 
processes in constant change ,  wh ich is to say that poems 
themselves arc acts of rmdi11g. A poem is, as Thomas 
Frosch says, a fierce, proleptic debate 7t •ith iL�r'Lf; as well as 
with precu rsor poems. Or, a poem is a dance of substitu
tions ,  a constant  breaking-o f-the-vessels, as one l imitation 
undoes a representation ,  only to be restituted in its turn 
by a fresh representation . Every strong poem, at least 
since Petrarch,  has known impl icitly what N ietzsche 
taught us to know expl icit ly : that there is only interpreta
tion , and that every interpretation answers an earl ier in
terp retation , and then m ust y ie ld to a later one. 

I conclude by return ing to the poetic equ ivalent of 
repression ,  to the Sublime or the Cou nter-Subl ime of a 
belated daemouiwtio11, because the enigma of poetic au
thority can be resolved only  in the context of repression . 
Geoffrey Hartman , in Th.e Fate of Reading, calls the poetic 
will "subl imated com pu ls ion."  I myse lf  would call it "re
pressed freedom."  Freud,  expounding repress ion ,  was 
compelled to posit a "primal repression ," a purely 
hypothetical first phase of repression , in which the very 
idea representing a repressed instinct itsel f  was den ied 
any entrance into consciousness. Though the French 
Freudians cou rageously have tried to expound th is 
>plendidly outrageous notion ,  their e fforts have left it in 
Jtte r darkness. To explain repression at a l l ,  Freud overtly 
had to create a myth of an archaic fixation ,  as though he 
were saying: " I n  the beginning was repression, even be
fore there was any drive to be repressed or  any con
sciousness to be defended by repression ." If this is sci
ence, then so is the Valentinian Speculation, and so is 
Lurianic Kabbalah ,  and so is Ferenczi's Thalassa, and 
perhaps alJ of them are .  But clearly they are also some
th ing e lse, poems that commence by defensive processes, 
and that keep going th rough an e laboration of those 
processes. 

A pri mal fixation or repression, as I have tried to show 
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i n  A Map of Misreading, takes u s  hack not to the Freudian 
Primal Scene of the Oedipus Complex, nor to the Freud
ian  Pri mal  H is tory Scene of  Totem and Taboo, nor to  
Derrida's Scene of Writing, but  to  the  most poetically 
primal of scenes, t he Scene of I nstruction , a six-phased 
scene that strong poems must wil l  to o\·ercome, by repress
ing their own freedom into the patterns of a revisionary 
misinterpretat ion .  Thomas Frosch's lucid sun1mary is 
more admirably concise than I h ave been able to he, and 
so I borrow i t  here:  

. . .  a Primal Scene of  Instruction [ is] a model for the unavoid
able imposition of influence. The Scene-really a complete play, 
or process-has six stages, through which the ephebe emerges: 
election (seizure by the precursor's power) ; covenant (a basic 
agreement of poetic ,·ision between precursor and ephebe) ;  t he 
choice or  a rival inspiration (e.g. , Wordsworth's !\Jature \'S. 

M ilton's M use) ;  the self-presentation of the ephebe as a new 
incarnation of the "Poetical Character"; the ephebe's in
terpretation of the precursor; and the ephebe's re,·ision of the 
precursor. Each of these stages then becomes a level of in
terpretation in  the reading or  the ephebe's poem. 

To th is, I would add now only the formula that a poem 
both takes its origin in a Scene of I nstruct ion and l inds its 
necessary aim or purpose there as wel l .  I t  is only by 
repressing creative "freedom," through the ini t ia l l ixat ion 
of in fluence, th at a person can be reborn as a poet . And 
only by revis ing that repression can a poet become and 
remain s trong. Poetry , revisionism,  and repression verge 
upon a melancholy identity, an identity that is broken 
afresh by every new s trong poe m, and men ded a fresh by 
the same poem.  



2 

Blake and Revisionism 

What happens to a poe m  a fter i t  has succeeded in clear
ing a space for i tse l f? As the poem i tsel f  begins  to be 
misread , both by other poems and by criticism, is  it dis
toned in the same way or d i ffe t·e tl l ly than it has been 
distorted by itse lf, th rough its own acti,· i ty in misreading 
others? Clea rly i ts  meanings do change d rastically be
tween the t ime th at it fi rst w restles its way in to st rengt h ,  
and the later  t ime that fol lows its canonization. \\'hat 
kinds of m isreading does canon ization bring a bout? Or, 
to start further back, why  cal l  the canonization of  texts a 
necessary misreading of texts? 

What is  canon ization , in a purely secular context, and 
why ought cri ticism to talk about it? Crit icism in  f�tct 
hardly has ta lked about canon-formation , at least for 
quite a wh i le now, and the process is a trou blesome one, 
and so not easy to discuss.  Canon-formation ,  in the \\'est, 
began in  the creation of Scripture, w hen the rabbis ac
cepted cenain texts and rejected others ,  so as to arri\'e at 
last a t  the l ibrary of th iny-nine books now com monly 
re ferred to as the Old Testament. The rabbis were no 
more unanimous th an any other body of  l ite t·ary critics, 
and some of the disputes about  canonization were not 
sett led for several generations. The th ree main d ivi sions 
of the Hebrew Bible-the Law, the Pmphets, the Writ
ings or Wisdom l i terature-represent three stages of 
canon-format ion . It is l i kely that the Law was canonized 
by about 400 B . c . ,  the Prophets by a lxnl l I 00 B . c. , the 
Writ ings not un til .\ . D. 90. 
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"Canon" as a word goes back  to a Greek word for a 
measuring rule, which in  Latin acquired the additional 
meaning of "model ."  I n  Engl ish we use it to mean a 
church code, a secular law, a standard or criterion ,  or a 
part of the Cathol ic Mass, or  as a musical synonym for a 
kind of fugue, or in  prin t ing for a s ize of  type. But  \Ve 
also use it f()r authoritative lists of works, sacred or sec
ular, by one author or by many. The Greek work krown 
was of Semit ic origin ,  and it is d i fficult to d ist inguish 
between its original meanings of "reed" or "pipe," and 
"measuring rod ."  Canon-l 'ormat ion or canon ization is  a 
richly suggestive word for a process of classic-format ion 
in poetic trad i t ion ,  because i t  associates notions  of music 
and of standards. 

But  before considering poetic canon-formation ,  I want 
to go back to the bibl ical process of  canon i zation. Samuel 
Sandmel makes the usefu l  observation that before a text 
was canon i zed , it cou ld be copied with inattention ,  as you 
or I tend to copy. B ut, he adds :  "Once a writ ing became 
canonical, i t  was copied with such relen tless fidelity that 
even the inherited mistakes and the om issions  and the 
telescoping  were retained ." The late Edmund Wilson,  
perhaps not understanding the indirect descent  of 
academic textual scholars from these pious copyists, com
plained bitterly at its modern contin uance, but we can 
attain a critical real ization about how a copying
canonizat ion fosters misread ing, of a pecul iarly un in
teresting, weak,  and un product ive k ind.  A canon ical read
ing, l i ke a canon ical copying, attempts to stop the mind by 
making a text red undantly identical wi th itse l f, so as to 
prod uce a total presence, an unalterable mean ing. So 
many texts, so many meanings-might be the motto of 
weak canonizat ion .  But  there is also s trong canonizat ion , 
and it is more dangerous, whether carried on hy the 
Academy of Ezra, the Church,  the un iversities, or  most of 
al l  by strong critics from DL Samue l  Johnson to t he 
present clay. Though my own texts-for-read ing in th is 
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chapt er  wi l l  be two famous lyrics by Blake, London and 
Thf' i)'gn, I wi l l  t ry to  i l l ustrate the ways in  which strong 
canon izat ion misreads by a religious example, before I 
t urn to B lake.  But before I come to my religious  example, 
I wan t  to say something about the transition from rel i 
gious to secular canon-formation .  

Whethe r in re ligion or in poetry, or  (as I suspect) 
e\'erywhere else as well ,  memory is a crucial mode of  
thought, as  H annah Arendt remarks in  the  con text of 
pol it ical phi losophy. We can make a more d rastic asser
t ion ;  in poetry memo1-y is always the most i mportan t  
mode of thought, despite B lake's passionate insistences 
upon the con trary \'iew. The reason why most strong 
post-En l ighten ment poems end with schemes of trans
umption or metaleptic re\'ersals, w ith defensi\'e patterns 
of projection and/o r in tn�ection ,  with imagery of earli
ness and/o r belatedness, in  short with the re\'isionary 
rat io I have called the apoplmu!t's or Return of the Dead , 
is t hat, particularly in  poems, the past, l ike the future, is 
a lways a fc:>rce, and indeed, in  poems, the future's force is 
d irected to d riving the poem back  in to the past,  no matter 
what the poet is trying to do. 

Hannah A rendt tel ls us that pol i t ical thought as a trad i
tion goes from Plato to Marx, and ends there.  I su ppose 
\�e could say th�t moral  psychology as a tradit ion goes 
f rom Plato to f reud and ends there. Bu t  poetry as a 
t rad ition has no Marx or Freud (though Wordsworth 
came closest to that end-stop posit ion) because you can not 
break the t rad it ion wi thout ceasing to w rite poetry, in the 
sense that the trad ition from Homer to Goethe defines 
poet ry,  and Wordsworth's best poetry paradoxically 
breaks the  trad ition only to extend it , but at the h igh cost 
o l' narrowing and i nternalizing the tradit ion , so that a l l  
subsequent a t tempts to get beyond \Vordsworth have 
failed . B lake was a much less origi nal poet than 
Wonlsworth , as I th ink  we are only beginn ing  to under
s tand.  Despite his  su rface inno\'ations, Blake is c loser to 
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Spenser and to Milton than he is to Wordsworth , and far 
closer than Wordswonh is to Spenser and !\1 i lton .  
Wordsworth imposed hi mself  upon the canon ; Blake, 
though a m<�jor in te l lectual  revisionist, was more imposed 
upon b_,. the  canon than modern Blake scholarsh ip is  
wi l l ing to accept or admit .  

I return to  the process of canon ic imposi t ion . E. R.  
Curt ius sums i t  up by saying:  "Canon formation in l itera
ture must a lwa ys proceed to a selection of  classics." But 
Curtius ,  so far as I can tel l ,  hard ly d istingu ishes between 
religious and secular canon-formation . A secular trad ition 
presumably is open to intruders of genius ,  rat her more 
1·eadily th an a religious 1 rad ition, and su rely this d i f. 
terence is the crucial one between revision ism and heresy. 
Revision ism alters .llano' ;  heresy alters balantt'. A secular 
canon stands d iHerentlv,  after i t  su bsumes a great revi
sionist, as B ritish poeu:y mani fested a d i ffere;l t  relat ion 
between the poet and t he poem, a fter Wordsworth .  Bu t  a 
rel igious canon is th rown out of balance by a great here
t ic, and cannot subsume h im u nless it is wi l l ing to be a 
d i flerent rel igion,  as Lutheranism and Calvinism were 
,·ery d i lleren t rel igions t han Cathol icism . Joach im of 
Flora or Eckhart cou ld not become canon ical texts, but in 
the  secular  canon B lake has been legi timat ized . What this 
has done to B lake is now my concern , a concern I want  to 
i l luminate hrst by one large instance of the reading pe
cul iari t ies brought about through religious canoni zation .  
The book 1\uhell'lh or Ecclesiastes is, rather astonishingly, 
a canon ical work, part of Script ure. The book Ec
clesiasticus, or Tht' Wisdom ufJ f'.l 11.1 the Son of Simrh was not 
taken in to the canon,  and is part of the Old Testamen t 
Apocrypha. 

As l iterary works, t hey both are magni ficent;  in the  
K ing James version,  i t  would he d i ll icult to  choose he
tween them for rhetorical power, hut Ecclesiastes is far 
stronger in the original .  Their pecul iar fascinat ion f(n my 
purposes is that they exist in a relation or  pl·ecu rsor and 



ephehe, wit h Koheleth or Ecclesiastes, written about 250 
1\. c . ,  being t he  clearly dominan t  in f luence upon Ben 
Si rach or Ecclesiast icus, written about 200 B.C.  By a 
splen d id i ro n y ,  the canonical  Koheleth is a h ighly prob
lem;u ic te x t in regard to normative J udaism, wh i le the 
uncanonical Ben Sirach is expl icit ly and unquestionably 
ort hodox, a mon u me n t  to normative Judaism.  

Koheleth derives from the Hebrew word lwhal, mean
ing "the commun ity" or "the congregation." The Greek 
"Ecclesiastes," mean ing a member of the rrc!Psia or as
sembly of cit izens,  is not a very exact equivalen t. Neither 
word ,  Hebrew or Greek,  means "the Preacher," which is a 
famous mistranslation for Koheleth .  Tradition identifies 
Koheleth with Solomon , a beautiful  but false idea. Like 
h is im itator, Ben Sirach , Koheleth worked in the l iterary 
gen re of Wisdom Literature,  a vast gen re in the ancient 
;\l"ear East. " Instruction" is a synonym for "Wisdom" in 
this sense, and may be a better modern translation for 
1/olwwh, wh ich really meant :  " How to l ive, what to do," 
but was also used as a synonym for poetry and song, 
which were not dist inguished from I nstruction . 

Robert Gordis ,  in the most widely accepted modern 
study of Koheleth ,  shows that Koheleth was a · teacher in  
one of the Wisdom academies in  th ird-century B.c.  
Jerusalem,  teach ing aristocratic youth , in a quasi-secular 
way.  H is ambiance was anything but prophet ic, and his 
h ighly individual  vision of  l i fe and religion was much 
closer to w hat we would call skept ical h uman ism than i t  
was to the central trad itions of J udaism. God, for 
Koheleth , is the Being who made us and rules over us, 
but Koheleth has nothing more to say about H im .  God is 
there at our beginn ing and at our end ; in between what 
matters is our happiness. How did thi� book become can
on ized ? 

Not without a struggle, is part of the answer. The two 
great in terpretative schools of the rabbis H il lel  and 
Shammai fought a long spiritual war over Koheleth , and 
the Hi llclitcs did not win a final victory until A.D.  90 when 
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the Council of Jamnia Oabneh) closed out Scripture by 
affirming that Koheleth was part of the canon.  The 
school of S hammai sensibly asserted that the book was 
self-contrad ictory ,  merely l i terary ,  not inspired by God, 
and was marked plainly by skepticism towards the Torah .  
The H il le l i tes insisted that the book was by Solomon 
(though surely even they knew this was a pious fiction) ,  
and poin ted to certain passages in  the  book that were 
tradit ional ly Torah-orien ted . What was the motive of the 
H il lel i tes? Theologically,  they were l iberals, and presum
ably Koheleth helped them to ach ieve more daring  and 
open in terpretations of the Law. Yet the deeper motive,  
as with the great Rabbi Akiba's passion for the Song of 
Songs, seems to have been what we cal l literary or aesthet
ic esteem .  Koheleth was, rhetorical ly  and conceptually, 
too good a book to lose. Though both a belated and an 
audacious work, it was taken permanently in to Scripture. 
I myself am a mere amateur at bibl ical scholarship,  yet I 
want to go further in expressing the misreading of this 
canoni zation , for as I read it, Koheleth is a revisionist 
poem,  a strong misprision of Torah,  which suffered the 
happy i rony of being absorbed by the precursor against 
whom i t  had rebelled , however ambivalently. Koheleth 
3 : 1 4  echoes Deuteronomy 4 : 2  and 1 3 : 1  in a revisionist 
way, so as to change the emphasis from the Law's splen
dor to human powerlessness. I t  echoes passages in  Kings ,  
Samuel, and  Levi ticus, so a s  to  undo the  moral point  
from a categorical insistence upon righteousness as a di
vine com mandment to the skeptical view that moral erro r 
is inevitable and even necessary but that righteousness is 
always more h umanly sensible if only you can ach ie\'e it . 
Robert Gordis insight ful ly remarks that Koheleth re fers 
only to Torah and to Wisdom Script ure ,  and wholly ig
nores the canon ical prophets ,  as nothing could be more 
antithetical to his own vision than I saiah and Ezekiel .  

Let us contrast to Koheleth his eloq uent and more 
trad it ionally pious ephche, Ben S i rach , who alxnr t a half
centu ry later  seems to have fol lowed much the same pro-
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l 'ession , t each ing pragmatic Wisdom,  of a l i terary kind, at 
an upper-class academy in Jerusalem.  Ben Si rach can be 
described as t he  Lionel Tri l l ing of his day, even as h is  
precu rsor, Kohcleth,  seems a f igure not wholly unl ike 
\\'alte r  Pater o r  even Matthew A rnold,  in  Arnold's more 
skept ical moments, though I hasten to add that A rnold 
was hardly in  Koheleth 's class as poet or in tel lect. Ben 
Sirach ,  by a channing but not unexpected antithetical 
i rony,  echoes or a lludes constantly to Koheleth ,  but al
ways canon ical ly misread ing Koheleth in to a Shammai
l ike high Pharisaic orthodoxy. Whereve r Koheleth urges 
the necessi ty of pleasu re,  Ben Sirach i nvokes the principle 
of echoing Koheleth whi le u rging restraint ,  but in  the 
,·ocabulary of h is precursor. Robert Gord is observes th at 
wherever Koheleth is l i te ral in h is meaning, Ben Sirach 
in terprets h im as being figurative. Any close comparison 
of t he texts of  Ecclesiastes and Ecclesiasticus wi l l  con firm 
the analysis that Gord is makes. 

Let me s tun up th is rather in tricate excursus upon 
Koheleth and the book of Jesus Ben S irach .  The revi 
sionist work, through canonization,  i s  m isread by  being  
overf igurated by  the  canonically informed reader. The 
derivat ive, orthodox work, left uncanonized because of its 
belated ness, is m isread by being overl i teral ized by those 
who come after it, ou rselves included . 

I turn to two texts of Blake, two famous Songs of Ex
paintre: Lo11do11 and The Tygn. How are we to read these 
two revisionist lyrics that Blake in tended us to canonize,  
that indeed now are part of the canon of Brit ish poetry ? 
What kinds of misreadings are these poems now certain  
to demand? /.ondon is a revision ist text wi th  regard to the 
book of the prophet Ezekie l ;  The TJgn is a revisionist text 
with regard to the Book of Job, and also in relation to 
Pa mdi.lr' Lost. 

l lere is the precu rsor-text f(n Blake's Lo11don , chapter 9 
of the Book of Ezekie l :  
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He cried also in mine ears with a loud voice, saying, "Cause 
them that have charge over the city to d raw near, e\·en every 
man with his destroying weapon in his hand." 

And, behold, six men came from the way of  the higher gate, 
which l ieth toward the north , and every man a slaughter 
weapon in his hand; and one man among them was clothed 
with l inen, with a wri ter's inkhorn by his side: and they went in ,  
and stood beside the brasen altar. 

And the glory of the God of I srael was gone up from the 
cherub, where upon he was, to the threshold of the house. And 
he called to the man clothed with linen, which had the wri ter's 
inkhorn by his side; 

And the Lord said unto him ,  "Go through the midst of the 
city, through the m idst of Jerusalem, and set a mark upon the 
foreheads of the men that sigh and that cry for all the abomina
tions that be done in the midst thereof." 

And to the others he said in mine hearing, "Go ye after him 
through the city,  and smite: let not your  eye spare, neither have 
ye pity: 

Slay utterly old and young, both maids, and little children, 
and women : but come not near any man upon whom is the 
mark; and begin at  my sanctuary." Then they began at the 
ancient men which were before the house. 

And he said unto them , "Defile the house, and fil l  the courts 
with the sla in :  go ye forth ." And they went forth ,  and slew in 
the city. 

And i t  carne to pass, while they were slaying them, and I was 
left, that I fel l  upon my face, and cried, and said, "Ah Lord 
God! wilt thou destroy all the residue of I srael in thy pouring 
out of thy fury upon Jerusalem?" 

Then said he unto me, "The iniquity of the house of Israel 
and Judah is exceeding great, and the land is full of blood, and 
the city ful l  of perverseness: for they say, 'The Lord hath 
forsaken the earth, and the Lord seeth not.' 

"And as for me also, mine eye shall not spare, neither will I 
have pity, but I wil l  recompense their way upon their head." 
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And, behold, the man clothed with linen , which had the 
inkhorn by his side, reported the matter, saying, " I  have done 
as thou hast commanded me." 

Chapter H of Ezekiel ends with God's warning that he 
will punish the people of Jeru salem for their s ins .  Chap
ter 9 is Ezekiel's prophetic vision of the punishment being 
carried out, despite the prophet's attempt at  in tercession 
on behalf  of a saving remnant .  The crucial verse for 
Ulake's London is clearly the fourth one, wh ich gives B lake 
not only the central i mage of h is poem but even the 
rhyme of "cry" and "sigh" :  

. . .  And he cal led to the man clothed with linen, which had the 
writer's inkhorn by his side; 

And the Lord said unto him: "Go through the midst of the 
city, through the midst of  Jerusalem, and set a mark upon the 
foreheads of the men that sigh and that cry for al l  the abomina
tions that be done in the midst thereof." 

This mark is given to the saving remnant of Jerusalem,  
who alone are to be spared destruction . The Hebrew 
word for "mark" used here is taw , which is the name also 
of the letter t, the last letter of the Hebrew alphabet, e\'en 
as zed (z) is last in ou rs, or omega is last in the Greek 
alphabet. Trad itional commentary on Ezekiel in terp reted 
this to mean that the taw set upon the forehead of the 
righteous would be written in  ink  and sign i fy tichyl'h, "you 
shall l ive," but the taw upon the forehead of the wicked 
would be written in blood and would signify tmn uth , "you 
shal l  d ie." 

The in tcrtextual relationship between Ezekiel and 
Blake here is qu ite unmistakable, e\'en though it a lso has 
been quite unnoticed , except by myself, in  my role as 
what Blake denounced as a "Satan's \\'atch-Fiend ." How 
is Hlake re,· is ing Ezekiel? 

Not, so far as I can tel l ,  by h is  in it ia l  equat ion of 
London = Jerusalem,  w hich means that from the start al l  
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received readings of this  poem,  including my own, arc 
wholly mistaken in seeing Blake's poem primarily as a 
protest against repression ,  whether societal or individual .  
That is, a l l  received readings have said or int imated t hat 
in the poem Lo11do11 ,  B lake presents h i mself as a prophet 
or prophet ic figure, akin to Ezekiel, with the  people of 
London only roughly akin to t hose of Ezekiel's Jerusalem,  
in  that  they are shown as su ffering beneat h the counter
revolutionary oppression of the regi me of \Vi l l iam Pitt . 
On this  v iew the people, however cu lpable for weakness 
or lack of wi l l ,  arc the righteous,  and only the State and 
State Chu t·ch of  Pitt arc the wicked . From th is, a nu mber 
of other in terpretat ions necessarily (() l low th mughout the 
poem,  down to the famous l ines about  the harlot and the  
new-born in fant  a t  the  poem's close. 

I sha l l  demonstrate , w i th  t he aid of what I call "anti
thetical crit icism," that a l l  such interpretations are weak, 
unproduct i ,·e, canon ical m isrcadings, quite al ien to the 
spirit of  Blake's strong misreading or misprision of Ezekiel , 
and al ien in  any case to the letter of  B la ke's text, to the 
words, i mages, f igurations of t he stnmg poem,  /.o11do n .  

Bla ke hegins :  " I  wander thro' each chaner'd st reet ," and 
so we begin also,  w i th  that wandering and that chart ering, 
in  order to define t hat " 1 ." I s  i t  an Ezekiel - l ike prophet , or 
someone whose role and function are altoge t her d i tlet ·ent? 
To "wander" is to ha,·e no desti nat ion and no purpose . :\ 
biblical prophet may wander when he is cast out i n t o  t he 
desert,  when h is voice becomes a ,·o ice i n  the w ildcnwss, hut 
he does not wander when he goes t h rough the midst of t he 
city, t h mugh the  midst o iJ c rusa lem the City of Cod . There ,  
h is inspired voice always has  purpose , and h is inspired l'cet 
always ha\'e destination . Blake knew all t h is ,  and k n ew i t  
with

'
a knowing beyond our know ing. When he begins hy 

saying t hat he 7Nt lldl'n in  Londo n ,  h is . Jerusa lem . h is City of 
God , then he begins also hv sa v ing . .  I a m  not  E;ek ic l . I am 
not  a prophet, I a m  too fearful to he t he p m ph c t I o u g h t  to 
be , I rt lll hid . "  



" C h a rtct· 'd" is as crucial  as "wande r. "  The word is C \'Cn 
riche r with m u l t i ple sign i fications and rheto rical i ron ies,  i n  
t h is co n t c:-.: t ,  t ha n  crit ic is tn  so fat· has noticed.  H e re arc the 
rc Jc ,·ant  shades-o f-mea n i n g :  There is ce rt a i n l y  a re fe rence 
to Lond on h a \'i ng been created origi nal ly as a c ity by a 
chancr to 1 hat e llect . .\ s cenai nly,  there is an i n ) J i ic a l l u s ion 
t o  t he celebrated pol i t ica l slogan :  " t he chan ercd rights or  
English me n . "  :VIore s ubt l y ,  as we w i l l  sec , there is  a ref
erence to <l 'rilillg, because to be chartered is to be writte n ,  
s ince a charter is  a writ t e n  gra n t  from aut hot·i ty ,  or a docu
ment  out l i n ing a process o r  incot·pot·ation . I n  add i t io n ,  
there a rc t he com mercial notions or h ir i n g, or leas ing,  i n 
deed of binding o r  covenanting, always crucial in a prophet
ic con text .  M ost i m po rtan t ,  I t h i n k ,  i n  t h is poe m that t urns 
u pon a mark o r  salvation or destruct io n ,  is  t he acce pted 
mea n i n g  that  to be chanct·cd is to be awarded a s pecial 
pri , · i legc or a partic ular i m m u n ity ,  w h ich is established by a 
w ritten doc u me n t .  Final ly ,  t h e re is a mea n i n g  o p posed to 
"wanderi ng,"  w h ich is c h a n ing or mapping, so as to pre
cl ude m e re wanderi n g. The s t reet s  or London arc char
t e rcel , B lake says, and so he adds is t he Tha mes,  a n d  we can 
s u nnisc that  for B lake,  the adjccti ,·c i s  pri mari ly  ncgati ,·c in  
its i ron ies, sin ce h is m a n usc ri pt d rafts show that  h e  s ubsti
tu ted the word "chartered" for the word "d i rt y" in bot h  
instances.  

As  is often the case with s trong,  a n ti thetical poems that 
arc h igh ly con d e n sed in their lan guage,  B la ke's key-words 
in  /.o11do11 a t·e rem arkably in ten -elated, as cri t ic ism agai n has  
l�tilcd to notice. Walter  Pater, i n  h is great essay on SIJif', 
u rges that t h e  strong poe t ,  or " l i terary anis t"  as he puts  i t ,  
"wil l be a pt t o  res tore n o t  real l y  obsolete or rea l l y  worn-out 
word s, but the l i n e r  edge o f  words sti l l  i n  u sc . "  Pater meant 
the restoration o f  etymological or original meaning,  "the 
l iner edge ," a n d  in  t h is Pater was agai n a prophet of mod
ern or belated poetry.  B u t  here B la ke,  who deeply i n 
f l uenced Pater,  w a s  a l ready a pionee r. Let u s  return to 
"wandct·" wh ich goes bac k  to t h e  root u 't' l lrlh , fro m w h ic h  
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come also "turn ," "we<n·e ," and "wind."  I quote from B lake's 
l ugurif's ofln iWCf'IU'l' , notebook jottings dearly re lated to h is 

London : 

The Whore & Ca mbler by the State 
Licencd bui ld t hat :\'ations Fate 
The Harlots  cry from Street to St reet 
Shal l  wea \ e  Old Englands w inding Sheet 
The Win ners Sho ut t h e  Losers Curse 
Dance be fore dead Englands Hea rse 
Every :\' iglu & eve ry \1om 
Some to \t isery a re Hon1 

Contrast th is to t he f ina l  stanza of l.oll(/on : 

B ut most t h ro' m id n ight st reets I hea r 
How t h e  youth ful H a rlots curse 
B lasts t h e  new-born I nfants  tea r 
:\nd bl ights wi th  plagues t h e  \ta rriage hea rse. 

The harlot's cry or curse , a loser's cu 1·se , weaves a winding 
sheet f(n· England and eveq' maniage in En gland by blast
ing the infant's tear and by blighting with plagues . To weave 
is to wind is to wander is t o  turn is to bli ght  and blast. B light 
and blast what and how? The surprising answer is :  ,·o ice , 
wh ich or course is the pn>phet's one gift .  B la ke ll 'l'l /(lhs as 1 he 
hadot (('{'1/dh.l ' and both to the same resul t : the loss or 
h u man \·o ice. For w hat is an " infant"? " I n ra n t , "  "ban,"  and 
"prophet" al l come rrom t he same root, t he  I ndo- E u ro pean 
Blw , which is a root mean ing to "speak." And " i n rant" 
means one incapable or speec h ;  a l l  the i n  ra nt  can do i s  wee p. 
The Lat in  fa ri and the Greek plw na i both mean "to speak," 
and "prophet" deri ves f 'I·om them .  A han is a s t a t ed or 
spoken interdict ion, wh ich mea ns that a ban is a n1 1·se , wh i le 
to curse is t o  put someth ing or someone under a ha n .  Ban 
and voice , in B lake's J.ol/(lon ,  are na t u ra l  snwn nns and 
i ndeed we can say t hat the poem offers t he f( � l l ow i; Jg  eq ua
t ion :  every vo ice = a ban = a  c u rse = wee p i n g  or a blasted 
tear. But the verbal network is e \·en more in t 1·icat c . The 
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harlot's Cl l t·se is not, as vat·io us interpreters h;n·e sa id, ven
ereal disease , but is indeed what  "curse" came to mean in  
the \·e •·nacula t· a fter Blake and s t i l l  means now :  menstrua
t ion,  the nat u ral  cycle in t he h u man female. Let us note the 
complexitv of two more key words  in t he tex t :  "mark" and 
" l 'org'd" in " mind-forg'd manacles." A "ma rk" is a bound
ary (or, as Blake said, a " Oe \'ourer" as opposed to  a "  Pro
l i f ic") ; it is also a vis ible t race, a sign in l ieu of wt·i t ing, and a 
grade or met·it 01" demerit .  To "forge" means to " fabricate" 
in bot h senses of " fabt·icate":  to make,  as a smith or poet 
makes , but also to counterfeit .  The I ndo-European root is 
dlwbh , meaning "to fi t together" and is related to the Heb
rew daMar for "word ." ":vtind-forg'd manac les" is a phrase 
delibe t·ately e\'oking the Western metaphysical pmblem of 
dualism ,  since "manacles" for "ha nd-cuffs" in\'OI\'es mmws 
or hand,  and hence bod ily act , wh ich is at once made and yet 
feigned or counterfeited by the opposing p t·inciple of mind.  

I ha\'e invol ved us in  a l l  of th is vet·bal interrelation in 
order to suggest that B lake's Londou centers itse lf  upon an  
opposition between 11oire and writing, by wh ich I don't mean 
that somehow Jacq ues Derrida wrote the poem.  ;\lo - the 
poem is precisely anti-;\l ietzschean , ant i -Derridaean, and 
o ffers us a terri fy ing nostalgia for a lost prophetic ; •oire , the 
voice of Ezekiel and rel igious logocentrism,  wh ich has been 
replaced by a demonic • • isible / rare , by a mat·k, by the writing 
of the apocalyptic letter law.  With th is as background,  I am 
at last pt·epared to offet· my own , a ntithetica l ,  strong mis
reading of Blake's London ,  of w h ich  I wil l  assert only that i t  is 
more adeq uate to the text than the weak misreadings now 
;wailable to us. 

I wi l l  com mence by offering a very plain summary or 
paraphrase of what I j udge to be the difference in meanings 
when we juxta pose Blake's London w ith its precursor-text i n  
Ezekie l ,  chapter 9. Then I w i l l  proceed to an antithetical 
account of B lake's London, through a charting of its revi
sionat")' ratios, tn> pes, psychic defenses, and images .  

In  chapter 8 of Ezek iel ,  t t1e prophet sits in h is house of 
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exile in Babylon, surrounded by the elders of .Judah . The 
Spirit of God raises h im ,  and carries him " in the \"i sions of 
God to Jerusalem," to the out raged Temple, where graven,  
idolatrous images of  Ashcrah have been placed as substi
tutes for t he Living God . A further and fi nal vis ion of the 
Mnlwbah, God's tri u m phal  chariot , i s  gran ted Ezekie l ,  a fter 
wh ich four scenes of  idolatry withi11 the Temple arc rc
\·calcd to h im.  Chapter 8 concludes with a fierce warn ing 
from God : 

Thereh>re wil l  I also deal in fury ; \1ine eye shall not spare, 
neither will I ha \'e pity; and though they cry in \1ine ears wit h  a 
loud \·oice, yet wi l l I not hear them. 

Cha pter 9. which I have quoted a lready,  mit igates t h is 
only fot· a smal l  remnant .  Thc t·c arc six angels of destruc
tion, with only Gabriel ( accord ing to the Ta lmud) anncd 
with the inkhom t hat  wi l l  spare the t·ightcous. Un l ike Gab
riel , B lake docs not necessarily set a mark, s ince h is "mark in 
every face I meet ,"  primari ly  is intransit i\·c , mean ing "re
mark" or "observe." 

B lake begins to11don with a curious i rony,  more a scheme 
than a figu re ,  ot· if a figure ,  then more a f igure of t hought 
than of s peech . For he adopts the ol llcast role he called 
Rintrah, the John-the-Bapt is t  or unheeded forcrunnet·, in 
place of  the pmphctic vocat ion ,  but in  the context of 
Ezckicl's jcnlsalcm as wel l  as h is own Lond o n .  I n  the open
ing dialectic of  presence and absence ,  p recisely what is 
absent  is pro phet ic d irect ion and prophetic pu rpose ; what  
is present at·e chartering and marks.  So \·o ice is  absen t ,  and 
only demon ic writ ing is  prese n t .  Bla ke's dcfens i \·e 
reaction-formation to t he call he ca n not answer is to he a 
wandct·cr, and t o  mark pa ssive l y  ra ther t h an mark act iH·h  
with the /mm of righ t eo usness and wickedness, l i i C  and 
death .  B ut t ·igh t cousness a n d  wickedness a t·c a l i ke absent ; 
presen t only an:> wea kness a n d  woe , neit h e r  o f  w h ic h  meri ts  
a lmt• , whether of ink o r  o l  bloo d .  The svnecdoche o f  t he 
universal h u man face represen t s  B la ke's t ; 1 n1 ing against  his 
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own sel L  fm· he also is wea k and woe fu l ,  and not t he 
Ezckie l - l i k<.� prophet he s hould be . 

The t i tan\' o f "en:ry" becomes a wei rd meton y mi c  rei lica
t io n ,  a reg-ress ion i n  mo\· i n g  all  men back to a state of 
i n fann·, but a l so an isolat io n ,  as t h is is a n  "e,·e r\'" t h at 
separa

.
tes o u t  rather t h a n  u n i fies peo ple : 

. 

I n  e\·ery cry of e\·e ry \1an ,  
In e\·erv I n fants cr\· of ICar ' ' 
I n  e\·ery \·oice: in every han 
The mind-forg'd manacles I hear. 

" E ve ry \ I a n "  i ncl udes the Londoner W i l liam B la ke, 
whose n> ice also m ust  bet ray the clan k i n g  so und o f  " mi n d 
forg'd manacles," where the m i nd belongs to  e n·r�· man,  
agai n i n c l u ci i n g  Wil l iam B lake.  A n  i n fan t's cry of fear is  
al l-too-natu ral , fm· the i n  f;un is voiceless but  for h is fear and 
h t m g-cr, w h ich for h i m  is  a k i n d  of fear.  When the crucial 
won{ " \'oice" en ters the poe m ,  it i s  put i n to a metonymic, 
red ucti\'e series w it h  "cry o f  fear" and " ba n ," with terror 
anci c u rse , fear and the t h reat of feal'. 

\\' h e n  B la ke a nswer·s t h is red uction w it h  a Subl ime rc
pressi,·e h y perbole, it is gove rneci by the same " I  hear," as 
s poken by a J o n a h ,  a re neg-ade pro phet who nc,·cr docs 
s peak in h is o w n  poe m ,  but o n l y  h ears : 

I hear 
How the Chimney-sweepers cry 
Every blackning Church appalls, 
And the hapless Soldiers sigh, 
Runs in blood down Palace walls. 

The c h i m ney-swee pers' cry, as in  the two B la kean songs 
o r  t he sweeps, is "Weep ,  weep," d ue to the cockney l isp of 
t he c h i l d re n ,  as they attem pt to aci ,·crtisc t heir  labor w ith a 
\'oiced "s wee p, swee p . "  The cry o f  wce

J
J helps blacken 

l'urt her the perpetually blacke n i n g  C h ur c  1, poss ibly d ra p
i n g  i t  i n  a pal l t h m ug-h t he m;u·k o f/aH' i n  a b lack i n k ,  g ivi n g  
it a n  edge over the royal palace , w h ich r·ccci ,·es t h e  bloody 



U/ohf' (1 1/d Ur,.uisiolli ll/1 

tow of destruct ion .  The soldier's h a pless sigh pre f i gu res t he 
cu rse o f  t he h a rlot .  a s  both arc losers, i n  t he term fn>In 
:-lugurif's oj iii i /Otf'I IO'. B ut what about  B lake's synaesthesia? 
l low, e\'cn i n  S u bl ime re prese n tat io n .  can you h('([r a 
C h u rch being d ra ped i n  a pal l ,  a n d  how can yo u hr'o r a s igh 
r u n n i n g  in blood down palace w a l ls .  The a nswet·,  I t h i n k ,  is 
given by our m a p  of misread ing.  W h a t  B la ke is rcpt·cssing 
i n to t h is h y pcrbolical hearin g-seeing is t he visionary power 
of t h e  1/(/hi, t he l lcbrcw prophet ,  a nd the ru n n ing of the 
repressed voice dow11 the tTprco;s ivc wal ls re prese n t s  not 
only t he so ldier's h apless s igh , but  the more powerl 'u l  h a p
less sigh o f t he pro pher who has re pressed 1 he \·oice t h at is 
great wi t h i n  u s .  

\Ve co me t h e n  t o  the fin a l  sta n za,  t he most weakly  mis
read o f  a l l .  H e re is the characteristic Roman tic ending t ha t  
fol lows a l i m i t i n g  metaphor b y  a representing t ra n s u mp
tio n :  

But most thro' midnight st reets I hear 
How the youthful Harlots curse 
B lasts the new-born I n fants tear 
And blights wit h plagues the Marriage hearse. 

I want to reject altogether the c ustomary . i n terpretation 
that makes "cu rse" here a variety o f  venereal  i n fectio n ,  and 
that makes the i n fa n t's condition a prenatal bl i nd ness . I n 
stead, I want  to rea llinn m y  ow n earlier i n terpretation ol '  
the H a rlot here as B la ke's per petu a l l y  you t h fu l  H a rlot,  
:\l at u re ,  not the h u man female,  but the n a tu t·al dement in 
t he h um a n ,  male or fem a l e .  

The i n s ide/o utside pers pcct ivism here gin·s us B l a ke as 
pen t - u p  voice wanderi n g  s t i l l  at midn ight th rough t he 
streets,  and t h rough that  labyri n th he ac h ie ves a nother 
synaesthetic heari n g-see i n g, how a nother c u rse ot· ha n or 
natural fact ( me nstruation) blasts or scatt ers a not her 
n at u ral fact , t he tearless ness o f  t he new-horn i n fa n t .  For 
B la ke e very natu ral  l 'act equals  every other nat u ral  fact . 
The metalepsis t h a t  i n t rojects t he fut u re here is one t hat 
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sees enormous plagues rid ing along in  eveq· marriage 
coach , blighting l i fe in to death ,  as though every marriage 
carries the law of destruct ion .  Remember again the 
doggerel of ll uguriPs of lnnoanrP : 

The Harlots cry from street to street 
Shall weave Old Englands winding sheet 
The Winners Shout the Losers Curse 
Dance before dead Englands Hearse 

I f  Old England is dead , then a l l  her marriages are funer
als .  A cry that weaves a shroud is l ike a mark of taw or a ban 
chartering weakness and woe . B lake's poem is not a protest ,  
not a prophetic outcry, not a vision of judgment .  I t  is a 
revis ion ist's self-condemnation ,  a Jonah 's desperation at 
knowing he is not an Ezekiel . We misread B lake's poem 
when we regard it as prophecy, and see it as primarily 
sympathy wi th  t he wretched of London , because we have 
canon ized the poem,  and beca use we can not bear to read a 
canon ical poem as be ing truly so altogether negative and 
sel f-destructive a text. 

Even as a revis ion ist strong poem,  Blake's London is more 
a del iberate parody of misprision than it is a revision ist text. 
B lake's tonal complexities are uncanny ,  unhPimlirh, here 
and elsewhere ,  and l ike ;\/ ietzsche B lake is someth ing of a 
parod ist of world h istory. There is a grotesque element i n  
London ,  and what we  take as Subli me hyperbole i s  actual ly 
more the underthrow of l i totes, t he characteristic rhetorical 
figure in grotesque representation .  This parody is a clearer 
strain in  B lake's Tht' Tygn, wh ich I want to i ntrod uce more 
by way of ;\/ ietzsche t han by way of its origins in Job and 
Mil ton .  

Like ;\/ ietzsche, and l ike everv other revisionist, B lake 
desired always to keep  origin and

' 
a im,  source and purpose, 

as far apart as possible . N ietzsche, i f  I understand h im ,  
bel ieved only i n  comic o r  preposterous schemes of trans
umption,  in wh ich a future laughter is intn�jected and a past 
t ragedy is pn�jected.  An aphorism in Bey111d Good and l:'r•il 
says 1 hat we are 
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prepared as was no previous age for a Carnival in the grand style, 
for laughter and a high-spirited re1·elry, for t ranscendental 
n ights of Subl ime nonsense and an Aristophanes-l ike mockery of 
the un iverse. Perhaps this is where we shall yet d iscover the rea lm 
of our im•l'nlion , that realm in which we also sti l l  can he original, 
say as parodists of world h istory and the clowns of God-perhaps. 
even i f  noth ing else today has a fu t u re, our laughter may yet ha1·e 
a future. 

We can obser\'e here t h at a poem ,  in t h is  1·iew , m u st he a 
parody of a parody , just  as a man is a parody o r  Cod . B ut 
N ietzschean repe t i t io n  is e l'en more bew ilderi ng, f(>r any 
copy is both a parody of its original , yet a lso a sel f-parody. 
I n  te rms o r  poe t ic mispris io n ,  t h is means t ha t  a ny poem i s  
both a misread i n g  of a precu rsor poem and,  more crucial l y ,  
a m isreadi n g  o f  i tse l f. W he t h e r  N iet zschean parody is  u n i
,·ersal ly applicable I do not know, but it i l lumi nates poems of 
del iberately cycl ic  repeti t ion l i ke B la ke's The J)·gn o r  Thf' 
,\lf'ntal Tml'f'lln ot· Thf' Crystal Cabinet. 

Blake's Tyger has a pretty exact analogue in a � ietzsche
an tiger, a gra n d  deconstruct i 1·e t i ge r ,  in t he c u rious t e x t  
ca l led Truth and Falsdwod in an Extm-,\/oml Sr'n.1P: 

What indeed docs man know about h imself? Oh!  that he could 
but once see h imself complete , placed as it were in an i l luminated 
glass case ! Does not natu re keep secret from h im most th ings, 
even about h is body . . . ? Nature threw away the key: and woe to 
the fateful curiosity wh ich might be able for a momen t to look out 
and down through a crevice in the chamber of consciousness and 
discover that man, i nd i fferent to his own ignorance, is rest ing on 
the pit i less, the greedy, and insatiable,  the murderous, and as it 
were, hanging in dreams on the back of a t iger. W hence, in t he 
wide world ,  w ith  th is state of a ll.a i rs, arises the impulse to t ruth? 

N ietzsche's t iger is  h u man m o n a l i t y :  our i l l us i n· day-to
day e x istence rests us,  in d reams, as we rick t he t ige r w h o  
w i l l  be , who is o u r  o w n  deat h , a me t a phor ica l e m bod iment  
or the u n bearable t r u t h  I hat  I he plc a s u re-princi  pic a n d  I he 
rea l i ty-princi ple are f i n a l l y  one.  



:'\ ietzsche's precu rsors were Goethe, Schopen hauer, 
l le i ne,  and Wagner; B l a ke's were :\l i l ton and the Bible. Of 
al l  the t h irty- n ine books of the Old Testament,Job obsessed 
B lake most . The l'oreru nners of B lake's Tyger are the 
Le viat ha n  and Behemoth of Job, two horrible beasts who 
represen t  the God-ordained tyranny of nature over man ,  
two beasts whose f inal  name is h uman death ,  for to B lake 
nature is death .  

God taunts Joh by asking h im  i f  t hese great beasts wi l l  
make a co,·enant w ith man?  Rash i  comments on Behemoth 
hy saying:  " p re pared f(>r the future," and the apocryphal 
apocalypses, Enoch and I \' Ezra and Baruch , a l l  say that 
Le,· iathan and Behemoth are parted only to come together 
one day, in the J udgment, when they wil l be the food of the 
Righ t eo us . As  God says of Leviathan,  if none dare face h im,  
t hen "Who is able to  stand before \le?-'' \ l i l ton brings in the 
Lniathan (evidently a crocodile in Job) as a whale, but 
\lelvi l le's Moby Dick i s  close 1· to the beasts of Job, a nd to 
B la ke's Tyger. 

At t h is advanced date, I assert an exemption from having 
to argue against the usual  run of merely trivial m isreadings 
of The 1)'ger. I w il l  oppose my ant i thetical reading to the 
recei ved m isreading of the earl ier B loom,  in books l i ke The 
Visionm)' Contj)([IIY and Bla/u>., AjJOral)•jJse, or i n  the notes to 
Rom a ntir Poelt)' and Prov i n  the Oxford Anthology. The 
fundamental principle for reading The 1)-gl'l "  is to realize 
that this is a d ramatic lyric in wh ich Wil l iam B lake is  not, 
cannot be the speaker. The 1)'ger i s  a Sublime or hyperboli
cal monologue, with l ittle movement in i ts t ropes or images. 
I t  is dominated by the s ingle t rope of repress ion ,  by an  
unconsciously purposeful forgetting, but th is is  not B lake's 
repression .  The psych ic area i n  w h ich  the whole poem 
centers is hysteria .  What does it mean for a major lyric never 
to devi ate from its own hysterical i n tensity? 

The answer is that B lake,  more e ,·en than N ietzsche, is a 
master of creat ive parody, and he is parodying a kind of  
greatness that he loves and admires, but  vehemently does 
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not wish to join . I t  is the greatness o f  W i l l iam Cowper, and 
the other poets of t he B w·kean or M i l to n ic Sublime in  the 
later eigh tee n t h  cen t u ry .  The t wo dominan t  images of t he 
poem a re both fearfu l-the b u rn i n g  or l i re and t he sym
metry. Fire is the pri me pe rs pect i,· iz ing tro pe i n  a l l  or  
Roma nticism ,  as  we w il l  see agai n and aga i n . I t  s tands ,  most 
often ,  for d isco n t i n uity or f(H t he possib i l i t y  of, or desire 
toward s discon tin u i t y .  I t s  oppos ite, t he em blem or re pet i
tion or con ti n uity ,  tends to be t he i n land sou n d  of moving 
waters . These ident i l ications  may seem p u rely arbit rary 
now;  I w i l l  v i n d icate them in later c h a pt ers.  

\Vhat  are we to make o f  "sym metry"? Sym metry is a 
one-to-one t·at io ,  whether on opposite sides of a d i ,·idi n g  
l i n e ,  or  i n  relat ion t o  a cen ter. A one-to-one ratio means 1 hat  
no re visio n is m  has taken place ; there has been no clinolllf' ll ,  
no catastrophe-creation or breaking-o f-t he-vessels  i n  t he 
making of t h e  TygeL Li ke Leviath a n  and Behemot h ,  t he 
Tyger is exactly what  h is creator mea n t  h im to be . B ut who 
is h is creato r? Does t h is poem set i tse lf, for i n t e rpret at  ion , i n  
a relat ively  o rt hodox Genesis- M i l ton contex t ,  o r  in  the co n
text  of  some G nosis? How fearful i s  t he Tyger's m aker? O t· 
is it a canonical m i s readi n g  t hat we al low d1 is poe m to set 
itse l f  a gen e t ic con te x t  for inter pret a t io n ,  at a l l ?  

By com mon consent of i n ter preters,  Thf' 'l)·.w·r is made u p  
of a series o f  increasingly  rhetorical q uestio ns.  The model 
for t h is sedes certa i n l y  is  t o  be fou nd in t he B ook o f .Joh.  
where God con fro n t s  Job with c w s h ingly r heto rical < JUl'S
t ions,  a l l  of  them red ucing to t he cruelty of: \V herc wcre 
yo u ,  anyway,  w h e n  I made e\·eryt h i n g ?  :\ l 't e r  al l ,  J ob's plea 
had been "Ca l l  Tho u ,  and I w i l l  answer" ( I :� : �� ) .  an d ( �od 
there fore rel ies u pon a cont i n uo u s  i ro n y  as l igure-of
though t.  B ut the speaker of Thf' Typ,n is incapable o f  delih
et·ate i ro n v ;  e\·e rv one o f  h is t t ·o pes is, as I ha n· noted 
a l ready,  a;1 hype ;·bole.  \\' hat is t h is pro fo u n d  repressio n 
d e fe n d i n g  aga i nst ? W hat l 't t rn ace is com i n g  u p .  ; I I  last. 
against  the w i l l  of th is d a e m oniz ing s peaker? 

�o s peaker co uld he more det e r m i ned to i n s ist t hat  ori -



gin and a i m  we re t he same i m pu lse and t h e  same C\'e n t .  \\'e 
c111 s u rm ise t ha t  t he u tKo nscio usly pu rpose fu l fm·get t i ng o f 
t h is poe m's s peaker is precisely t h at he h im sel f, as a n  a i m  o r  
ptn-pose, has heen sepat·a t ed i rreparably fm m h is po in t o f  
origi n .  Co n fro n t ing t h e  Tyger, w h o  represents h is ow n 
dru'/1/0IIir i n tensit y ,  t he form t h at is h is own f(>rce, what B lake 
would h a \'e called V i s io n  o r  h is own I magina t i o n ,  the 
d ra m a t ic speaker is desperatel y determi ned to ident ify 
co mpletely t he Tygc r's a i m  and pu rpose w i t h  the Tyger's 
s u pposed l y  d i,· ine origins.  

Yet  i t  is not  t he speaker's text ,  but B lake's, and the mean
ing o f  the text  rises pamdistica l l y  and e \·en w it h  a w ild 
comedy out o f  the in tertex t u al j u xtapositions between the 
t e x t  i t se l f  and tex t s  by Cowper, by M i l t o n ,  a n d  t he text  ci t ed 
fro m Job.  

Fi rst Cowpe r ,  fro m B oo k  \' I o f  Thr• Ta.1ll : 

The Lord of a l l ,  h imself through all d i ffused , 
Sustains, and is the l i fe of al l  that l i ,·es .  
�at ure is but  a name fi:>r an e ffect 
Whose cause is God. He feeds the secret fi re 
By which the mighty process is maintained ,  
Who sleeps not, is not  weary ; in whose sight 
Slow circl ing ages are as t ransient days, 
Whose work is w ithout labour;  whose designs 
!'\o fiaw def(mns, no difliculty thwarts ;  

Here origin  a n d  pu rpose are one,  w it h o u t  stra i n ,  a n x iety, 
or re pressio n ,  or so it seems.  Next :\ l i lto n ,  fro m Book \' I I  of 
Pa mdi.lf' /,osl, part o f  t he most S u bl ime creatio n -scene in t he 
language :  

The grassy Clods now Cah·'d , now ha l f  appear'd 
The Tawny Lion, pawing to get free 
His h inder part s, then springs as broke from Bonds, 
And Rampant  shakes h is B tinded mane; the Ounce, 
The Libbard , and the Tiger, as the :\lole 
Rising, t he crumhl'd Earth abo\·e them threw 
I n  Hi l locks . . .  



Milton shows rat her less ucat ivc anxiety than the poet of 
Job, even allow in� h imself  a t ransumption of a LuetTt ian 
al lusion as i f  to indicate h is own corrcct iw· con f idence that 
God's origins and \t i l ton's purposes arc one and t he same. 
B lake's spcakct· is not B lake, nor is he \t i l ton ,  not c\·cn 
B la ke's own \t i lton .  He i.1 Cowper or .Job, or rather Cowper 
ass im ilated to Job,  and both  ass imi lated not to t he stron� 
poet or  revision ist in  Blake,  but to Blake's own Spcn re of 
U rt hona, that is ,  t he t i me-bound work-a-day c�o. and not 
what B la ke li ked to call " t he Real \fan t he l ma�inat ion. ' "  

I approach an ant i thetical fo rmula.  Bla ke's 1·c\ is ion ism in 
Loudou was to measure t he ratios by wh ich  he ldl short of 
Ezekiel . B lake's t·cvis ionism in  Tht' Tyr;n is to meas ure the 
ratio by wh ich he su rpasses Cowper and Job. Cowpe t·'s 
fearful ratio docs not frighten B lake ,  whose ent i re d ialectic 
depends upon separat ing ori�ins, nat ural or nal l 1 1·a l rel i 
gion's , from imaginat ive aims or re,·is ionist purposes. Yet , in 
Loudou,  Blake shows h imself  knowingly i ncapable of 
sepat·at ing prophetic voice as a im or purpose from t he cry , 
curse , ban of natu ral voice as origin . We have underes
t imated Bla ke's complexities, and h is own capacity for self
recogn ition . He is in no danger of bt l l ing into the re pet i t ion 
of t he Bani confront ing the  Jobean Ty�cr. Yet ,  in the 
societal context in wh ich a prophet must v ind icate h imself. 
B lake falls s i lent ,  and fal ls into t he repetit ion of t he wan
derer who flees the burden of prophecy . There can no 
more be a m ut e  prophet than t here can be a m ute ,  inglori 
ous Mi lton.  The prophet or uahi is precisely a Jmhlir om/or, 
and not a pri vate mutterer  or  marker. The uahi m·nT 
moans,  as B lake did,  " I  am h id . "  Blake ,  who mi�ht ha,·c 
been more, by h is own account was h uman-al l too 
h uman-and gave in to natural fear. I l i s  belatedness, in the 
spiri tual more t han in the poetic sense , was a shadow that 
overcame h im.  

The B lake of l.oudou has  become a ca non ical writer,  t i l l 
l i ke the Ben Si rach of Ecclesiast icus, but l ike Ecclesiasticus 
Blake gives us in  London a text he lacks the authori ty to 
sustain .  The B lake of Tht' Tvgn, l i ke the Kohdet h of Ec-



clesiastes,  g i ,·es us a canon ical t e x t  that t radit ion necessa t·i l y  
has misread a n d  goes on mi sreading.  Re\' is io n ism or be
lat ed crea t io n  is a hard task,  and exact s a \·c ry h igh price, a 
price t h at mean i n g  i t s e l f  m ust  pay for, by bei ng e m ptied o ut 
fro m a ple n it ude to a deart h .  

I concl ude w i t h  a l i na lj ux t a posit ion bet ween t he skept ical 
Kohclet h and t he pass ionately certa i n  B l a ke .  Bot h Ec
clesiastes a n d  Tht' Tygcr a re t exts o f  co nscious belatedness, 
t hough Tht 'l)·gn parodies and mocks its own co n d i t ion of 
bel a t ed ness.  For t he Tyge r  i t se l f, as a Subl ime re prese n t a
t ion,  is a se l f-im posed blocki n g  agent ,  what  Blake cal led a 
Spect re ,  a nd w hat Eze kiel  a n d  B lake cal led a Cm·e ri n g  
Chenth. T h e  guilt  su ffered b y  t h e  speaket· o f  B la ke's 7)gn 
is a l so Cow pe r's gui l t ,  a n d  t h e  gui l t  of a ,·ery u n-Cowperian 
l i gu re,  :\ l i l ton's Sat a n .  This  is t he gu i l t  that :'\ iet zsche,  in h is 
(;mc((/o,t,")' of .\lomls, cal led the "gu i l t  o f  i ndebtedness ."  I 
t h in k  t hat B la ke meant  some t h i n g  l i ke t h is w h e n  he said in  

Jnu.lalt'l/1 t hat  it  was  eas ier t o  fo rgi,·e a n  e n e m y  t h a n  i t  was to 
forgi,·e a friend .  The s peaker of Tht' 1)gn con fronts a 
burn ing, fea r fu l  s y m metry t hat e xists i n  a o ne-to-one ratio 
w i t h  its C reator. Like Job co n front ing Le \'iat han and Be
hemot h ,  1 he Cowper-l i ke bard con fronts an u nacce ptable 
s u rroga t e  for the di vine Precu rsor,  a su rrogat e  who g ra n t s  
h i m  no priority, a n d  who h a s  a u t hority o\·er h i m  i n so fa r  a s  
he is nat u ra l .  B la ke,  i n  moc k i n g  a ca non ical k i n d  o f  poe m ,  
ne,·ert heless i s  s u bs u med b y  the can o n ica l t ra d i t ions of 
misreadi ng, as a n y  studen t ' o f  Tht' 1)-p;t'r's i n t erpretat ive 
h is to ry cou l d  tes t i fv .  

Where B la ke's d {·a matic speaker is  t ra pped i n  re pet i t ion,  
Kohel e t h  is a t heorist o f  re pe t i t io n ,  not  far i n  s pirit from t h e  
Stoic :\farcus A u re l i u s .  " A l l  words toil to  \\'Cari ness," 
Kohclc t h  says earl y on i n  his boo k ,  and so he t h i n ks t hat 
fu ndam e n t a l l v  all  the books ha \'e been w ri t ten a l read v.  
Though he pt:aises w isdo m ,  Koheleth is weary o f  i t . H e  t <;o 
migh t  ha ,·e said : "The Hesh is sad a las, and I ha,·e read a l l  
t he books."  B ut he adds:  " For w i sdom i s  a d e fense,  e \·en as 
monev is  a del 'ense," a n d  the Hebt·ew t ra ns lated here in  t h e  
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King James versio n  as "defense" is a word l i teral ly mean ing 
"shadow."  I end on that identification of the defense against 
influence wi th the metonymic trope of shade for w isdom or 
money , and for the forests of the n ight that frame the 
menace of the fire that meant a d iscontinui ty from origins.  



3 

Wordsworth and the Scene of I nstruction 

I s tart with :\' ietzsche, as perhaps the least \\'ordswort h ian 
or intcrprctatiYe theorists. This is one of h is notebook jot
t i l l).{S, or  I H55,  l l rl-{ing a re\'i sionary ,·iew of " memory": 

One must revise one's ideas about 11/l'IIIOI)' : here l ies the chief 
temptat ion to assume a "soul ," which, outside t ime, reproduces, 
recogn izes, etc. B ut that which is expe 1ienced l ives on " in the 
memory"; I can not help it if i t  "comes back," the wi ll is  inacti \'e 
in  this case, as in the coming of any thought. Someth ing hap
pens  of which I become conscious: now someth ing simi lar 
comes-who called i t?  roused it? 

Nietzsche demysti lles and desubjectivizes memory ; 
Wordsworth so mystified memory as to make of  it the one 
great myth of h is ant imythological poetry . 

I set aga inst both th is demystificat'ion and this  
spiri tu al ization the vast expansion of the concept of 
memory that took place in  Freud.  The empir ical model 
for memory, before Freud,  was an easy target for 
N ietzsche's deconstruct ive energies, s ince memory was 
seen as a mechanical ly causal process , based upon the 
association of ideas. One idea associated i tsel f w ith 
another pretty much as t he motion of one entity affected 
another. B ut here is the ph ilosopher Stuart Hampshire's 
perce ptiYe brief summary of the conceptual change that 
Freud accomplished : 

For the s imple machinery of the association of ideas, Freud 
substitmes complex anivities of project ion , introjection and 
identi f ication in the solution of conH icts. The i mportance of 
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this substitution , from the ph ilosoph ical point of view, is just 
that these activit ies are represented as activities; and because 
they are so represented , the underly ing moti ves of them can be 
in vestigated . Within this scheme, the question of "Why?"-the 
demand for an explanation in any part icular case--does not 
call for a un iversally  valid psychological law and a statement of 
in itial conditions. Since these processes are represented as ac
tivities of mind,  the question "Why" asks for a description of 
the situation or s ituations, and therefore of the given problem, 
to which these continuing activities were the solution adopted . 
The effect of the substitution of the act ive for the passive mood 
is that the subject is required to search in his memory for the 
past situat ion, as it survives in his mind,  and to acknowledge or 
to d iscla im its superi mposition on the present. 

One impulse t hat rises in me, as I read th is lucid phil 
osoph ical comment on Freud,  is  to  remember Freud's 
remark that "The poets were t here before me," s ince 
Hampsh ire's observation would be a perfectly com
mon place and accurate enough description of  the d i ffer
ence between a pre-Wordsworth ian memory poem,  l ike 
Gray's Eton Ode, and a poem l ike Ti11tem Ab/)('y. The 
d ifference between Wordsworth and Freud is t hat wh ile 
bot h  greatl y expanded the concept of memory, 
Wordsworth very nearly made i t  into a Kabbal ist ic hypos
tasis , a new sefirah or magical attribute of Oi \·ine 
I nHuence ,  wh ile Freud set i t  overtly in the context of 
anxiety, repress ion , and defense .  I revert to my analog-ical 
and anti thet ical principle; a composite trope and a com
pos ite defense are d i fferent  faces of the same ra tios or 
revision . " Memory," f(> r Wordsworth, is a co mpos ite 
t rope, and so in  Wordsworth what is called memory, or 
treated as memory, is  also a compos ite defense, a defense 
against t ime , decay,  t he loss or d i \· inat ing- power, and so 
final ly a defense ag-ainst dea t h ,  whose other name is John 
Mil ton . 

I n  Thr' /�'go a llfl flu' Irl ( 1 9�7) ,  Fn�ud sug-g-est s  as a model 
of our mental apparatus  the  vis ion of an org-an i sm f loa t -



iug in water.  :\s the su rface o f  t h is orga n i s m  is molded, 
in tern a l l y  and external ly ,  i nto d i fferen t iation ,  what res u lts  
as a d i ffere nce Freud ca l led the "ego," the " ich ."  Beneath 
t h is s u rface, and going down t o  t he d e pth of t he o r
gan i s m ,  is what Fre ud ca l led t h e  " id ,"  t h e  it, a n a m i n g  i n  
w h ich F re u d  ul t imatdv fol lowed N iet tsche.  The model i s  
com plex a n d  subtle,  ; ;nd I can not gi\'e a n  adequate ac
cou n t  of '  it here .  B ut o ne featu re of it  is crucial  as pan o f  
Freud's conce pt of memory. T h e  ego i s  \' i sual ited a s  
broad e n i n g  o ut f 'rom a layer of memory-t races,  cal led the 
preconscio us. These memory-traces are def ined as rem
n a n ts of '  perce ptions,  and 'on l y  t h rough an acc u m u la
tion of me mory-traces is t here a growth i n  conscio usness. 

:\ memory-trace is a \'erv t rick v notion .  one t hat I 
mysel f do ,{ot u n de rs t a n d ,  'and w'h ile Freud doubtless 
unde rstood it,  he ne,·er e x p lained it adeq uately .  Freud's 
word is l�' rill llr' l"llll,!.!,·.,sjmr, w h ich cou ld he i n terpreted 
psychologica l l y  or physiological ly .  Lapla nche and Pon tal is ,  
the Laca n ian a uthors o f  Tlu' l.a11guagr' of Ps_w-lwrwa!_Ysis, do 
not help cla t·ify t h is notion when t hey say that " me mory
traces are de posited in d i ffe ren t  syste m s ,  and s ubsist 
perm a n e n t l y ,  h u t  are o n l y  reacti vated once t hey h a ,·e 
been cat hected ,"  t hat is, i n \'ested w i t h  psychic enet·gy. A 
trace t h a t  s u bs ists permane n t l y ,  wh ile waiti ng f(>r a hea\")" 
psych ic i n \'estor to come along, is a , · isio n of the m i nd 
that a l l  great poetry,  i nc l u d i n g  Wordsworth's,  refutes.  Dr.  
Sa m u e l  Johnso n ,  who darkly knew that the m i nd is aho,·e 
a l l  a rr'awlf'ss artil 'iiJ. co u ld ha \'e taugh t these c u rren t  
psychoa nalytic l inguisti l i e rs a l itt le mo t·e res pect for t he 
power of the m i n d  o\'er itse l f, as wel l  as o\·er nat u re and 
lan guage .  B u t  Fre u d  also,  o f  cou rse,  knew w h a t  the great 
mora l  psycho logists f 'ro m Pasca l and \fon taigne to D r. 
Joh nson a nd Colet·idge h a ,·e know n ,  w h ich is that mem
ory is act i \'e m i nd , a lways dange ro us, a lways at  work mis
read i n g  t he pred ica m e n ts o f  consciousness.  Here arc La
planche and Pontalis at their most h ilarious, red ucing 
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Freud to a kind of Chaplin or B uster Keaton of the 
memory-mach ine :  

The memory-trace i s  s imply a part icular arrangement of 
facilitations [path-breakings], so organ ized that one route is 
fol lowed in preference to another. The funct ion ing of memory 
in th is way might he com pa red to what is known as "memory" 
in the theory of cybernet ic mach ines, which are bu ilt on the 
principle of binary opposi t ions. 

Jacques Derrida, as usual , is a much more adequate 
and perceptive interpreter of the relation of memory to 
language in Freud.  Derrida tel ls us that the psyche is a 
kind of text and that th is text is constitu ted of what 
Derrida ca lls "written traces ." Early Freud ( 1 895) speaks 
of  memory as if  i t  is a composite trope rather l ike in
fluence ; memory is defined as "the capacity to be al tered 
in a last ing way by events wh ich  occur only once." Derrida 
ass imi lates Freud to Nietzsche by finding " the real origin 
of memory and thus of the psyche in the di fference 
between path-breakings" or sensory exci tations as they 
encounter resistances in consciousness . What Derrida 
cal ls "the trace as memory" is the impalpable and in visible 
d ifference between two path-breaking forces im pinging 
upon what becomes the individual mind. With Den·ida's 
more complex and subtle Heideggerean notion of the 
l raa proper, as opposed to Freud's memory-trace, I am 
not concerned here ,  because I w ish to talk only about one 
text, Wordsworth 's Tinlem A bbev, and the intrus ion of a 
concept of memory in to the me'aning of that poem.  This 
concept is essential ly Wordsworth's own , and can be i l
luminated by juxtaposition w ith Fre ud's, and with Derri
da's bri l l iant exegesis of Freudian memory. But even the 
Wordsworth ian concept of memory is very secondary to 
my aims in th is d iscourse. I want to  ofler an ant ithet ical 
reading of Wordsworth's Tintau Ab!H'Y· employing my 
map of  misprision and some aspects of a larger scheme of 
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what I ha\'e called the Scene of I nstruct ion in chapter 3 
or .-1 MajJ of Mi.1rnuli11g. I n  that  scheme the study of a 
poem as mispt· ision or a re\is ionary text is only the sixth 
and f ina l  phase or a com plex attem pt at com plete in
terpretation , i n  wh ich a text is ful ly  related to a precu rsor 
text or texts. 

I do not bcl ie\'e that \'\'ordswort h meant th is poem to 
be "about" memory ; I th ink he intended what  he called 
"restoration" to be the subject of the poem .  He seems to 
ha,·e wanted a far more pos itive, hopeful , e\'en celebra
tory poem than the one he actually wrote. As with the 
Intimations Ode, the poet desit·ed to emphasize restitut ion,  
compensation , gai n  rather than loss. B ut h is re,·i s ionary 
gen ius intended otherw ise or, i f  we want to select Freud
ian terms, the defensive process of repress ion g<l\·e 
Wordswort h  a very d i fferent  poem than the one he set 
out to wri te .  I am go ing to suggest that the Sublime 
tropes or strong hyperboles of Ti11tem Abbey work to re
press the still-haunting presence of Mi lton's texts, panicu
larly of t he invocations to Books I I I  and V I I  of Pamdi.lr' 
/,ost. Because of the preternatural strength of \\'ords
wort h's unconsciously purposeful forget t i ngs of \I i i
ton ,  the true su�ject of Ti11tn11 .-l. bbeJ becomes memory 
rather than spiri tual or imaginat i \·e reno\'at ion . I ndeed , I 
wi l l  go so far as to argue not only that the mean ing of 
Ti11tem Abbey i s  in  i ts relationsh ip to !\t i lton's in n>eat ions, 
but that the poem becomes , despite itsel f, an i tl \'OCation 
of :\ti l ton .  \lemory deals with absence, and t he crucial or 
ldt absence in Ti11tn11 . ·l bbn is \ t i l ton's .  

:\s w ith m\· ant i·t heticat
" 

account  of B lake's /.o11doll ,  
which uncm·e

'
red an opposition in t hat poem between 

prophet ic Yoice and demon ic wri ting, Ti11tn11 .-l hhey Kab
ba lizecl wi l l  show some s imi lar patterns of a struggle be
tween \'o icing and marking, and between hearing and 
seeing, a st ru ggle in wh ich ,·isible t races usurp t he hope
ful murmur  of prophet ic \'oice . But  B lake warred always 
agai nst the bod ily eye, and o\·enly aspired towards t he 
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status and function of the  nabi or vis ionary orator. 
Wordsworth and Coleridge,  as their better scholars have 
shown us,  longed for a compos ite, originary sense that 
combined rather than opposed seeing and hearing. I f  
memory-traces a n d  their implicit metaphor of script 
usurp a greater d ream in Tin/em Abbey, then i t  is not so 
much the Hebraic d ream of divine voice as it is the 
complex synaesthesia of a more cultu ral ly mixed idea of 
the poetic vocation .  Thomas McFarland and M. H .  Ab
rams have traced Coleridge's images of "A l ight in  sound,  
a sound-like power in  l ight" to the theosoph ist Boehme 
and the metaphysician Schel l ing, both of whom were 
aware of the more u ltimate source of these images in  
Kabbalah .  Like most Kabbal ist images, t hese in turn go 
back to Neoplaton ic specu lative origins. Wordsworth 's 
source for such images was invariably Coleridge ,  whose 
"conversation" poems provided an i mmediate model for 
Tintern Abbey. Yet we do not feel e ither Coleridge's pres
ence or absence i n  the poem ,  for Coleridge ind uced in  
Lhe  much stronger Wordsworth no  anxieties of poetic 
influence. 

The joy of what they considered to be a ful ly act ive 
imagination expressed i tsel f  for both  poets in  a combined 
or synaesthetic sense of seeing-hearing. Wordsworth 
seems to have believed , quite l iteral ly ,  that he had re
tained th is combined sense much later into chi ldhood 
than most people do. The phenomenon is overt ly  an 
element in the Intimation\ Ode, and has l i ttle explicit ly to 
do w ith Tintem A bbe)' · Yet Tintern A bbey is at once the most 
en igmatic and perhaps the most influent ial of modern 
poems. A mong much else it begins that splendidly dismal 
tradition in wh ich modern poem s  intend some mcrelv 
ostensible subject , yet actual ly find their t rue sul�jeCL in 
the anxiety of infl uence .  

The most defiantly Wordswort h ian of modern cri t ics,  
Geoffrey H artman ,  says t hat "in Word swort h ,  it is a l wa\ s 
a sound or vo ice that must 'grow with 1 hough t , '  as wel l as 
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a person .  \s i r  when Yoice broke,  iden t i t \' i t sc lr  were in 
danger or break ing." l la rtman ,  comment ing Oil  the " Boy 
or \\' inander" rragmen t ,  assert s a re markable ft-cedom 
ro r \\'ordswort h rro m t he burden or i n l l t tence-anx iet \'. 
Though l l art man,  i n myjudgment ,  ideal it.es \\'ordsword1 ,  
his ro rmidahJe summary here i s  anot her antagonist t hat 
must he t l let : 

\:ow the one kin d of '  echo missing from \\'ord swort h's poe t 
n·, or \·e n carei"L t l ly  used when used a t  all, is t h e  edlO w e  call a 
literary allusion.  The litera ry echo, in Wordsworth, is "reduced" 
to experience hy a "cure or the groun d " ;  and when it does 
O<T U I ' it is  so in te rnalized that it poin t s  to t he jJIIf' I/01111'1/0io,t.,')' or 
literary allusio n .  This grounding o r  allusion in ex perience-in 
t h e pe rsonal and mortal ex perience of time-has an unex
pect ed resul t .  Take away the play o r  allusio n ,  t he comroning 
ground o f  lit erary-historical tex ture, and you p lace the burden 
or respon si\·eness direct ly on the reader. 

\I y l i t·s t response to th is is to marYel at t he miracle ol '  a 
cure of the ground so thorough that "l i terar\'-h istorical 
text ure" has 

'
disappeared . H at.l

,
i t t  spoke what t

'
1e knew to 

be a relati\·e t ruth when he said of \Vordsworth 's poetry 
that in i t  we lf'f'/11 to begin anew on a tahnla msa of poetry. 
l lat.l i t t 's relat i , · i sm has become Hartman's absolu t i sm,  but 
then Hartman loYes \V onlswort h more than H azliu did ,  
but  then again Hazlitt had the mixed bless ing of  knowing 
Wordswort h personal ly .  Hartman's true point is 
Word swort h 's charactet·istic iutf'nwliwtiou of al lus ion .  I n
ternal it.at ion is at once the great \Vordswon hian resou rce 
and t he great \Vordsworth ian d isaster, and it is ne,·er 
enough to praise \\'ordswonh for a process in  wh ich he 
was i ndeed , as Keats saw, t he great poetic inYet1 1or and,  
as  Keats  also saw,  the great poetic ,·i l lai n ;  indeed as  much 
a hero-\· i l lain ,  I wo uld say ,  as h is true precu rsor, \ l ihon's 
Satan .  I n  Thf' non/('1'('1'\, \l i l ton's Satan is Oswald, but 
elsewhere in  \\'ordsworth he becomes a much subt ler and 
l iner f i gure ,  the Sol i tary or Till' r;_\fi/ I'Sio ll , and e\·en l iner,  
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t he real ly dangen>Us dement in \Vordsworth's own poet ic 
ego, or what B lake would h;l\·e cal led Wonlswort h's own 
Spect t·e of L' t·thona,  the anxiety-p t·inci ple that usut-ps 
\'oice in all the great poems, and subst it utes for ,·oice 
\'a t·ious memorial ins<.Ti pt ions, \·arious t t·aces of a \1 i l ton ic 
anteriority. 

Someth ing richer and more mature in  \Vord swort h 
wins out o\·er e\·en this spectral blocking-agent in The 
Prdur/1', but I am uncertain as to who wins in the gt·eatest 
and most in f l uential of Wordswort h 's shorter poems, t he 
grand triad or  Rl'slllutioll (/ 1 /d lndl'j)(' l/ (lt' IICI', t he lntimatio ll.\ 
oj l111 nw rtality Ode, and Tinll'l"ll Abbl'y. I myself  lo\'e Tillli'm 
. lbhl'y more than any othet· poem by Wonlswonh ,  but t he 
lo,·e is i ncreas ingly an uneasy one. I do not see how any 
poem co uld do more or do better ;  it dwarfs Yeats or 
SteYens when t hey write in t he same mode . I sus pect t hat 
Tinll'/"11 ,·lb!H'y is thl' modern poem proper, and that most 
good poems written in English since Tintl'm .·l bh1'Y in
escapably repeat ,  rewrite, or revise it .  If  there is some
t h ing radica l ly wrong w ith i t ,  something rad ically self
dece pti\'e , then th is radical wrongness at last wil l  not be 
seen as belonging to Tintl'm .4./Jbi'Y alone. 

The language of Tintan Abb1'_\' cen ters u pon the in
teqJlay of hearing  and of seeing. To "hear" goes back to 
an I ndo-European root (hen ) w h ich means to pay atten
tion , watch ,  observe , beware ,  guard against ,  as well as to 
l isten . To "see" goes back to a root (sl'hw) that means to 
percei,·e . To h1'a r is thus also, I'I_)'IIIOiogiml/_)', to WI', but to .11'1' is 
11111 IU'tl'.l la ri(y to lu•r1 r. This etymological oddity holds ,  i n  a 
Kabbal ist ic kernel, the deepest anxiety of Wonlswon h's 
poem, w h ich is an anxiety about Wonlswonh's relat ion to 
h is precu rsor-of-precu rsors, t hat mortal god , John l\ l i l
ton. Of al l  M i lton's poet ic descendants ,  includ ing en.·n 
B lake, \Vordswo rt h was the strongest , so st rong indeed 
that we must l�tce a dark t ruth .  \Vordswo rt h 's gt·eat cst 
poem,  Tht• Prdudt•, was fin ished , in i ts  essent ials, a 
h undred and seventy yeat·s ago, and no subseq uent 



( )o P of'l t)' a n d  R t' Jnessio n 

poetry wri t t en in  Engli sh Gi l l  sustain a close com parison 
wit h it , no matter what l'ashionable crit icism t ries to tell us 
to t he con t rary.  There is an Emerson ian law of com
pensation in lit erary h istory as t here is  in any other h is
tory, incl ud ing t he l i fe of each individ ual .  l\' ietzsche and 
Emerson , more t han any other t heorists, understood that 
o1 he1· art ists must pay the price for too o\·erwhelmi ng an 
art ist . Wordswort h ,  l ike \1 i l ton , both  en riches and de
stroys h is sons and daughters. Wordswort h is  a less 
dramatic destroyer, because of the program or in
ternalization t hat he carried out , but he may have been 
t he greater Tamerlane of the two. 

Let me red uce my own hyperboles, w h ich seem to have 
been 1·ather unacceptable to my own profession, t he schol
a r·s of poet ic tradi t ion .  The problem of surpassing 
Wordsworth is t he fairly absurd one of going beyond 
Wonl swort h in the process of internal ization . B ut what ,  
in a poem,  is inter-nalizat ion?  I wi l l  compare two passages 
of poe t ry, and t hen ask which of these has gone further 
in the quest towards in ternalizing what we st i l l  l i ke to cal l  
I he imaginat ion . 

He1·e is t he f irst : 

I am sti l l  completely happy. 
\h resolve to win further I have 
Thrown out , and am charged by the t h ri l l  
or the sun coming up.  B irds  and trees, houses, 
These a re but the stations for the new sign or being 
In me that  is to close late, long 
:\ l"ter t he sun has set and darkness come 
To t he surrounding lields and h i l ls . 
B ut i f "  breath cou ld ki l l ,  t hen t het·e would not be 
Such an easy t ime or i t ,  wi th men locked hack there 
I n  the smokestacks and corrupt ion of the ci t y .  
:\ow as  my q uest ion ing hu t  adm i 1ing gaze expands 
To magn il icent out posts, I am not so much at home 
\\' i t h these memm·abi l ia of" vision as Oil a tou t· 
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or my remotest prope n ies, and the e idolon 
Sinks in to the  e ffen i,·e "heing" of each th ing, 
Stump or shrub, and t hey carrv me ins ide 
On motion less explorations of how dense a th ing  can be , 
How ligh t ,  and t hese are f in ished he l(m.· they ha,·e begun 
Lea,·ing me refreshed and somehow younger. 

This is t he ope n i n g  of .Jo h n  :\ s h bery's beau t i ful  b •t'l ti llp; 
in thf' L'ot/ 11/ 1)'• one of 1 he most d ist i ngu ished desce n dan t s  
o f  Till/Nil . I  b/)('y. Cont rast i t  to 1 h e  ancest raJ passage : 

. . .  that  blessed mood 
I n  wh id1 the bu rt hen of t he  mvstcrv, 
I n  wh ich t he hea\'\· and the wean· weigh t 
Of all t h is u n in tel l igible world ,  
I s  l ightened :-that serene and blessed mood , 
I n  wh ich t he a ffect ions gen t lv lead us on ,
l'nt i l .  t he breath of th is corporeal frame 
:\nd e \·en t he motion of our  h u man blood 
Almost s uspended , we arc laid asleep 
In bodv, and become a l i ving soul :  
Wh ile wit h  an eve made quiet bv the power 
Or hart i iOn\' ,  and the  deep power of joy , 
\\'e see in to the l i fe or  th ings 

\\' i l l  rcYisi t  t hese l i nes later,  as l al t e m p t a ful l  1-ea d i n g  
of t h e  poe m .  H e re l am concerned only  w i t h  t he poet ry 
ol '  t h e  growing i n ner se l f. W hose poe t ic se l f  is more 
in ner,  As hhery's or Wordswort h's? Bot h poet s  are ex
perienci n g  a blessed mood t h a t  is a t  work t·e pair ing a 
1He\·ious dist ress,  and hot h poets are seei n g  into t h e  l i l 'e 
o l '  t h i n gs .  B u t  are t he re st i l l  t h i n gs for t h e m  to sec i n t o ?  
C a n  w e  d i s t i n g u is h ,  w h e t h e r  i n  Word swo n h ,  or Em erso n ,  
or  i n  a l l  of t hei t· m i xed proge n y ,  bet ween i n t e rn a l it.a t ion 
and sol i ps i s m ?  I t  is pal pable,  to me, 1 hat  1 hen� is a t o uch 
more ex tet·na l i t y  t o  t he world ol '  t h i ngs in :\ s h hcry's l ines 
t han t here is  in  \\'ord swo n h's .  I n  \\'ordswort h's su preme 
momen t s ,  as i n  E merson 's ,  t h ings become t ranspare n t ,  
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and the inner  sel f expands unt i l  i t  in t n�jects no t  less than 
eH·rnh ing. space and t ime incl uded . At least Ashbery s t i l l  
knows and says "how dense a t h ing can be," howe\'er 
mot ion less or qu iet t he exploring  eye or the poet may 
ha \'l' become. 

�o one is go ing to manage , e \'er, to accom plish t he 
d e l i gh t fu l  absurd i ty  o f  wri t ing t he hislol)' of the perpelll 
al ly growing i nner sel f. Th is helps one to sec why the 
ph r·ase " the history of poetry" is ,  a t  bes t ,  an oxymoron.  I f  
a friend ca me t o  me and declared tha t  he was about to 
embark u pon a h istory of consciousness, then I would 
weep for h im .  Bu t  i t  is possible to  wri te the more l im i ted 
h istory o r  a few changes in h istorical psychology, wh ich is 
what  t he Dutch psych iatrist J. H. Van den Berg ad mira
bly accom pl ished in a book cal led ,\1f'!ah!rtim .  t rans la ted 
into English under· the t it le of Tlu• Changing .\'ature of 
.\ Ja n .  I t  is also poss ible to work ou t  some , at leas t ,  of the 
relat ionsh ip between ph ilosophy's s truggles wi th the idea 
or  sol ips ism ,  and l i tera tu re's rather more desperate 
s truggles with the same notion .  A disput able but pro\'oca
ti \'c book by a Bri t ish l i terary scholar, A. D. N u tta l l ,  has 
al lcmpted j ust  t h is, quite recent ly ,  under the t i tle of A 
Coiii/1/0I I  Sll_r: PhilosojJhy and tht• Lilf'IW)' /magi/1(�/io ll. Van 
den Berg does not discuss Wordsworth ,  bu t  he centers 
upon Rousseau and u pon Freud,  both of  them rele\'an t  to 
any accoun t  of  \Vordsworth ian in ternal ization .  1"\uttal l  
does not l ike Wordswort h ,  whom he oddly com po unds 
wi th :\' ie tzsche, because to 1"\ ut tal l  the  Wordsworthian 
innerness is essent ia l ly a solipsism .  Here is a cen to of 
N ut ta l l  on Wordsworth : 

Wordsworth remains a phi losophically inart iculate member 
of the school of Locke . . . .  

. . . Wordsworth is plainly bewildered . He is afraid that h is 
insi�hts are merely projections, hopes that they are te l l ing h im 
about external reality. But the important thing i s  that, whatever 
the final decision . . .  the categories of h is thought are Lockian .  
But Wordsworth, unlike Locke, has a distinctive psychology, a 
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peculiar cast to his mind, and is therefore afraid, as Locke was 
not, t hat h is ideas a re not truly representative of the world . . . .  

. . . I t  was a lmost inevitable that the slow progress of subjec
t ive isolation should have, as one of its psychological con
sequences, a compensatory obsession with the object ive condi
t ion .  The poet, inhabit ing an increas ingly mental world, grows 
hungry for "thinghood." For the Cartesian rat ionalist , a rticu
late thought is the foundation of our confidence in real i ty. For 
Wordsworth one suspects that art iculate thought and reality are 
in some way inimical to one another. This may partly be t raced 
to Wordsworth's own strange spiritual development in w h ich 
articulateness was att ained at the very t ime when h is grip on 
the object became in f i rm.  

I t h ink t hat :\fut tal l , i n  these com ments ,  has m ixed up 
two closely related but  s t i l l  separate states : h igh ly self
conscious extreme sul�ject ivity, and solips is t ic fear that 
t here is not h ing beyond the subject. He is correct in 
obsen· ing Wordswort h 's curious nostalgia for t he object , 
wh ich after a l l  became t he tradition t hat led from 
\\'ordswort h to Ruskin to Pater to Pro ust to Beckett , and 
also from \\'ordswort h  to Emerson to W h itman to Stevens 
to Hart C r·ane to .\shbery. B ut th is nostalgia for nature, 
t h is sense of the  est rangement or t h ings, f inds a more 
con \' incing explanation i n  Van den Berg's form ulations, 
who d ist inguishes t he h istorical changes t hat caused the 
inner self  to expand so alarmingly. Here is a rat her l"ul l 
cento of  passages from Van den Berg: 

The theory of repression . . .  is closely related to 1 he thesis 
that there is sense in everyth ing, wh ich in tu rn  i m p lies t hat 
e\·ervth ing is past and there is noth ing new . . . .  

. . . The fact ualizat ion of our understanding-! he Jm
pm·erishment o f  th ings t o  a u n iform substant ialit y-and t he 
disposal of e\·eryt hing that is not iden t ical wit h  t h is substant ial
ity into t he " inner sell" a re bot h part s of one O<T u rrence. The 
inner sel f became necessa ry \\' hen contacts we re devaluated . . . . 

. . . A pure la ndscape ,  not just  a backd rop fo r h u man act ion s :  
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nature, nat u re as the middle ages did not know it, an ex te rior 
nat u re dosed within itself and sclf-su llicient, an exterior from 
which the hu man clement has, in princi ple , been removed 
e n t ireh .  It is things- in-their- farewell, and there fore is as mov
ing as a L1 rewell o f  our deares t . . . .  

. . . The inner selL w h ich in Rou sseau's t i me was a sim ple, 
soberly f illed, airy space, has become ever more c rowded. Per
manent residents have even been admitted ; at first, only t he 
paren ts, who co uld not stand being outside any longer, re
q uired shelter, f inal l y  it was t h e  ent i re ancest ry . . . .  The inner 
l i te was like a hau nted house.  B w  what else could i t  be ? It 
comained everything. Everyth ing extraneous had been put into 
i t .  The en ti 1 ·e h is tory of man kind had to be the h istory of the 
indi,·id ual .  E\·eryth ing that  had previously belonged to every
body, e\ eryth ing that had been col lect i \·e prope rty and had 
ex isted in the world in w h ich e \'eryone l i ved , h ad to be con
tained by the individual. It could not be expected t h at th ings 
would be quiet  in t he inner self. 

. . .  A l most u n noticed-for everybody was watching the inner 
sel f-the landscape changed. I t  became est ranged, and con
sequently it became visible . . . . 

. . . t he estrangemen t of th ings . . .  brought Roman ticism to 
ecstasy. 

These passages are the background to \'an den Berg's 
formidable crit iq ue of Freud,  for Freud is \' iewed as the 
prophet o f' the complete in ner self and the com pletely 
estranged exterior :  

L' lt imately the enigma o f  grief i s  the  libido's inclination to
ward exterior th ings .  What prom pts the l ibido to le;n e the 
inner sel f? In 1 9 1 4  F reud asked h imself this quest ion-the 
essent ia l  q uestion of his  psychology , and the essen tial question 
of the psychologv of the twentieth century .  His  answer ended 
t he process of interiorization. It is: the libido lea \·es the inner 
sel f  when t he inner  sel f has become too fu l l .  I n  order to 
p reyent it from being torn ,  t he I has to aim itse lf  on ot�jects 
o utside the sell'; [ F reud] : " . . . ultimat ely man m ust begin to 
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lo\·e in order not to get i l l . "  So that is what i t  is. Objects are of 
importan ce only in an extreme urgency. I I u man beings ,  too. 
The grief over thei r death is the sighing of a too-far distended 
coveri ng, the groan ing of an overf i l led selL 

It is dear to me that \'an den Beq.(s analysis ,  rather 
than :\' u ttal l 's, is pt·ecisely rei evant to Wordsworth ian in
ternalization ,  i ncludin14 what I Ianman <.:ai ls  the internaliz
ing of the phenomenology ol '  l i tera I')' al lusion .  l\' uttal l  
sees Wordsworth  as anot her victim of the h idden sol ip
sism inherent in  B ri tish empiricism from Locke onwards .  
Th us, the key-form ula of B ti t i sh l iterary sol i psism would 
be the most <.:elebrated sentence in Locke's /�.1say Concan
ing Human l 'nrlnllanding: 

Since the mind,  in all its thoughts and reason ings, hath no other 
immediate o�ject but  its own ideas , wh ich i t  alone knows or can 
contem plate, i t  is e vident t hat our knowledge is only con versant 
about them. 

There are poets who l 'ol lowed Locke, and perha ps an 
aspect of Wordsworth did , but th is is to discount  entirely the 
Coleridgean element in Wm·dsworth's vision of the im
agination .  Wordswonh's mind assened, contra Lm:ke and 
:'\: uttal l ,  that  i t  had also an immediate ol�ject i n  nature, or 
rather an answering subject in natu re.  But I th ink i t  correct 
nevertheless to say of Wordsworth w hat Van den Berg says 
of Rousseau ,  that the love of  that answering sul�ject, na ture,  
is a love that distances and estranges nature. In ternalization 
and estrangement are h u manly one and the sa me process. 

I turn to the tex t  of Tin tan Abbt')', and to the in teq)reta
tion of the poem as a Scene of I nstruction .  I begin with 
the last phase of  1 his s<.:ene, the application to Tin tan 
Abbt')' of my map of misprision ,  i n  order to uncover t he 
pattern of revision ism in the poem,  to  t race the network 
of ratios ,  tropes, defenses, and imai-{CS that arc the l inal  
conseq uences of  Wordsworth 's strul-{gle w ith Mi l ton.  

Let us map Tinlnn Abbey toget her. The poem consists 
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or l i n· n�rsc-paragra phs, of w h ich t he f i rst three (l i nes 
1 -5 7) form a s ingle mo\·cment t hat alternates the 1·atios of  

(-/inrt iiU'/1 and lf'.1sna . The founh verse-paragraph i s  t he 
second mo\·ement ( l ines SH- 1  I I ) and goes from t he 1·at io 
of kf'llll.lis to a dru'/1/olli::alion that brings in  the Sublime. 
The f ihh  and f inal  \'erse paragraph is t he t h ird and last 
mm·ement ( l i nes 1 1 2- 1 59) , and alternates t he ra t ios of 
rt.ll(('.lis and aj)()jJh mdcs. To abandon my own esoteric short
hand,  l ines 1 -57 shut t le back and forth between di 
alect ical images or presence and absence and represent
ing images of  part s and wholes. Lines SH-I l l  a l ternate 
images of  ful lness and em ptiness, of gain and loss , w ith  
images of  heigh t and dept h .  Fi nal ly l ines I I2-I59 mo\·e 
from ins ide/out side ju xtaposi t ions of t he sel f and nature 
to an interplay of  images of earl iness and lateness. This is 
of course me1·e ly a \'ery rough re\·is ionary patten1, but i t  
is t here al l  righ t ,  in  Tilllf'l'll .·l b!Jf'_)' as in hu ndreds of  good 
poems a fterward s, down to t he present day.  \\'hat is 
unique to each poem is the peculiar balance between tmpes 
and de lenses in t hese ratio-structu res or patterns-of
images. I t  wi l l  be seen t hat in Tinln11 .--1/J/H'_\' the in t ricate 
dance of subst i tu t ions between tropes and defenses of  
l imi ta t ion and of  represen tat ion ex poses the  proble mat ics 
of the \Vordswort h ian mot i \·es for so thorough ly in
ternalit ing l i terary a l lus ion as to gi,·e the e ffect of the f i rst 
t horo ugh ly original s ty l istic break t hmugh in Brit ish 
poet ry s ince \ l i t ton's Pf'lt lnoso. B lll t he price of t h is 
breakthrough is cons iderable , and can be t raced u p  t he 
interpret at i \ e  ladder of  a scene or scheme of I nst ruct ion .  

I n  . --1.  . \ lajJ of . \ J i.,rmding, I c i ted Kierkegaard a s  t he 
Theorist of t he Scene of I ns truct ion, t h is being t he Kier
kegaard of t he l)hilo lojJhiml Fmgmf'll ls. Perha ps I should 
ha \·e ci ted earlier Kierkegaard , part icularly t he remark
able hrid essay in \ olume I of F. illlf'IHh called "The 
Rotation \letlu�d."  I n  some sense ,  \\'oniswonh's Tinln11 
l hhf'Y is a "n>tat ion met hod ," and it  may be i l luminat ing to 

interpret \\'onl swort h's opening li nes w ith a few Kier-
kegaard ian exce rpts f irmly in mind :  
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\ I \' met hod does not consist in  chan!-{e of f ield,  hut rese mbles 
the t rue rota t ion met hod in chan!-{in!-{ t h e  c rop and t h e mode ol 
c u l t i \'at ion.  ll e re ,,.e h; l\·e at once the princi ple o f  l i mi tat ion,  
t h e  o n l y  s;l\ · ing princi ple i n  t h e  world . The more \OU l i mit 
\'o u rse l f, t he more le r1 ile you beco me in i n ,·e n t ion . . . .  

The more reso u rcefu l  in chan�ill!-{ t h e mode of nl l t  i \'at ion 
one can be , t he bet t e r :  hut e \ erv pa rt icula r chan!-{e wil l  alwa\'s 
come u nd e r  t h e  ge neral cat e!-{ories of l'l'llll'llllll'ri11p; and jo rg;l'lfi11p;. 
Life in i t s  e n t i rety mm·es in t h ese two c u rren t s, and hence it is 
essent ia l  t o  h;l\·e t h e m  under con t rol .  I t  is i m possible t o  l i ,·e 
a rt ist ically be fore one has m ade up one's m i n d  to a bandon 
hope ;  f(H· hope precludes sel f-l i m i tation . . . .  Hope was one of 
the d u bious !-{ i ft s  o f  Promet heus ; ins tead of !-{i \'i ng men t h e 
fo re knowled!-{e of t h e  im mort a l s ,  h e  gaH� t h e m  hope .  

To fo rget -all  m e n  wish t o  [(>rget , a n d  w hen so met h in� 
un pleasa n t  h ap pe n s ,  t hey a lways say:  Oh, th at one m ight  
[(>rge t !  Btu fo rgett i n g  i s  a n  a rt that  m ust he p ract iced he
forehand.  The ahi l i tv  to f(> r!-{et is condit ioned u pon t h e  met hod 
of rem e m be ri n g  . . . .  The more poet ically one re members,  t I re 
more easi ly  one for!-{ets ; for re me mbering poet icalh is rea lly 
only  another ex press ion fo r f(>r!-{ett ing . . . .  

. . . Forge t t i n g  is  t h e  t rue exp ression for an ideal process of 
assimi lation by w h ich t he e x pe rience i s  reduced to a sou n d i ng
hoard f(> r  t h e  sou l's own m u s ic.  :'l: at u re is great because it has 
I(HW>lten t h at i t  was chaos;  but t h is t hought is sul�ject to IT\ i ,·;tl 
at  any t i m e  . . . .  

. . . Forgett ing a n d  rem e m beri n !-{  a re t h u s ide n t ical  a rt s .  

W e  cannot  apply Kierkegaard to t he o pe n i n g  o l '  Fi11lr'lll 
. lbbr'_Y , ot· Van  den Berg to i t s  dose , w i t hout  de- idca l it. ing 
o ut· , - iew o f  t h is  great  poem .  \\'ordswort h ia n  cri� icism at 
its best has on:rideal i zed Tilllr'nl . l hhn. To t lus da\ I 
would j udge t he acco u n t  o f  Fi11INII . IMN'Y in l la n m ;; n 's 
earl \' book,  Thr' l ' ll nmliatf'rl l 'i.1io 11 , t he st rongest reading 
the  

·
poe m has rccei \·ed ,  hut i t  is a cano n ical reading,  and 

an a pocalypt ica l ly  ideal it. ing one .  The experience t h at 
Word swort h had f i ,·c years hc l 'on· w ri t ing  Ti11IN11 . l hhr'Y is 
i ndeed, as Kie rkcgaard sa id,  " red uced to a so u nding-
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hoard for the  soul 's own music ,"  blll l l artman follows 
\\'onl s\\'ol ' l h 's own ideal izat ion of his su pposed ex
perience . W ho is rig-h t ,  Kierkeg-aard or Wordsworth?  
Shall  we  be l ie,·e t he poet in h is own sel f-pt·esen tat ion? 

\Vordswon h's t i tle for the poem is dece pti \'ely casual, 
or rather I his im mensely ambit ious poem is  decept ively 
lel 't unti tled , s ince the t i t le proper is  the th  row-a\\'ay, 
l.inf's. B ut the g-enerat ions of  readers who ha,·c canon ized 
t he poem ha\'e g-i\'en it the mistitle that has stuck , Tin/em 
. lb!H'_)'. w h ich is not C\'en the place of the poem's com posi
t ion and \'is ion , but gratu itously happens to be the 
nearest landmark. The place does matter, at least to 
Wonlswort h ,  and so does the t ime:  

Fi \'e years ha\'e passed ; f i \'e summers, wi th the length 
Of fi "e long wintet·s! and again I hear 
These waters,  rol l i ng from their mountain-springs 
With a soft inland murmur. -Once again 
Do I behold these steep and lofty cli ffs, 
That on a wi ld secluded scene impress 
Thoughts of more deep seclusion ; and connect 
The landscape with the quiet of the sky. 
The day is come when I again repose 
Here, under th is  dark sycamore, and \'iew 
These plots of cottage-ground , these orchard-tufts, 
Which at th is season,  with their unripe fruits, 
Are clad in one green h ue, and lose themselves 
' \1 id gro\'es and copses. Once again I see 
These hedge-rows, hardly hedge-rows, l ittle l ines 
Of  sporti \'e wood run wi ld :  these pastoral farms, 
Green to the \'ery door; and wreaths of smoke 
Sem up, in silence, from among the trees� 
With some uncerta in notice, as might seem 
or \'agrant dwellers in the hoiiSeless woods, 
Or of some Hermit's caYe, where by his fire 
The Hermit  sits a lone . 

That exclamation point in t he middle of l ine 2 i ndicates 
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surprise that it should have been as long as five years 
s ince the poet's last visit ,  a surprise that must ind icate an 
overwhelming sense of the past recaptured , of everyth ing 
at first being or at least seeming much the same as it had 
been . £,·ery i nterpreter has noted, surely correctly, t he 
importance of t he more com prehens ive sense, hearing, 
having the primacy over s ight, here at the outset of  the 
poem. Wordswort h does not com mence talk ing about the 
renewal of vision in any l iteral sense . Once again he hears 
tht'se waters, with their murmur that to his ears oddly 
marks them as in land.  Wordsworth attached a lame note 
to t his " inland mu rmur" as to just how many miles in 
along the Wye you could st i l l  hear the sea. But h is 
literal ism mis interprets h is owi1 h guration ,  and h is "soft 
murmur" pro phes ies h is own Intimations Ode: 

l ienee in a season of calm weather 
Though in land f�tr we be, 

Our Souls have sight of that immortal sea 
Which brought us h ither, 

Can in a moment t ravel th ither, 
And see the ch ildren sport upon the shore, 
A nd hear the mighty waters rol l ing evermore. 

Though twenty-eight years in land from h is birth ,  
\\'ord swort h hears aga in  the  particular in t imation of  h is 
own im mortal ity that he h rst heard fi ve years be fore on 
t he banks of the Wye.  This is what the opening hguration 
of Tilllt'm . -l. bbt'_)' means, but hardly what i t  says, for t he 
poem's open ing ill11sio speaks of  an absence in  order to 
image a hoped-for presence. Rhetorical ly ,  Wordsworth 
emphasizes t he len gth or the l i ve years t hat  have gone by . 
hut h is meaning is not in  how long the absence of t he 
"soh in land murmu r" has been felt ,  hut how \' i ,· idly t he 
presence of "  t he hearing is revi \'ed . Psychologica l lv ,  t he 
phenomenon is t he primary defense of  react ion
f"orm ation , the opposiLion of" a particu lar  self-l imi tat ion to 
a repressed des ire by manifesling the opposite of t he 



desire. The desire repressed here is the ult imate,  d i \" inat
ing desit·e to  ( i ,·e fore\"er, and the react ion-format ion is 
1 he awareness, breaking t h rough repression ,  of  the pas
sage of l i n: long wint ers, despite the renewal of hearing  
and  subsequent ly of  ,· i s ion .  

I I an man and others ha\'e written usefully of  t he rec
iproc i ty  t hat is renewed in the opening passage between 
\\'ordswort h's mind and the presence o f  nature.  I want to 
emphasize i nstead the t rans it ion throughout the poem's 
l i rst mo,·emen t ,  up through l ine 5 7 ,  from the in i t ial 
react ion-format ion or rhetorical irony to a psych ic 
t urning-against-the-sel f on Wordswonh's part , which as a 
l igural representat ion is a remarkable instance of 
t h ink ing-by-synecdoche. In  l ine 42 o f  the poem,  
Wordswort h suddenly switches from " I "  and  "me" to "us" 
and "we . "  I Ie is t he part , and all people capable of im
agina t iYe experience become the whole. T h is plural  sub
ject is sustained u n t i l  t he magn i f icent "We see i nto the l i fe 
of th ings" i n  l ine 49, after wh ich in  l ines 50-57,  
Wordsworth  is back to " I "  and " me,"  to bei ng a solitary or 
mut i la ted part of  an un i \'ersal whole,  and a note of  the 
' icissitudes of  instinct,  of psych ic re\'ersal ,  enters into the 
text again .  Th is passage i nto and out of  the u n i,·ersal is  
determi ned, i n  my interpretation , by the poem's largely 
h idden , re,· is ionary struggle w ith  two great precu rsor
texts. the in \'Ocat ions to Books I I I  and V I I  of Paradise 
/.o.1t. I want now to re\·iew the fi rst f i fty-se,·en l ines of  
Ti11tem . ·l hbt'.Y i n  the part icu lar context o f  poet ic mispri
s ion ,  of \\'ordsworth's relat ion to �t i l ton,  wh ich centers 
upon the curiously placed f i gu ration of t he Hermit .  

I I a n man relates the Hermit of  Ti11lf'm Abhn· t o  the 
Leech Catherer of  Hf'.1olutio11 a 1 1d fllrlf'jH'IHim((' an�l both to 
t he Yis ion  and ,·oice of  S t .  John i n  Re\'elation .  I would use 
I Ian man's own descri ption of the Hermit  to suggest a 
more rad ical and poet ically dangerous ident i f icat ion, in 
wh ich the  I Iermit  s tands,  through the f ixation of  a primal 
repress ion ,  for the bl ind contemplat i \"e :\ l i l ton of the 
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great in \'ocat ions.  Here is Hartman's account of the 
Hermi t :  

The Hermit  of Tinll'fn Abbey i s  an image of t ranscendence: he  
sits l ixed by  h is f i re,  the symbol, probably,  for the pure or 
i 1nageless vision . . . .  

. . . the Hermit appears, fixed near h is f ire,  freed in h is 
perception from the forms or the external world ,  a rel ic or 
eternity and prophet of the immortal sea's ret urn . 

\ti lton's p t·esen tat ion of h imself, i n  his matu rity, i s  cer
tainly not as a Hermit ,  I would admit .  B ut the Mi l tonic 
Solitary or Pensno.1o, the tnte start for Wordsworth as 
Pilgrim and Wanderer, appears at the close of II Penwroso 
as a Hermit .  This Hermit fi rst h('([rs an immortal music 
and only then has a \'ision of heaven .  But  the d ialectic of 
Mi lton 's presence and absence begins earl ier i n  Tintnn 
lbbey than in the epiphany of the Hermit ,  and contin ues 

long after the vision of the Hermit has faded . 
Hart man does not \' iew the traces, h idden and visible, 

of Mi l to n  in Tintnn .� bbt'y as evidence of Wordsworth 's 
anxiety, but rather of h �s strength . Hartman does not 
o\·erest imate the strength , for i t  i s  indeed beyond est ima
t ion, but he discounts the anxiety that pervades. the poem , 
an anx iety that mixes worries about imaginative priori ty 
w ith more overt worries about the contin uity of imagina
tion between the younger and the older Wordsworth .  B ut 
to d iscount  the anxiety of in fl uence is to com mit oneself 
to the ideal izing process that is canon ization ,  and that 
leads to canonical misreadi ng, so that strong readers be
come weaker than they need be .  Here is Lesl ie Brisman, 
\·ery m uch in  Hartman's tradition ,  writ ing of the 
\1il ton-Wordsworth in l luence-relation in h is sensit i \'e and 
bri l l iant book ,  ,\1 ilton 's Pof'lry o{ Clwia and I Is Uomrmtic 
Hl'irs: 

Throughout The Prelude, Wordsworth labors to neate mo
ments where an arrest of t ime at the "uncreatcd" opens in to a 
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sc1lsc of the re-created, of imaginative alternatives imagined 
anew . . . .  But  in expressing a longing for a voice l ike that of 
nature ,  Wordsworth achieves a moment of voice : "Spring 
returns,- I I saw the Spring return." Appealing for poetic voice 
in the in vocat ion to Pamdi.v Lost, Book I I I ,  Milton also ex
pressed the fa i lure of voice when he acknowledged that the 
seasons  return, "but not to me returns I Day." Wordsworth 
cannot be said to echo :\fi lton-"spring" is just the word for 
wh ich Mi lton could not at that moment find voice. B ut 
Wordsworth has the power of sight, the power of relationship 
with nature, and can gather from that relationship the voice 
with which to proclaim, and rest on the claim, "Spring 
returns,- I I saw the Spring return." The return of the word 
"'Spring" makes poetry participate. in the renewal ,  taking on the 
authority of the natural world. 

This seems to me a beaut i ful  ideal ism, but sadly  
counter to t he t ruths and sorrows of poetic misprision,  
and part icularl y  to the sorrowful tru th of  Wordsworth's 
deep anxiet ies as to whether h is power of relationsh ip  
wit h  natu re can  co mpensate h im for h is fai lures to  rise to 
as much as he could have risen of Mi lton's more anti
t het ical visionary power. For Wordsworth as wel l as Mi l 
ton knows that  poet t·y cannot take on the authority of the 
nat ural world , but m ust assault the supposed priority of 
the na tural object o\·er the trope . The old paradoxes of  
poet ic in l luence are a t  work here ;  B risman shows us 
Wordsworth consciously, overtly a l lud ing to the I n voca
t ion or Book I I  I .  I wi l l  proceed now to show Wordswort h 
unconsciously, repress i ,·ely al luding to the same in voca
t ion i n  Ti11tem .·l bbi'_\', with this repression i n  LUrn leading 
to a greater,  mo1·e daemonic, precisely Subl ime repress ive 
a l luding to the im·ocation to Book V I I  of Paradise Lost. 

Book I I I  of Paradise tosl begins by hai l ing the Holy 
Light .  :'\1 i lt<m speaks of h imself as revis i t ing the Light, 
and or  hearing again the "warbl ing f low" of  Divine wat
ers. B ut \1 ihon is l ike t he n ight ingale, and sings darkl ing. 
Seasons reLU rn, but not to Mi l ton ,  for the Day does not 
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return. Mi l ton therefore prays to the "Celestial l igh t" to 
pu rge and d isperse a l l  mist from h is mind,  that he  may 
see and tel l  of invisible th ings. Lines 9-1 8 of Tintnn A bbt>y 
are a misprision or reversed epiphany of this Mi l tonic 
passage,  and are resumed in  the opening lines of the 
Intimations Ode,  where the "Celestial l ight" is  absent  
though al l the glories of nature are present .  For 
Wordsworth ,  unl ike M ilton ,  " the day is come," and the 
season is seasonal ly bestowing its fruits to the seeing eyes. 
The mist that M ilton prays be purged from h is mind is 
sent up, to Wordswort h's s ight, from the fire of the Her
mit's cave . A nd if all this transposition seems far-fetched , 
then examine the very strangely phrased open ing of the 
poem's very next verse-paragraph : 

These beauteous forms, 
Through a long absence, have not been to me 
As is a landscape to a blind man's eye : 

:\'eed we question who this bl ind man is?  
Let us, for now, pass rapidly over the great second 

mo,·ement of the poem ( l ines 58-1 1 1  ) , concentrating in it 
only upon the m<�or interplay between tmpes and de
fenses. There are a series of metonymic red uctions
thought  half-extinguished to gleams, recogn itions to 
dimness and fain tness, joys and raptures to aches and 
dizziness. Th is emptying-out psych ical ly is less a regres
s ion or e \·en an undoing than it is an isolation-t he re
duction from ful lness to em ptiness is a loss of context .  
The enormous restitution for this loss is in the magn if i 
cent series of  h yperboles that dominate l ines 93- 1 1 1 . 

And I have ldt 
A presence that d istu rbs me with the joy 
or elevated thoughts; a sense sublime 
or someth ing f"ar more deeply interfused , 
Whose dwell ing is the l igh t of" set t ing suns ,  
And the round ocean and the l iv ing air, 
And the blue sky, and in t he mind ol '  man : 



A mot ion and a spmt,  t hat i m pels 
.-\ 1 1  t h i n king th ings, all objects of  al l  thought,  
.-\ nd rol ls t h rough al l  th ings .  There fore am st i l l  
\ (o\'CI" of' the  meadows and the WOOds, 

. \ nd mou1 1 1 a ins ;  and of all  that  we behold 
From t h is green eart h ;  of all  the migh ty world 
or eye, and ea r,-hoth w hat they half  create 
.\ nd w hat pe rcei\'e ; wel l  pleased to recogn ize 
I n  nat u re and the language of the sense 
The anchor or my pu rest thoughts, t he n u rse, 
The guide, t he guardian of my heart ,  and soul 
or all  my moral be ing. 

I r an antithetical crit icism of poetry is m any way use
ful ,  then i t  m ust i l luminate this  m<uor instance of the 
Sublime. I f  the Sublime depends u pon repression ,  as I 
ins ist it does, then where shal l  we hnd repression in these 
remarkably expressi,·e and emphatic l ines? How can 
there be mean ingful  repression where so m uch emerges, 
where i t  seems surely that Wordsworth m ust be having 
h is whole say,  m ust be bringing h is whole soul  i n to ac
ti\' it y? 

I would re ply to these q uestions by indicating how 
problematic th is passage is, and how deeply a re pressed 
clement is at work in it. Despite the hyperbolic language,  
\\'ordswonh makes only a measured assert ion of  the 
power of  h is mind <n·er the un i \'erse of  sense , and also 
o \·e t· language .  The hyperboles make it d iflicul t  for us  to 
real ize , at f i rst ,  how guarded the passage is. The poet's 
though ts are touched to subl imity by a presence that 
dwf'lf\ i n  nature and in  the mind,  but is identi f ied with 
neitheL The mon istic pt·esence is clearly more al l ied to 
l l ebrew than to Greek though t, but th is pervasive motion 
and spirit is not ident ihed wi th  the Hebrew-Christian 
maf'h , or breat h-of-Jehovah . And though th is presence/ 
motion/spirit appears to be monistic i n  its a ims,  the poet 
stops well short o f  assert ing that it reconciles subject and 
ol�jcct . I t  impels bot h ,  i t  rol ls both through th ings and 
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through the poet's mind,  but i t  does not abolish the d if
ferences between t hem.  Nor i s  t he poet's t·eaction to the 
spiri t  what we might expect , for instead of declaring h is 
lm e lor or worsh ip  of  the spiri t ,  he proclaims instead the 
cont inu i ty  of  h is lm·e fot· natu ral sights and sounds.  Hav
ing i tH"oked d i t·ect ly  h is eye and h is ear, he makes, even 
mm·e surprisingh , a deep reserYat ion about h is own per
petual powers, o t· rather an al most hyperbolical ad mission 
ol l imi tat ion. The mighty world of eye and ear is not a 
balance o r  creat ion and of  perception ,  but or  half
creat ion and ful l -perce ption .  Having acknowledged such 
a shad ing of i magination ,  i t  is no su rprise that 
\Vonlswort h should then be happy to recogn ize anchor, 
nurse , guide,  and guardian in  powers not h is own-in 
natu re and the language of  the sel f. 

What is being repressed here is Wordsworth's ex
traord inary pride in the strength or h is own i maginings, 
h is preternatural sel f-re l iance,  as we find it, say, in the 
\·erse " Prospectus" to The Exrursion or in Book X IV of The 
Pn'lurlt'. An unconsciously purposeful forgetting is a t  
work in the depths of Wordsworth's own s pirit ,  and what 
i t  forgets is  a ferocity of autonomy and strength un
equalled in  B ri t ish poetry s ince Mil ton .  A re these the ac
cents of one whose eye and ear only ha lf-create? 

For I must tread on shadowy ground, must sink 
Deep--and, a loft ascending, breathe in worlds 
To which the heaven of heavens is but a vei l .  
A l l  strength-all terror, single or in bands, 
That ever was plll lorth in personal form
Jehovah-with h is thunder, and the choir 
Of shouting Angels, and the empyreal thrones
! pass them unalarmed .  Not Chaos, not 
The darkest pit of lowest Erebus, 
:\or aught of blinder vacancy, scooped out 
By help of dreams--em breed such fear and awe 
As fall upon us often when we look 
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I n to our Minds, i n to the Mind of Man
\ty haunt , and the main region of my song. 

That is Wordsworth ,  taking on Jehovah and Mi l ton 
togethet·, only a few months before writ ing Ti11tn11 Abbt>J. 
That is not a poet whose eye and ear " ha lf-create ." Pown 
is being re pressed in  Ti11tem Abbl')' , a power so antithetical 
t hat it could tear the poet loose from natu re ,  and take 
h im into a world of h is own,  restituting h im for the 
defense of sel f-isolation by isolat ing him yet more sub
l imely .  Wordsworth defends h imself agai nst h is own 
streng·th through repress ion ,  and l ike al l  strong poets he 
learns to cal l  that  t·epression the Sublime. 

What are we to do w ith the phrase "half-create"? Can 
we keep memory out of i t?  I th ink  not. For you cannot 
have repression without rnnembni11g to jr1rget, and the 
price of repress ion in Ti111t>r11 A bbl'y is that memory largely  
usurps the  role of subject in the  poem . B ut memory of  
what? I return to  an earlier formula in th is d iscourse
there is a struggle in Tinlnn A bbl')' between voicing and 
marking, in  wh ich Wordsworth wants to rely  upon voice 
and the memory of voice , and somewhat fears relying 
upon s ight and the memory of sight.  There is a h idden 
hut q uite defin ite fear of' writing in Tintn11 Abbey , or 
pet·haps rather a fear of being del i vered up to a potential 
fear of writing. 

It i s  in  Dorothy's voice that Wordsworth first recaptures 
h is own l 'ormer language, a nd only then does he read h is 
own lost ecstas ies in the shooting lights of her wild eyes. 
All through the poem, the poet says he is  being taught, 
indeed he explicitly affirms that he has returned to a 
Scene of I nstruction .  Bu t  i t  becomes clearer as the poem 
proceeds that  he wants to be taught or retaught primarily 
through the ear (as the later Mi l ton was) , though he 
knows that th is is not really possible, since the eye is  the 
most despotic of  our senses. A nd Naturt> will not stop writ
i llg, though he would prefer her to keep to oral com posi
t ion. For consider the vocabulary of the poem:  it opens 
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w ith a murmur, but then natu re begins to write when the 
cli ffs imjJrr's.\ thoughts upon the scene, and when they 
connect landscape and sky.  Whatever the source of t he 
Hermit's fire ,  the silent wreaths of smoke arc also a writ
ing, and so are the beauteous forms that haYe been held 
as memory-traces. Wordsworth ,  l ike h is scholarly d isci ple , 
Hartman , prefers the after-image to the spoken-trace , but 
h is own poem keeps forcing h im to read nature and not 
just to hear her. The world is not intel l igible w ithout 
writing, not even the natural world , and this is a sonow 
to Wordsworth .  Though h is eye is chastened and made 
quiet by a power of sound,  he sti l l  is constra ined to say 
not that he hmrs the l ife of th ings,  but that he we.1 into 
them. Th is pattern per·s ists throughout the poem ;  the 
gleams and dim recogn itions are visual , and when he 
does /ooll on natu re, in h is mature phase, he hears loss, 
however beaut iful ly .  in "the st i l l ,  sad mus ic of h u manity ."  
B ut I have taken us now to the last d ialect ical movement 
of the poem,  an alternation between metaphor and 
transumption ,  and I want to pause to brood on image
patterns before returning to the opposition between sight 
and sound.  

The surpris ingly beaut iful passage l 'ro m l ines I :H 
through 1 4 6 j uxtaposes nature as a ben ign outside l'orce 
w ith Dorothy as a ben ign inside presence, but as always 
w ith the perspectivism of metaphor, Nat u re and Dorot hy 
are taken further apart rather than being brought closer 
together by the juxtaposition .  But the remarkable rnet
aleptic reversals of lateness l 'or earl iness and earliness l'or· 
lateness, wh ich fol low , give a much more pm,·cr l 't d  and 
con vincing rhetorical il l us ion : 

nor, perchance
I f  I should be wher e I no 1 1 1o re cut hear 
Thy vo ice, nor catch front  thv wild eves these g ka n t s  
Of p a s t  ex istence-wilt tho u  then fi1rget 
That on the banks of th is delight ful s trea m  
\\'e stood together . . . 
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Those gleams are techn ical ly the metonymy of  a 
metonymy-they t rope upon an earl ier t rope in the 
poem, and so work as a t rope-reversing trope .  This al lows 
Wordswort h a prolept ic representation of his own deat h ,  
and also of  a kind of sunival through the surrogate o f  
Dorot hy .  I d o  not th ink th is i s  l iteral death ,  despite 
\Vordswort h 's apparent intention, but the f igural and 
much-feared death of the poetic imaginat ion . The power 
of :\f i l ton ic transumption is worked again ;  de fensi,·ely ,  
Wordswort h intn�jects the past , projects the future except 
as a world for Dorothy,  and utterly destroys the present 
moment,  the l iving time in wh ich he no longer stands .  H is 
gain in  al l  this troping or defending is palpable; it is 
crucial to consider h is loss , wh ich wil l  bring us back to 
memory, to writ ing opposing voicing, and at last to :\I i i 
ton again ,  and with Mi l ton to the poem's full-scale staging 
of a Scene of I nstruct ion .  

Wordswort h's wish ful prophecy for h is s ister would 
make her mind "a mansion for al l  lo,·ely forms" and her 
memory "a dwell ing-place I For all  sweet sounds and 
harmon ies ." Because of the d irect contrast the poet en
forces between an earl ier phase of "wild ecstasies'' and a 
supposed ly more "mature" one o f  "sober coloring" of the 
close o f  the Intimations Ode, there is  something about that 
"mansion" and that "dwell ing-place" that  makes the 
reader a little uneasy. The mansion is a touch like a 
museum,  and the dwell ing-place a kind of tape- or 
record-library. B ut ,  sett ing th is uneasiness aside, a curi
<His pre ference seems to be shown here for "memory", 
over the "mind," since the preferred sensory im pressions 
are harbored in "memory." Wordsworth of course, unl ike 
Blake, made no sharp dist inct ion between memory and 
poetry as modes of though t ,  but we must quest ion sti l l  
wh�· Tintf'l'll Abbr'_)' , as a poem,  ends w ith so em phatic an 
emphasis upon memory. Three times \\'ordswon h  re
peats h is anxious exhortation to h is s is ter, whom he loved 
and was always to love far more intensely t han anyone 
else (with of cou rse the s ingle except ion , always, of h imsel f) : 
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If soli tude, or fear, or pain ,  or grief, 
oh !  then , 

Should be thy portion , with what healing thoughts 
Of tender joy wilt thou remember me, 
And these my exhortations! Nor, perchance
I f  I should be where I no more can hear 
Thy voice, nor catch from thy wild eyes these gleams 
Of past existence-wilt t hou then forget 
That on the banks of th is delightful  stream 
We stood together; and that I ,  so long 
A worshipper of Nature, h ither came 
Unwearied in that service : rather say 
With warmer love--4.lh ! with far deeper zeal 
Of holier love. Nor wilt thou then forget, 
That after many wandeti ngs, many years 
Of absence, these steep woods and lofty cli ffs, 
And this green pastoral landscape, were to me 
More dear, both for themselves and for thy sake! 

79 

I think we learn in time, however much we love this 
poem,  that we must read the last line with four words 
added : "More dear, both for themselves and for thy sake, 
and for my sake ! "  I am not attacking this superb poem,  
but I w ish  to acknowledge two very di fferent readings or 
misreadings of the poem ,  the powerfully revisionist or 
deconstruct ive one implied by Paul de Man, in which the 
whole poem is an ajJOria , an "uncertain notice" l ike the 
smoke sen t  up among the trees, or the powerful ly ca
nonical one, in wh ich Keats pioneered and which cul
minates in H artman's The Un lll('(/iatl'fl 1 'ision .  Is  Tintnn 
Abbey an aporia, or is it the prolepsis of a dark passage , a 
m;uor internal ization of Milton's agon with tradition?  Or 
is i t ,  as an antithetical reading or misread ing would seem 
to tel l us, a very great vis ionary lie, not as much a myth of 
memory as it is a util ization of memory as a lie against 
time? Actually or potentially, t hese are all strong miHead
ings,  and they may not di ffer from one another as much 
as they would l ike to, t hough clearly they also cannot he 
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recouciled. Wh ich of the three readings/misreadings 
would cost us too much of the poem's strength? Or to say i t  
in  more N ietzschean terms, of these three errors, these 
t h ree compos ite tropes, wh ich is the most necessary error? 

Why,  mine of course, though of the three i t  is the one I 
l ike the least, because it increases the problematics-of-loss 
in the poem.  Memo1·y, in Tintern Abbt')', attem pts to be
come a trope and/or defense that overcomes time, which 
means that memory, going bad , would til l  into the real m 
of paranoia, hut working properly would project or spit
out Wordsworth's fears of the future .  I th ink we must 
praise Wordsworth ,  a l most always, as a poet so strong 
that he does make his defenses work, a strength in  wh ich 
we could contrast him, most fa\'C>rably, to a poet l ike Eliot, 
whose (;nolllioll is a curious compound of Tintern Abbe)' 
gone bad, and one of Tintrrn Abbey's stronger descen
dants ,  Tennyson's Titlw11us. Eliot is a poet whose poems, 
w ith some exceptions, tend to become weaker rather than 
stronger, the more provocatively they trope, defensively, 
against the burden of anteriority .  Wordsworth also de
forms h imself, or rather h is poem-as-sel f, but in h im the 
deformation has a power so im mense that after one 
�l llndred and seventy-five years i t  has not stopped surpris
mg us .  

Why is Wordsworth so afraid of  t ime in Tinlern A bbe)' ? 
Surely it is t ime that is the h idden reference in  the en
igmatic: "more l ike a man I Flying from something that 
he d reads than one I Who sought the th ing he loved ." Yet 
Wordsworth's dread of mortal ity im presses us because 
more than any poet's, at  least s ince the Mi lton of LJcidas, 
it seems to turn upon the magn ificent, primal poetic urge 
for dh•ination, in  the com plex sense best defined by Vico, 
the poet's apotropaic concern for h is own immortality. 
Mi lton and Wordsworth a l ike feared premature death ,  
"premature" mean ing before their great epics had been 
written. 

On an antithetical read ing, Tintnn Abbe)' is a Scene of 
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I nstruction in wh ic h  the poet brings a Sublime response 
to a place or state of heightened demand, but the genius 
of the s tate counts for more than t he gen ius of place, 
wh ich means that Milton counts for more than nature 
does, both here and in The PreludP. I t  is Mi lton whose 
h idden presence in the poem makes the heightened 
demand that forces Wordsworth into the profoundly am
bivalent defensive trope of memory. Renovation ,  or 
"tranquil restoration" as the text terms it, is only a mysti
fication, a mask for the real concern of the poem. The 
Hermit is t he synecdoche for Mi l ton's h iddenness, and so 
for Milton's trium phant blindness towards anteriority. To 
see the writing or marking of nature is to see propheti
cally one's own absence or imaginative death.  To see the 
"uncertain  not ice" of the Hermit's presence is to be dis
turbed into sublim ity by way of repressing the m ighty 
force of  remembering M ilton's subl imity, particu larly in 
the Creation of Paradise Lost, Book V I I ,  wh ich  hau nts 
every Wordsworth ian account of the subject- and object
worlds approaching one another again .  

Wordsworth,  where he i s  most sel f-decei ving, remains 
so strong that the sel f-deception f inally does not matter. 
For no other poet s ince Milton holds Milton off so trium
phantly, without even always knowing that he i s  engaged 
in a wrestling-match .  The greatness of Tintnn AbbP)', no 
matter what the necessity is or is not of any particular 
strong m isreading of it ,  is assured by its paradoxical 
trium ph over its own h idden subject of memory. Our 
memory of the poem,  any of our memories, i s  final ly not 
a memory of nature's marking nor of Mi l ton's writing, 
but of ltmring again ,  w ith Wordsworth ,  "these waters, 
rol l ing from their mountain-springs I With a soft inland 
murm ur." Though he was far inland, too far really from 
the ocean ic autonomy he craved , h is l iterally incredible 
strength of mispris ion rescued h im ,  nearly intact, fro m a 
Scene of I nstruction that had destroyed Collins, and 
partly malformed Blake. It is the peculiar and ex-
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travagant greatness of Wordsworth that only he 
supplanted Mi l ton as the tutelary genius of the Scene of 
I nstruction ,  and i t  is the scandal of modern poetry that 
no one, not even Yeats or Stevens, in turn has supplanted 
Wordsworth .  The Hermit of Tintern Abbey is Milton,  but 
the Hermit i n  Notes toward a S upreme Fiction is Wi l l iam 
Wordsworth ,  even if Wal lace Stevens repressed h is mem
ory of who i t  was: 

That sends us back to the first idea, the quick 
Of this inven tion ; and yet so poisonous 

Are the ravishments of truth, so fatal to 
The truth itself, the first idea becomes 
The hermit in a poet's metaphors, 

W ho comes and goes and comes and goes all day. 



4 

Shelley and H is Precursors 

I open as I wil l  close, w ith the transumptive image 
proper, the ,\ln-lwbah,  wh ich M ilton cal led the Chariot of 
Paternal Deity. This Divine Chariot had a long preh istory 
in poetic texts both sacred and secular  before it reached 
Shelley. I t  came to Shelley through the sequence that 
goes from Ezekiel to the Revelation of St . John to Dante ,  
and onwards in  English to  Mil ton .  Shelley did not  know 
B lake's poetry, but I want to trace also the movement of 
th is image from Mil ton through Gray to B lake, in  order 
to contrast the image in Shel ley and in B la ke .  Since I have 
been resort ing to Kabbalistic conceptual images as 
paradigms for antithet ical interpretation,  I want also to 
make some observations upon the esoteric traditions of 
the \1erkabah ,  though Shelley h imself knew noth ing of 
them. 

The tradition of the Merkabah or Divine Throne in 
motion as a Chariot begins with the extraordinary f irst 
chapter of the Book of the Prophet Ezekiel, where the 
word .\lerkabalt does not occur. As a word , Mnlwbalt is 
fi rst found in the B ible in I Chron icles 28 : 1 8 , w here we 
find also the origin of the emblem of  the Covering 
Cherub: 

And for the altar of incense refined gold by weight; and 
gold lor the pattern of the chariot of the cheruhi ms, t hat 
spread out their w ings, and covered the ark of the covenant of 
the LORD. 

The anxiety of  visual representation was or course 

X:� 
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acute among the ancient Jews. Thorleif Boman is correct 
in em phasizing that whereas Greek literature describes 
1 he appearances of all man-made art i facts, the Bible in
stead substitutes origin and process for appearance, by 
desct·ibing every appearance through an  account showing 
how the th ing was made. I t  is al l the more remarkable 
that just one visual representation was al lowed for the 
Jews, and th is was always that of the images of the 
cherubim, as they f l anked the enclosure containing the 
tablets of the Law, in  the ark of the Covenant .  The crucial 
act of poetic revision ism performed by Ezekiel was to 
ass imi late this one visual representation that had escaped 
prohibition ,  to Isaiah's visiO!l of God : 

I n  the year that king Uzziah died I saw the LORD si t ting upon 
a throne h igh and l i fted up, and H is t rain fi l led the temple . 
Above him stood t he Seraphim . . .  

Blake, i n  a poem l ike The T)•ger, follows the Hebraic 
pattern ( as we have seen)  by having his speaker describe 
not so much what confron ts h im,  but the supposed pro
cess by wh ich the beast was prod uced , the origins of the 
Tyger. Ezek iel also describes the heavenly chariot, the 
Cherubim and the Enthroned Divin ity in motion,  but he 
is curiously less Hebraic than B lake is, by his emphasizing 
so in tensely the icon ic aspects of the vision he confronts. 
When the Book of Ezek iel was accepted into the canon,  
the great i mage of the �vferkabah was canon ized also,  
which meant that  it had to be misread canonical ly .  Long 
before Kabbalah came into existence, a series of esoteric 
interpretations of the Merkabah had come into being, to 
be preserved in Tal mud and in Midrash . The orthodox 
or canonical i nterpretation that gradual ly separated itsel f 
out from esoteric trad ition cu lminated i n  the Guidf' for the 
PnjJif'.wd of Maimonides ( 1 1 1 , 7) . :\la imonides, w ith the 
saYing caution of canonical mispris ion ,  explained that the 
closing clause of chapter 1 of Ezekiel was to be in 
tcrpt·eted as  meaning just the  oppos ite of what esoteric 
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teachings had asserted it meant . Verse 2H reads :  "This 
was the appearance or the l ikeness of  the glory or  the 
LORD," upon wh ich :VIaimonides commented : "Thf' glor"}; 
of" the LOND is d i fferent  fro m tlu' LON[) Hi mself. All the 
figu res in this  v is ion refer to t he glory or  t he LORD, that 
is, to t he chariot, and not to Him \Vho rides u pon the 
chariot ; for God cannot be com pared to anything." By a 
single interpretati ,·e act ,  :\fa imon ides had undone the 
esoteric element in Ezek iel and had ins isted t hat the  
chariot was  not a t rope for God . Th is bri l l iant defense 
agai nst esoteric interpreta t ion can be said to have worked 
in one sense, and not at all in another. But bot h  these 
senses can be deferred unti l  we have seen further t t·;ws
formations in the image. 

Ezekiel em phasizes what he calls the "Wheels and their 
\t\'ork" : 

Now as I beheld the l i ving creatures, behold one wheel  u pon 
the ean h  by the l iving creatu res, with h is fou r  faces. 

The appearance of the wheels and their work was l ike u n to 
the colour of a bery l :  and they fou r  h ad one l ikeness: and their 
appearance and their  work was as it were a wheel in the middle 
of a whee l .  

\Vhen t h e y  wen t ,  t hey wen t  u pon t heir four s ides:  a n d  they 
t u rn ed not when they wen t .  

As  for t heir  r ings .  t hey were s o  h igh t hat they we re d readfu l ;  
and their rings were full o f  eyes ro und about them fou r. 

And when the l iving creatu res wen t ,  t h e  wheels went hy 
them: and w hen the l iving creatu res were l i fted u p  from t he 
earth,  the wheels were l i fted u p. 

Whit hersoever t h e  spirit  was to go, they wen t ,  th ither was 
their spirit to go; and the wheels were l i fted up over against 
them:  for the spiri t  of  the l i ving c reat u re was in t he wheels .  

\\'hen t hose wen t ,  t hese wen t ;  and when t hose stood, t hese 
stood ; and when t hose were li lied u p  from t he eart h ,  t he 
wheels were li fied u p  o ver aga inst t h e m :  for t he spirit o f  t h e  
l i ving creatu re was in t h e  wheels. 
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And the l ikeness of the firmament upon the heads of the 
living creature was as the colour of the terrible crysta l ,  
s tretched forth over their heads above. 

And under the firmament were their wings straight, the one 
toward the other: every one had two, wh ich covered on th is 
side, and every one had two, which covered on that s ide, their 
bodies. 

And w hen they went, I heard the noise of their wings l ike the 
noise of great waters, as the voice of the Almighty , the voice of 
speech, as the noise of an host: when they stood, t hey let down 
their wings.  

And there was a voice from the firmament that was over 
their heads, when they stood, and had let down their wings.  

And above the firmament that was over their heads was the 
likeness of a throne, as the appearance of a sapphire stone :  and 
upon the l ikeness of the throne was the l ikeness as the ap
pearance of a man a bove i t .  

And I saw as the colour of amber, as  the appearance of fire 
round about with in i t, from the appearance of h is loins even 
upward ,  and from the appearance of h is loins even downward ,  
I saw as it were the  appearance of fire, and i t  had brightn ess 
round about .  

As the  appearance of  the  bow that is in the  cloud in the day 
of rain, so was the appearance of the brightness round about.  
This was the appearance of the l ikeness of the glory of the 
LORD. And when I saw it, I fell upon my face, and I heard a 
voice of one that spake. 

[Ezekiel 1 :  1 5-28] 

There is one wheel to each f(Hir-tteed be ing. The rab
bin ical com mentators identif ied the wheel w ith the angel 
Sandalphon, wh ile the Book of Enoch called the wheels 
another order of angels, who l ike the Cherubim and 
Sera phim attended God. There is  a rich confus ion ,  much 
exploited by the Kabbalists, in  call ing the :\lerkabah "the 
wheels and their work," so that chariot and angels 
scat-cely can be d ist inguished, and there is an even richer 
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con fus ion ,  despite !\1a imonides and h is tradition of ca
nonical interpretation ,  between Cod and the :\let·kabah .  
We can say that there are three m;�jor biblical tropes for 
God , and these are vo ice, f ire ,  and chariot, ot· respect i \·ely 
a metonymy, a metaphor, and a transumption or met
aleptic •·eversal . Voice, not being an image, was Ln'Ored 
by canon ical tradit ions of interpretation ,  wh ile fi re and, 
much more strikingly, the chariot , became the prime im
ages for Jewish  Gnosticism and late•· for Kabbal ism. Or
thodox or Talmudic l laggadah made an inevitable con
nection between the two images, by wat·n ing that any 
expounder of the !\1erkabah would f ind h imself sur
rounded by flame from hea\·en .  Though Kabbalah 
tended to substit ute meditation upon the more abstract 
srfi rot for meditation upon the chariot ,  there are curious 
amalgamations of .lt'fi mt and the chariot in  Kabbalistic 
writings. The Kabbalistic tendency to compound or, in 
•·are cases , identify wft rot with "the wheels and their work" 
helped stimu late the Ch t·i stian Kabbalah ,  because of the 
crucial revision of Ezekiel carried out in  the last book of 
the Christian B ible, the Re\·elation of St . John the Divine, 
whet·e in chapter 4 : 6  a vision is recorded of an enthroned 
man,  Christ ,  surrounded by the fo ur- f�tced Cherubim of 
Ezekiel : 

And before the throne there was a sea of glass l ike u n to 
crysta l :  and in the midst of the throne, and round about the 
throne were fou r  beasts full of eyes before and behind. 

What is  the canonical mode of in terpretation that con
nects the visions of Ezekiel and of Revelat ion , and subse
quently both of these to the vision of Dante? Figum ,  as 
expounded by Erich Auerbach ,  Austin Farrer, A. C .  
Charity, i s  certain ly the  accu rate answcL Auerbach traced 
the change in meaning of jtgum , from its original usc as 
" form" through "model ," "copy," "d n�am image," and 
trope or rhetorica l f igure unti l  Tert ul lian and ot her 
Christian wri ters after him began to usc it as a f igure of' 
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t h i ngs to come. So Tcrtu l l ian sees Joshua,  the min ister of 
\loses, as a jtgum of whom Jes u s  Christ was  the fulfi l l
ment ,  Joshua and Jesus being the same name. As Auer
bach says, "jlgum i s  something real and h istorical which 
anno 1 mccs someth ing else t hat is also real and h istorical ." 

I n  our terms,  we might say that to the ephebe or later 
poet, the precu rsor is the jigum ,  and the ephebe is the 
ful f i l lment, but that would be to share the later poet's 
sel f- idealization .  I nstead, the following can be stated as a 
basic principle of  poetic misprision :  No later poPt can bP tltP 

jidfillmmt oj' Ott)' m rlia jJoPt. He can be the reversal of  the 
precu rsor, or the deformation of the precursor, but 
whatever  he is, to rt'viw' is not to f iilfi ll. Un li ke jigum , poetic 
misprision must be seen as the troping or erroring i t  is . 
But so, of course , rontm Auerbach and Tertul l ian,  is 
Jigum , and it is surely time to see that .figura was always a 
revisionary mode, and so a l ie against t ime. The Old 
Testament is far too strong, as poetry, to be fulfilled by its 
revisionary descendant, the sel f-proclaimed New Testa
ment. "New" means " Early" here and "Old" means 
"Late," and precisely what the New Testament lacks in 
regard to the Old is a tr:ansumpti ve stance, wh ich is why 
the New Testament is a weak poem. Figura i s  supposed to 
work by making Joshua late and Jesus perpetually early .  
Th is works wel l  enough for Joshua and Jesus, s ince the 
prior figure is less central ,  but would have had more 
difficulty i f  Moses had been taken as the jigura .  The 
entire poin t  of the theory of figum must be that the 
second term or fulfi l lment is the truth,  and the fi rst term 
or jigum only a shadowy type of the tru th .  Here is Auer
bach's defin i ti ve formulation : 

Figural interpretation establishes a connection between two 
events or persons, the fi rst of wh ich signifies not only i tself  but 
also the second, wh ile the second encompasses or fulfi lls the 
first. 

Auerbach cites the h istorical Virgil as a jigura of Dante's 
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Vi rgil : "The h istorical Vi rgil is ' fu l fi l led' by t he dweller in  
l i mbo, the com panion o f  t he great poets o f  antiq u i ty . "  
The dista nce between jlgum and transu m p t io n ,  w e  might 
say,  is  show n by obsening t hat t he h ist orical Ro usseau is 
most cert ai n ly not " fu l l i l led" by t he Ro usseau of Tltt' 
Tri111njJit of Uft', a notion o f  fu l f i l l ment  u tterly al ien to 
Shelley.  B u t  we may W OJtder w het her the ide;; o f jtgum 
\\·as en�r more t han a pio u s  sel f-decept ion.  Is Ezekiel's 
chariot-\· ision a jtgum of t he Yis ion o f  St . J o h n ?  l ' n less 
one bel ie,·es in Re\dation,  t hen t he iT is no do ubt what
soeYer w h ich is t he st ronger text . The more com plex case 
is  when we co m pare Ezek iel w it h  Da nte's Tri u m phal  
Cha riot o f  t h e  C h u rc h ,  ror h ere t he texts  are eq ual ly  
st ro n g. I n  Ca n t o  '\ '\ 1 '\  of t he P tngalo rio, Dante ex pl icit l y  
refers h is c hariot t o  Ezekiel's a s  wel l a s  to John's, h u t  h is 
chariot is u n iq ue i n  bearing h is Beat r ice, rat her t han an 
enthroned \Trsion o f  Cod . Si n gleton,  in  h is commenta ry,  
remarks s u gges t i ,·ely that  t h is i s :  

. . . the  k ind of two-wheeled chariot used by  the  ancient 
Romans in  war and in t riumphal processions. As wil l  become 
e\·ident in the symbolism of the procession,  th is chariot repre
sents the Church.  But it is also, in th is instance, a t riumphal 
chariot, and as such it is strangely empty�  Whose triumph is 
th is? 

As Singleton s u ggests,  Da nte is  bei n g  s u perbly a uda
cious, for i f  Ezekiel's Enth roned Man is t he Jlgum ,  t hen 
Beatrice is the fu l fi l l ment , t he t nt t h  of wh ich t he B i b le 's 
most crucial perm it ted i mage o r  Cod is o n l y  a s hadowy 
t y pe.  In o u 1· terms, Dan t e  is on t he t h reshold t hat  :\ t i l t o n ,  
w i t h  eYen greater a udaci t y ,  w i l l  c ross when a yery :\ I i i 
tonic C h rist is  shown rid ing the Chariot o f  Pa t cm a l  Dei t Y  
a t  the cl imax o r  t he War in  l l ean.· n i n  Book \' I .  .\s t he 
great master, i ndeed t h e  i n n.· n t o r  o f  t ransu m pt i \·e a l l u
s io n ,  \l i l t  on l i Lti n gl y  t J·a n s u mes Dante as wel l as a l l  ot he1·  
rele va n t  non-biblical p recu rsors in t he chariot-\ ' is io n .  
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. . .  fonh rush'd with wh irl-w ind sound 
The Chariot of Pa ternal Deitie, 
Flashing th ick f lames, Wheele wit h in  Wheele, undrawn ,  
I t  self instinct with Spirit , hut con\'oyd 
By four Cherubic shapes, four Faces each 
I lad wondrous, as wit h  Starrs thir bodies all 
A nd Wings were set with Eyes, with Eyes the Wheels 
Of Beri l ,  and careering Fires between ;  
0\'e r th ir heads a ch rystal Firmament, 
\\'hereon a Saphir Throne, inla id with pure 
A mber, and colours of the showrie Arch. 
l lee in Ce lestial Panoplie all armd 
Of radiant Urim, work divinely wrought, 
Ascended, at his right hand Victorie. 

[ V I ,  749--62] 

The scheme of transumption,  as I have demonstrated 
in A Map of Misreading, demands a juxtaposition of three 
times ; a true one that was and w il l  be (here, Ezekiel ,  
Revelation ,  and Milton  h imself) ;  a less true one that never 
was (here,  Virgil ,  Dante, Petrarch) ; and the present mo
ment, wh ich is emptied out of everything but the ex
periential darkness against wh ich  the poet-prophet strug
gles ( here,  the al lusion ,  noted by Verity, i n  the imagery of 
l ines 840-4 1 ,  to Mi l ton's pamphlet war against "the proud 
res istance of carnall ,  and false doctors") . It is i l luminating 
to juxtapose to M il ton's vision of  Christ in the Chariot of 
Wrath , M ilton's vision of  his  own "Zeale" as polemicist in  
h is A n  Apology Against a Pamphlet : 

Zeale whose substance is ethereal, arming in compleat di
amond ascends his fiery Chariot drawn with two blazing 
Meteors figur'd l ike beasts, but of a h igher breed than any the 
Zodiack yields, resembling two of those four which Ezechiel and 
S. John saw, the one visag'd l ike a Lion to expresse power, high 
autority and indignation, the other of count'nance like a man to 
cast derision and scorne upon perverse and fraud ulent seduc
ers ;  w ith  these the invincible warriour Zeale shaking loosely the 
slack reins drives over the heads of Scarlet Prelats, and such as 
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are insolent to maintaine traditions, bruising their stiffe necks 
under h is flaming wheels. Thus did the true Prophets of old 
combat with the false; Thus Christ h imselfe the fountaine of 
meeknesse found acrimony enough to be still galling and vex
ing the Prelaticall Pharisees. 

Though th is transumption to the present  is subtly 
covert, i t  is there nevert heless , and h in ts at one aspect of 
Milton h imself, h is "Zeale" for the truth ,  tiding in the 
chariot with h is Christ. More even than Dan te ,  Mi lton has 
made the Jlgura of the chariot in Ezekiel or Revelation a 
touch questionable. There is no biblical f/gura that Milton 
is fulfil l ing;  he has mounted Christ in the Merkabah ,  
made the  throne-world into a war  machine,  and sent 
Christ out to battle as a larger version of h is own self
image as Puritan polemicist burn ing through the ranks of 
the bishops and the presbyters. I f  th is is .fi.e;ura , then the 
Milton who was Cromwel l's Latin Secretary is the only 

Jigura involved , wh ich is to overturn the Christian notion 
entirely. The true interpreter of what Milton has done in 
h is chariot-vision i s  Gray , in the magn ificent misprision of 
his Pindaric ode,  The Progress of' Poesy, where the start ing 
point of Milton's appearance is an al lusion to the Christ 
of Book V I , l ine 7 7 1 :  " Hee on the wings of Cherub rode 
sublime." What Mi l ton discreetly h in ted at ,  Gray makes 
overt, and so Milton h imself dares the Lucretian adven
tu re into the abyss : 

:\'or second he, that rode sublime 
Upon the seraph-wings of Ecstasy, 
The secrets of the abyss to spy. 
He passed the f laming bounds of place and time: 
The living throne, t he sapphire-blaze, 
Where angels tremble while they gaze, 
He saw ; but blasted with excess of light, 
Closed h is eyes in endless night .  

Like certa in  sages in esoteric t rad i t ion ,  t h is 1\l i l ton 
compensates frighten ingly for h is daring, but. C ray's e m -



phasis is 011 .  Mil ton's own language, s ince Milton's blind
ness here echoes h is own " Dark with excessi,·e bright" 
Wamrli.lt' /,osl, I l l , 3HO) . I t  i s  certainly to Gray's vision of 
:\1 i lton that B la ke rders, when Blake dares to see h imself, 
in succession to :\1 i lton ,  ascending the chariot in the in
trod uctory quatrains to h is own poem, ,\tilton:  

B ring me my Bow of burn ing gold : 
Bring me my A rrows of desire:  
Bring me my Spear: 0 clouds unfold! 
Bring me my Chariot of l i re !  

The emphasis i s  on "my,"  as B lake moves to be the 
Enthroned Poet rid ing the chariot that is at once drawn 
by, and const i tuted of, the Four Zoas, the " l iving crea
tu r·es" of Ezekiel and Revelation .  

We are ready, before pass ing on to  Shel ley's transfor
mations of the c hariot, to surmise the mean ing of  the 
chariot as a trope of  transumption .  The image of the 
:\1erkabah is  one whose reappearances, to men ,  are 
troped necessarily by metalepsis, for each fresh epiphany 
of the c hariot is  a belatedness made early again .  The 
chariot, whether in Ezek iel , Revelation, Dante, or  :\1 i l ton ,  
moves always i n  a t ime that  is never present ,  a t ime that 
restores in illo tempore, in that t ime, the realm of "there 
was a t ime w hen ."  The chariot is a metonymy of a 
metonymy for God,  w h ich  meant that :\.1a imon ides, as he 
seuetly knew, was making a del iberately canon ical mis
reading when he remarked that God "cannot be com
pared to anything." As a metalepsis for God , the chariot 
uniquely succeeds in breaking contin uity,  in  substitu t ing 
itself for nature .  

I w il l  i l lustrate th is last observation by  returning to the 
biblica l  metaphor of  the fire of God , and j uxtaposing it to 
the ch�u·iot. The fi re of God, in  the Merkabah mystics and 
later in the Kabbalists, is Gnostic metaphor and \'ery 
differen t  from the rather matter-of-fact flame out of 
wh ich the vo ice of God emerges. Since JehO\·ah i nfin itely 
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transcends the whole of H is creation ,  He disdains any 
ostentatious or cosmic fires. A fter al l ,  co mpared to the 
Greeks or any other ancient people, the biblical Hebrews 
were not m uch in terested in the four elements ,  fi re in
c luded . God's major fire is H is descent  upon Mount Sinai ,  
w h ich produces a vers ion of a fai r-sized earthquake, but 
nothing real ly  extraordinary or preternatural .  In the cal l 
ing of Moses, it is preternatural that the bush is not 
consumed, but very little is made of the fire itself. I think 
that, fol lowing Freud,  we can speak of the H ebraic image 
of fi re as a subl imation,  as a perspectivizing metaphor, 
that suggests God's respect for the nature He has made . 
I t  is not from normative J udaism or from orthodox 
Chri stianity , but again from Stoicism, Platonism, Gnosti
cism, and Kabbal ism that the more interesting i mages of 
fire in poetic and Romantic tradition derive .  B ut I wil l  
defer further d iscussion of the contrast between the 
image of fi re as metaphor, and of the chariot as trans
umption , unti l  we con front  these images in Shelley. 

We have been tracing the Chariot as the i mage of 
transumption ,  and particularly as a poetic ratio trans
forming  the visionary's belatedness i nto an earliness, 
from its b ib lical and esoteric origins through poetic tradi
tion down to Shelley. I n  h is twentieth year, Shel ley com
posed his first attem pt at a major poem, ({ueen .\1ab, a 
revised fragment of wh ich he salvaged under the title, 
The Daemon of the World, in the A/asto r volu me of 1 8 1 6, 
four years after Queen Mab was fin ished. The Daemon 
descends in Shel ley's version of the Merkabah :  

The chariot of  the Daemon of  the World 
Descends in silen t power: 

I ts shape reposed with in : sli).{ht as some cloud 
That catches but the palest tinge of day 

When even in).{ yields to night ,  
Bright as that f ibrous woof when stars indue 

I ts t ransitory robe. 
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Four shapeless shadows bright and beautifu l  
Draw that strange car  of glory, reins of light 
Check their unearthly speed ;  they stop and fold 

Their wings of braided air. 

About al l  that Shel ley has done, or could do, this early 
on, is LO appropriate the Miltonic chariot, and give it not 
to Paternal Deity, but to a spirit of rebel lion . In Pro
mf'/hm.l Unbowul, the actual attempt at transuming Milton 
and Milton's sources is made, and though it does not 
succeed entirely in capturing the image away from ca
non ical tradition ,  the attempt is formidable: 

I see a chariot l ike that thinnest boat, 
I n  which the Mother of the Months is borne 
By ebbing l ight into her western cave, 
When she u psprings from interlunar dreams; 
O'er which is curved an orblike canopy 
O f  gentle darkness, and the h il ls  and woods, 
Distinctly seen through that dusk aery vei l ,  
Regard l ike shapes in an enchanter's glass ; 
I ts wheels are sol id clouds, azure and gold, 
Such as the gen ii of the thunderstorm 
Pile on the floor of the i l lumined sea 
When the sun rushes under it; they rol l 
A nd move and grow as with an inward w ind ;  
Within it  sits a winged infant, white 
I ts countenance, like the whiteness of bright snow, 
I ts plumes are as feathers of sunny frost, 
I ts l imbs gleam wh ite, through the wind-flowing folds 
Of its white robe , woof of ethereal pearl . 
I ts hair is white , t he brightness of white light 
Scattered in strings; yet its two eyes are heavens 
Of liquid darkness, which the Deity 
Within seems pouring, as a storm is poured 
From jagged clouds, "out of their snowy lashes, 
Tempering the cold and radiant air around, 
With fire that is not brightness; in its hand 
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I t  sways a quive ti ng moo n bea m ,  fro m whose point 
A guiding power di rects the ch ariot's prow 
Ove r  its wheeled clouds, which as t h ev roll 
Ove r the grass , and Uowers, and w;t �·es· ,  k d Wa e SCHill S, 
Sweet as a singing rain of s ilver dew . 

[ I V , 206-35] 

I have wri t ten several commentaries on th is vis ion of 
l one, and of the related , more magn i ficent  vision of 
Panthea that  fol lows it d irectly. My  commentaries have 
been canonical ,  not i n  t he sense t hat I can assert necessar
i ly that they were more defin it i ve as canon ical mist·ead
ings than t hose of othet· Shelley cri tic� ( though l ike al l  
interpreters I aspired, and aspire ,  to strength) but ca
nonical in that  they organ ized themselves around the 
assumption that Shel ley was in  the canon of  major poetry 
in English ,  and so a vital element of mean ing in h im had 
to come out of  h is cou nterpo int ing h is vision of myth
making against h is own reception of tradi tion .  That now 
seems to me too idealizing and optimist ic a view of Shel
ley's, or any  poet's, relation to a strong tradit ion. Poets no 
more ful fl l l  one anot her than the New Testament ful fi l ls 
the Old. It  is t h is carry-over from the tradition of figural 
i nterpretation of Scripture to secular l itera ture that has 
al lowed a curious overspiri tual ization of texts canon ized 
by poetic t radit ion .  S ince poets also idealize themselves, 
and t hei t· t·ela t ions to other poets ,  thne is  already an 
excessive self-regard in  poetic and critical t radi t ion .  Mod
ern theories of  mutually ben ign relat ions between t radi
tion and indiv idual t alent , i ncluding those of T. S. Eliot 
and of Northrop Frye , have added their idealizat ions,  so 
that it becomes an enormous labor to clear away al l  of  t h is 
noble obfuscation .  

I note the observation made by Milton-scholarsh ip t hat 
Chri st ascends the  Chariot of Paternal Dei ty  at  t he exact ,  
n umerological midpoint of t he f i rst edit ion of Pamdi1e 
Lost. Shelley was wary of origins, in an a lmost Nict zschean 
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wav, and he had no patience whatsoever with midpoints, 
h u t  he had the apocalyptic temperament ,  as B lake did ,  
and so he was obsessed wi th the last th ings. I n  Prometheus 
Unbound, Shelley attempted a h u manistic apocalypse, 
which  may be an oxymoron.  To overcome th is seeming 
contradiction ,  Shelley resorted to h is version of  the image 
or  the Merkaha h ,  doubtless hoping to redeem the crudity 
of his early vision of  the chariot in  Thf Daemon of the 
World. The visions of lone and Panthea are meant to 
h umanize the visions of Ezekiel , Revelation, Dante, and 
Milton. Do they succeed in  th is extraord inari ly  d ifficult 
a im,  or do they collapse back i nto their orthodox origins? 
Who controls the mean ings in Shelley's courageous at
tempts to reverse, correct , and "fulfill" tradit ion?  

I return to  m y  earlier attack upon the  theory of figum 
as expounded by Auerbach ;  Shelley, l ike B lake,  seems to 
seek a use ofjigura against j

i
gum , but I would argue that 

no reversal in such a use can be a true reversal ,  but al l  too 
easily i tse lf  can be reversed back into its original. I have 
argued already that Mi l ton seems to have understood 
this ,  and that in his  schemes of allusion  i n  Paradise Lost he 
replaced jlgura by transumption-not a fulfil lment or 
even a reversed fulfil lment of tradition , but a true subver
sion of tradition that enforced Milton's own earliness 
wh ile troping tradition into belatedness. I w il l  argue now 
that Shelley learned this M ilton ic lesson only after he had 
completed Prometheus Unbound. In The Triumph of Life, the 
Merkabah itse lf  becomes a transumption of  tra nsump
tion,  but in Prometheus Unbound Mi lton overcomes h is 
revision ist. 

Contrast to Panthea's vision (Promethe us Unbound, Act 
I V, lines 236-3 1 8) its Miltonic source in Pamdise Lost, 
Book V,  lines 6 1 8-27 .  God has proclaimed His  Son and 
chal lenged any recalcitrant angel s to disobey th is procla
mation ,  and then be cast out .  The speech is powerfully 
provocat ive,  so much so that E mpson properly says that 
God Himself caused all the trouble by being so pugna-
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cious in the firs t  place. A celebratory dance of  angels fol
lows, which Mil ton co mpares to t he Platon ic dance of the 
spheres: 

T hat day,  as other solemn days,  they spe n t  
I n  song and dance about the sacred H i ll, 
M ystical dance, wh ich yonder starry Sphere 
Of Plan ets and of f i xt in all  her W heels 
Resembles nearest, mazes intricate, 
Ecce n tric, i n t e rvolv'd, yet regular 
Then most ,  when most irregular they see m :  
A nd i n  t h i r  motions harmony Divine 
So smooths her channing tones, t hat God 's ow n ear 
Listens deligh ted . . .  

Does Shelley surmount t he peculiar s t rength of this 
anterior vision ,  w it h  i t s  aston ishing t ransumpt ive victory 
O\'er Plato's Timat'us, a victory accomplished by assimi lat 
ing Plato's cosmic dance to the Ezek iel and Revelation 
chariots? Pan thea's vis ion gives us,  not a dance that is 
nwst regu lar where i t  seems most irregu lar, or a dance 
tha t  Platon ically returns u pon i t se lf, bm rather !I dance 
that  "wi th the force of sel f-destroying swift ness ,"  is grind
ing all  substance into t he e thereal , i n to l ight and a ir. The 
Shel ley an question is not : " How can we tel l the dancer 
from t he dance?" but " How soon can the dance consume 
the dancer?" Yet t he speed t hat Shelley relies upon for 
t he orb to be self-dest ruct ive is i tsel f the Platon ic and 
\li lton ic return of a divine motion upon i t se lf, a n d  Shel
ley's apoca lypse of the physical un iverse is t h us ac
compli shed only t h rough the  odd ity of iden t i fying t he 
whole of  real i ty wi th t he \1 ihon ic d ance of a n g·els ,  and 
a l so wit h  the  \I il ton ic chariot . I t  i s  only t hrough beco m 
i n g more d i ,· ine, mean ing more \-I i hon ic, t hat nat ure wil l  
u n do he rsel f. The sa<.:rcd dance is s ped up by Shelley t o a 
<ptas i- Dion ys iac o r  O rph ic fn: n n , h u t  t he f i gu rat ion re 
mains Mi lton's blend of Plato and t he B ible, ra thtT t h a n  a 
t rope of Shelky's own in n· n t io t l . Shel ley's i t l l cn ded de-
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fense is h is characteristic and magn ificen t  speed in  and at 
the process of rhetorical substitution,  but the defense is a 
desperate one ,  and Milton triumphs over  h is revision ist, 
because it is Mi lton's transumptive trope that gives coher
ence to Shel ley's image, rather than the reverse . Milton 
remains early, a nd Shel ley, thrusting  towards finality, 
ach ieves only a superb bt>latnlnt>ss, a sense that he has 
come too late into the poetic cosmos to do more than 
agree with a structure it has bequeathed him, however 
much he desires to hasten that legacy into a glorious 
sublimation .  Mi l ton  captures and overturns Plato ; Shelley 
is capturt>d by Mi lton ,  and avoids being overturned only by 
sending the mythic machinery up into the aethereal as 
rapidly as he can .  

I n  Tht> TriwnjJh of Lift>, h is apparently unfin is hed last 
poem,  and certa in ly  h is greatest ach ievement, Shel ley 
struggles more with Wordsworth than with M ilton,  and 
the struggle is  in  one sense more successful ,  in  that Tlu 
Triumph of Lift> manages to transume the Intimations Ode 
in the way earlier Wordsworthian poems by Shel ley could 
not, as a com parison of the Triumph with the Hymn to 
lntt>llt>rtual Bmuty would show. B ut Wordsworth is a 
dangerous opponent  to take on,  and we w il l see that 
Shelley's victory is equivoca l .  W hat he gains from 
Wordsworth ,  Shelley loses to time or to language, both of 
which beco me more problematic in the Triumph than they 
tre in Wordsworth.  It i s  as though a casting-out of 
Wordsworth ian  nature demands a compensation,  a price 
exacted both by poetic h istory and by poetic language. 

I turn now to the proof text for th is critical discourse, 
Tht> Triumph of Lift>, one of the crucial ant ithetical texts i n  
the language .  The title itse lf  redefines what "antithetical" 
means for us, s ince in isolation the phrase, "The 
Triumph of Life," seems a victory for the natural man or 
woman, but in context the Shelleyan phrase means "The 
pageant or celebratory procession of Death-in-Life over  
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the I maginat ion,"  or i n deed t he t ri u m ph of what  is ant i
t hetical i n  us.  

On t he model of our map o f  misprisio n ,  Tht' Tri 11 111jJh ol 
Li(e d i vides as mean ingfu l ly as does i ts  precu rsor, t he 
lntimatio11s Ode, despite t he tec h n ical stat u s  of the 
Triu111ph as a su pposedly " u n f i n ished" poem .  But t here 
are,  o f  cou rse , no " u n f i n is hed" strong poem s ;  there a re 
o n l y  stronger a n d  weaker poems.  The idea o f  a " f i n ished'' 
poem i tse l f  depends u po n  t he absurd , hidden not ion that  
rei f ies poems fro m  relat ionsh ips into ent i t ies. A s  a poem 
is not even so m uch a relat io n s h i p  between ent i t ies, as it is 
a relat ionship bet ween relat ionships ,  or a Pei rcean I dea 
o f  Thinl ness, we can say t h at no relat ion s h i p  bet ween 
relat ionsh ips can ever be fi n is hed or u n fi n is hed except 
q uite arbitrari l y .  A monad presu mably can be f i n is hed ; 
perha ps a dyad can be left u n fi n ished ; b u t  a modern 
poe m is a t riad , w h ich is why it begins in a d i alect ical 
al ternat ion of p r·esence and absence, and why i t  ends in a 
u·ansu m p t i ve i n ter play o f  earli ness a n d  lateness. You can 
be too earlv or too late, but i t  makes no sense to sav that  
vo u a re f i n ;t l l v  too earlv or fi n a l ly too late,  unless v<;u are 
tal k i n g  about

, 
deat h .  7\feaning i n

, 
poems, as V ico fi rst saw 

or at least sa i d ,  is al ways a matter  of s urviva l ,  a n d  so we 
m ight say t h at  poems ,;o more can d isco u rse t nt l y  o f  t he 
poet's own dea t h  t h a n  a n yone ever qui te d ies in h is own 
d reams. 

\Ve can m a p  t he TriullljJh t herefore as the co m plete 
poem i t  is ,  wh ile rememberi n g  t hat a phrase l ike "com
plete poem" is oxymoron ic.  Her·e, u t i l iz ing my own short
hand, is  t he m a pping:  

Lines 1 -20,  the i n d uct io n :  dillrllllt' l l .  Dialect ical opposi
tion of sun and stars, as presence/abse nce of nat u re/ 
poetry;  rhetorica l irony of say ing "dawn" and mean ing 
"twi l igh t " ;  react ion- format ion on Shel ley's part agai nst 
Wonl swo n h ian natu ral piet y ;  deeper i ro n y  i m plied (as 
f igure-of-t hough t )  of p resence of nat u ral sun and absence 



) ( )( ) Pol'lt)' rnul U''/JH's.liou 

ol '  s ta r·s (poets) preparing for overwhelming presence of 
chariot ol '  Li l'e , a presence blan ker than any absence. 

Lines 2 1  �tO. the ind uction completed : lt's.1na. I magery 
o l '  r·ecu i -rence , of vi sion as part of whole that is repetition 
ol' Y is ion ; synecdoche ol' poet's vision for all  of reality ; 
pwch ically a reversal in to the opposite as Shelley moves 
from imaginat i ve act i Yity into pass ive reception of a vision 
not h is own , and so at least purgatorial of the sel f. 

Lines 4 I -I 75, the pageant :  kmosis. I magery of 
emptying-ow of ca ptives of Life ;  metonymy of fict ion of 
the [eaves; Li fe the Conq ueror as metonymy of  death ; 
Chariot of  Li fe as u ndoing of Merkabah ;  dance of vict ims 
as u ndoing of Eros; metonymy of  foam for sexua l  pas
s ion ; metonymy of shade for death- in-li fe ;  psychic de
fense of u ndoing Shelley's own vision of love, as in St. 
I gnat ius :  "My Eros is crucified." 

Lines I 76-300, epiphany of Rousseau as surrogate for 
Wonlswort h :  damumiwtion. The Sublime col lapsed in to 
the Grotesq ue ; l i totes as reversed h yperbole; infernal im
agery of  the depths of degradation ; powerfu l  repression 
of Shelley's own desire to carry through the Rousseau
Wordsworth d ream of  natural redemption ; imagery of 
the great ,  those on in tel lectual heights, th.rown down . 

Lines 300--4 1 1 , Rousseau's account of his  imaginative 
genesis, culminating i n  h is y ielding to the "Shape al l 
l ight" :  askesis. I magery of  i nside subjectivity and outward 
nature ; sublimation of greater vision to lesser as Rousseau 
dri n ks of Shape's cup of Nepenthe;  rad ical metaphor of 
the poem, the tripartite metaphor of three lights : the 
original one, the Shape's, L ife's. 

Li nes 4 1 2-end,  Rousseau's vision after h is sublimation ,  
Shelley's own reaction, transumption of Intimations Ode: 
the aj)()jJh mdt'.\ . Return of Wordsworth ,  but somewhat i n  
Shelley's own colors ; imagery of belatedness ; deliberate 
refusal to bring about metaleptic re\·ersal ;  death of earli
ness and joy; introjection of past, and so of Wordsworth ian 
defeat ;  projection of poetic futu r·e, and so abandonment of 
what has become merely a l i fe-in-death .  
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Those are the contours of misprision in The Triumph of 
Life ;  I shall not try to demonstrate them exhaustively i n  a 
commentary, but shall  move instead to the image of the 
chariot in the poem ,  to see how Shelley, on the threshold 
of h is proper greatness, handled the difficult process of 
troping further upon what we al ready have seen to be the 
prime image of transumption in Western tradition .  Here 
is the Shelleyan parody of a transumptive mode, far in 
spirit but perhaps not far in tech n iq ue from N ietzschean 
parody :  

And as I gazed methought that i n  the way 
The throng grew wilder, as the woods of June 

When the South wind shakes the extinguished day.-

And a cold  glare, intenser than the noon 
But icy cold ,  obscured with l ight 

The Sun as he the stars. Like the young moon 

When on the sunlit l imits of the n ight 
Her  white shell trembles amid crimson air 

And wh ilst the sleeping tempest gathers might 

Doth, as a herald of its coming, bear 
The ghost of her dead Mother, whose dim form 

Bends in dark ether from her infant's chair, 

So came a chariot on the silent storm 
Of its own rushing splendour, and a Shape 

So sate within as one whom years deform 

Beneath a dusky hood & double cape 
Crouch ing within the shadow of a tomb, 

And o'er what seemed the head , a cloud like crape . 

Was bent a dun & faint aetherial gloom 
Tempering the l ight ;  upon t he chariot's beam 

A Jan us-visaged Shadow did assume 

The guidance of  that \\'ondc t·-wing(·d t e a m .  
The Shapes which d rew it in  th ick ligh tn ings 

Were lost: I hea rd alone on t he ai r's soft st rea m 
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The music of their ever moving wings.  
Al l  the four  btces of that charioteer 

Had their eyes handed . . .  l i ttle profit brings 

Speed in the van & bl indness in the rear, 
Nor then avail the beams that quench the Sun 

Or that h is handed eyes could pierce the sphere 

Of all that is, has been ,  or wi l l  he done.-

[74-1 04] 

Dante and Milton both relate their chariot-vis ions to 
the Sun ;  Shelley parodies both when the cold light of  h is 
chariot em its beams that quench the sun ,  but that sti l l  do 
not avai l  as a light to guide the chariot properly .  The 
larger parody in volved is profound,  and has been unex
amined in the canon ical commentaries of The Triumph of 
1-ifr' . What does it mean to substitute the equivocal 
figure,  Li fe,  for the Enthroned :\fan of Ezek iel , and 
Beatrice in  Dante, and Mi lton 's warlike Ch rist? What kind 
o(  transurn pti ve parody is th is ,  when Death-in-Li fe be
comes the conqueror? Shel ley has another precursor 
here, Spenser, whose Luci fera rides in a triumph that is  
also a demonic parody of the Ezekiel-tradition ,  but Shel
ley's Life is not an allegorical opposition to the enthroned 
beings of trad ition ,  as Luci fera is. Life is not a light
bearer, a son or daughter of the morn ing fallen into 
darkness . Li fe is merely Life ,  our Life ,  everybody's l ife, 
natural  existence, the repetition we all dubiously enjoy 
and endure.  What is Shelley doing to tradition here? 

A.  C. Charity, com menting on Dante's quest, com pares 
it to Kierkegaard 's program of beromiug a Christian ,  wh ich 
is the positive meaning of "repetition,"  according to Kier
kegaard . Shelley, as always, is not interested in becoming 
a Christ ian,  but rather in the perpetual struggle of berom
ing a poet, and then remaining a poet, by continually 
becoming a poet again .  I t  is surpris ing how much of 
Shelley's poetry, on close analysis, is obsessed with the 
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careers of Wordsworth and Coleridge, who had ceased to 
be strong poets at just about the time when Shelley he
came one. Lamenting Keats, in Adonais, it is st i l l  clearly 
Wordsworth and Coleridge that Shelley has in mind 
when he writes of Keats that :  

From the contagion of the world's slow stain 
He is secure, and now can never mourn 
A he an grown cold, a head grown gray in va in ; 
Nor, when the spirit's sel f  has ceased to bu rn,  

With sparkless ashes load an unlamented urn.  

So much echoes here ;  Shelley's own cry ,  at t he close of 
the Odl' to  the Wnt Wind: 

Scatter, as from an unextinguished hearth 
:\shes and sparks, my words among mankind! 

Two stanzas before ,  in  Adonais, Shelley had chided, as I 
would interpret i t , Wordsworth and Coleridge,  by crying 
out "Tho u canst not soar where he is sitting now-" and 
then contrast ing Keats's perpetual glowing in the burning 
lountain of  the Eternal ,  to the sitters who are told : " thy 
cold embers choke the sord id hearth of shame." The l ine ,  
"Thou canst not soar where he is sitt ing now," echoes 
\1 i l ton's Satan, in Book I V , l ines 828-29, decl01ring him
self  in Eden to the two angelical sentries, l th u riel and 
Zephon , in a passage that Keats had echoed in  the Ode to 
P.�)·che. Satan says :  

Know ye not mee? ye knew me once no mate 
For you, there sitting where ye durst not soar. 

So Wordsworth and Coleridge are unkindly but not too 
inaccurately ( in  1 82 1 )  being viewed as an l thuriel and 
Zephon pair, knowing not Keats (or Shelley), hut l iving 
on with an  extinguished poetic hearth and writ ing spark
less verses. B ut th is had been an obsess ion of Shelley's 
poetry ever s ince its real beginn ings in I R 1 5 , when he had 
addressed lyrics to Wordsworth and to Coleridge lament-
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ing them as sell-outs, and when he had anticipated (seven 
years prematurely) h is own death ,  i n  Ala.1lor, where "those 
who remain beh ind" are the two Romantic precursor 
poets, there d ubbed not l t h uriel and Zcphon , " B ut pale 
despair  and cold tranqui l l i ty ,"  t he former being Coleridge 
ami the latter Wordsworth .  

As a transumptive parody,  Shelley's vis ion in  The 
TriumjJh o{ Life add resses itself more even to Wordsworth 
and Coleridge than i t  does to :\1 i l ton and Dante. Shelley 
shrewdly i mplies that the Ezek iel-Re,·elation chariot con
tains the contrasting epigraph-emblems of both the Dejec
tion Ode and the Intimations Ode, the pale despair of the 
portent of an  oncoming storm, and the image of the 
rainbow, sign t hat the storm is over, w ith cold tranquil l i ty 
ensuing. That is why,  in The TriumjJh o{ L i/(', the onrush
ing chariot is heralded by the old moon in  the new 
moon's arms, as in the fragment of Sir Patrick Spens that 
begins Coleridge's Ode , and that begins lone's vision in 
Promethe11.1 Unbound. And that is why, in The Triumph of 
Life, Rousseau encounters I ris or the rainbow just before 
con fronting Wordsworth ian Nature as the "Shape all 
l ight," as in  the fragment of  h is own " :\1 y  heart leaps u p" 
that Wordsworth uses to begin  the Intimation\ Ode. 

I am suggesting then that there is no mystery about 
Life in  The Triumph o{ Lif('. Li fe is precisely what has 
triumphed over Wordsworth and Coleridge,  that is, over 
their imaginative integrity and autonomy as strong poets. 
Li fe is the conqueror of  poets, the death- in-l i fe that they 
sought to fend ofT by d ivination .  Most certainly ,  Life i n  
th is particu lar sense is what Shelley had always feared , 
and clearly it is what he rejects i n  h is sublimely suicidal 
last poem.  Rousseau might j ust as well be named 
Wordsworth or Coleridge in  the poem,  except that Shel
ley was too tactful and urbane to thus util ize those who 
were still , techn ically speaking, alive. 

But why then the chariot, as the poem's central trope, 
since i t  .is hard ly a dominant image in Wordsworth or i n  
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Coleridge? We ret urn to t h e  paradox o f  poetic  o rigin s ;  
poe t ry is not  a n  a r t  passed on b y  imitation ,  but b y  inl/rur
tion. There is no i nst ruct ion w i t ho u t  a Scene o f  l nst nic
t ion , a pri mal  f i xa tion u pon a precu rsor (howe ,·c r com 
pos ite,  however ideal ized) and s u c h  a f i xa t ion i s  a lso a 
primal re press ion ,  i n  w h ich w h a t  is repressed is t he acute 
demand for d i vinat ion , the ephebe's sense t h at h is own 
powers a re p retern a t u ra l  anrl a u tonomous.  Be fore t he 
w inter o f  1 8 1 4- 1 5 ,  Shel ley w rote bad l y ;  he was a Yery 
weak poet . A fter he read deeply i n  Word swort h and 
Coleridge, particularly Word swort h ,  he was able to w ri te  
Alas/or a n d  the powerful  1 8 1 6  poe m s ,  inc luding ,\ font 
Blanc. Beco m i n g  a poet had meant  accepting a p ri mal  
fixat ion u po n  a q uasi-di ,·ine precursor. For Shel ley. as for 
so many other poets,  t he problem o f  con ti n u i t y  or dis
cont i n u i ty with precu rsors beca me merged with t he prob
lem of con t i n u i t y  in and w i t h  one's own poet ic sel f. 

Like o t her poets,  Shel ley fi rst tried to ach ie ,·e a 
perspect i viz ing stance i n  rel at ion to p recursors t h ro ugh 
the l i mi t i n g  t ro pe of metaphor.  Fi re is  t h e  pri me pers pec
t iviz ing metaphor of Roman tici s m ,  and to burn t h rough 
context ,  t h e  con t e x t  of p recu rsors and of nat ure,  is t he 
revisionary a i m  of t ha t  metaphor. Fi re beco mes t he " i n 
s ide" or "s u bjectivi t y" w h ile natu t·e becomes t he con t ext 
or the "outs ide" i n  t h is tmco m·inci n g  but prevalent  P ro
methean t ro pe. That is w h y  Shel ley b egins .·llastor by ad
d ressing eart h ,  a ir ,  and water as t ho ugh he were one wi t h 
t heir bro ther-element  o f  f i re.  Be h in d  t h is ,  ul t ima tely ,  is 
t h e  i mage o f  f i re t hat  wen t fro m Heracl i t u s  t o  t he Sto ics 
and fro m  t he m  to t he Gnost ic system o f  V a lent in us,  
w h ich Shel ley so s trongly and so odd l y  rese m bles. For t he 
Stoics , fi re was rat ion a l ;  t hey s poke o f  " t he f ien mind o l  
t h e  unive rse . "  B ut ,  t o  t he Valent i n ians,  t he l i re was t he 
dark a ffect ion or pass ion t hey cal led " igno rance,"  w h ich 
con t ained w it h i n  i tsel l t h e  t h ree lesser dark pass io ns t h at 
had bro u gh t  about the Fall  i n t o  nat u re :  "griel ', k;tr and 
bewilderme n t . "  \Vc can sec i n  Shel le y  a f'carlt t l  passage ol 
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the image of l i re ,  from Prollu'tlu' IIS L'nbouwl, where it is 
essent ial ly rat ional ,  to Adonais, where it is still Stoic and 
rational but where an element of' Gnostic dark affection 
or " ignorance" has been ad mitted into the metaphor. I n  
Thr' TriumjJh of U/(', the f ire o f  Eros and the cold, glaring 
light are no longer rational at al l ,  but are given over 
wholly to the dark pass ion of Gnostic " ignorance." 

Shel ley had learned, for h imsel f', what \1 i l ton had i l lus
t rated by t he career of Satan ; the metaphor of l i re (wh ich 
is the Prometheus-phase of poetic quest) must " l�ti l ,"  in 
that i ts perspectivism is necessarily sel f-defeating, for al l  
of its " ins ides" and "outs ides" are end less ly equivocal and 
reversible . Yet post-En l ightenment  poetry, as Shel ley un
derstood , was in  one phase at least a q uest ing for fi re , and 
the defensive meaning of that f i re was d iscont inuity .  "The 
fi re for w h ich al l thirst" or burning fountain of Adonais 
may ha,·e an u lt imate source in  Plotin us, but its im
mediate contin uity was w ith the  "something that doth 
l ive" in  our embers that sti l l gave Wordsworth joy, in the 
final stanzas of the Intimations Ode. Those "embers" of 
Wordswort h ,  sti l l  smoldering in the Odr' to the West Wmd, 
f l are up for a last t ime in AdfJIIais, and then find their 
continuity ,  a fte1· Shel ley , in what Yeats cal led the Condi
tion of Fire, wh ich has its H ennings in B rown ing and Pater 
wh ile en route to Yeats . 

When the fire metaphor had f�ti led Shel ley, he turned 
in the TriwnjJh back to the transumpti,·e image of the 
chariot, wh ich we have seen h im attem pt before in h is 
poetry. The chariot, as a trope , succeeds i n  breaking 
continuity ,  in the sense that contin uity equals nature or 
the /'('.1 extr'II .IO of Descartes. The fire is a l im itation ;  the 
chariot substitutes for it as a representation .  The fire is a 
sublimation ;  the chariot is an in trojection of futurity, and 
a project ion of  lost o1· past t ime.  Shelley was a strong poet 
and a central poet ,  and he knew instinct ivel y  what Vico 
knew overt ly ,  that poetic mean ing is always concerned 
with the struggle for poetic survival .  To a \·oid the poetic 
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fate of Wot·dsworth ,  he had t urned to the image of fire. I t  
had fai led h i m .  H e  turned back therefore from 
Wordsworth to the image of the chariot t hat the anti
mythological Wordsworth would not handle. Wallace Ste
vens is Wordsworth ianizing when he says: "The solar 
chariot is junk . "  Shelley says, in effect ,  the sola •· chat·iot 
and al l  the other chariots are obsolete, a l l  righ t ,  as 
Wordsworth had said, but nevert heless Li fe came riding 
along i n  such a chariot, and triumphed over Wordswort h .  

B ut whether Shelley, in terms of poet ic meaning, ac
complishes a successful transumption of the fundamental 
Wordswort h ian metony my of gleam for imagination ,  is 
quite another matter. The cold l ight of the chariot oY
ercomes the l ight of the Wordswort h ian Shape,  even as 
the l igh t of nature overcomes the earlier l ight  of Rous
seau ,  or of the young Wordsworth .  Yet i n  what I have 
called the ajJojJh mdt.\ or final part of Shel ley's poem,  from 
the "new Vision" of  l ine 4 1 1 ,  un ti l  the end,  the mean ing 
that returns is wholly a Wordswort h ian kind of mean ing, 
and the colors of the return B icker a l i ttle u ncerta inly ,  so 
that we cannot tell at t imes i f  they are Shel ley's transfor
mations, or  i f  they are survivals stil l  very m uch 
Wordsworth's own.  Let us try a somewhat closer reading 
of the last two parts of the poem,  beginn ing with Rous
seau's account  of h is origins from l ine 300 on . 

Rousseau's vis ion describes a Wordsworth ian process of 
imaginative rebirth or restoration ,  but a process that  ends 
in  a catastrophe.  He awakens first i nto the earl ier world 
of " there was a t ime," by way of a parody of the hl
timations Ode. I n  th is awakening, he st i l l  beholds t he ,·i s
ible trace of a greater imaginative anteriot·i ty ,  "a gen tle 
trace I O f  l ight d iviner than t he com mon Sun."  I n  the 
synaesthetic splendor of a "confusing sense" he sees and 
hears "A shape al l  l ight," whom we may describe as a 
sublimating metaphor for everyt h ing t hat Wordsworth 
called "nature . "  I n  response to her seductive summons, 
he yields up  to her the metaphoric f i re of his poethood, 
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iu Shel ley's cruel lest parody of  the Wordsworth ian "0 
joy ! t ha t  in our  embers I I s  someth ing that doth l ive ."  
Sc\'c n years of  brooding on the imaginative fai lure of 
Coleridge aud of  Wordsworth ,  that is ,  of  their fai l ure to 
carry t heir yout hful imagination in tact in to middle age, 
culmi nates in t his frightening vision :  

' A nd still  h e r  feet, no less than the sweet tune 
To w h ich they moved, seemed as they moved , to blot 

The though ts of him who gazed o n  them, & soon 

'Al l  that was seemed as if it had been not, 
As ir the gazer's mind was strewn beneath 

Her feet like embers ,  & she, t hought by thought, 

'Trampled its fi res into the dust of death . .  . ' 

This is the end,  i n  Shel ley , of  the fi re of  subl imation ,  
the  hope that poetic discontin uity or  autonomy cou ld be 
ach ieved by a radical or Nietzschean perspect i \'i sm.  With 
the bursting on sight of  the new vision ,  are we any less in 
tl�e world of Wordsworth's poetry? 

'So knew I i n  that light's severe excess 
The presence of that s hape w hich on the stream 

Moved , as I moved along the wildern ess, 

' \fore dimly th an a day appeali ng dream, 
T he ghost o f  a forgotten form of sleep,  

A l ight from Heaven whose half extinguished beam 

'Through the sick day in wh ich we wake to weep 
( ;li m mers ,  forever sought, forever lost.-

So did that shape its obscure tenour keep 

' Beside my path , as silent  as a ghost, 
B u t  the new Vision , and its cold bright c;u·, 

With savage music, stu n n ing m usic, crost 

'The rorest . . .  ' 

[424-35] 
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How m uc h ,  besides t he chari o t  i tsel f, had Shel ley 
added to Wordswo n h  het·e? The Wordswo n h ian eq l l lva
lent is  t he poigna nt  ( if less subl ime) :  

At  length the :\fa n perceives i t  d ie away, 
A nd fade into the  l igh t or common day. 

Only the chariot , t ransformed fro m its glorious riders 
to Li fe's dest run i\ e \·c hide, was S hel ley's ow n ,  as Shel ley 
clearly knew. A her SC\ en years or s t ruggle w ith 
Wordswort h's poetry,  She l ley's work s t i l l  bat t led to keep 
i t se l f  rro m bei n g  l looded out by t he precu rso r's. He had 
learned, f i n a l l y  and s u perbl y ,  t h e  M i l t o n ic lesson of 
t rans u m pt i ,·e a l l usion , yet he cou l d  not bri ng h imsel l '  to 
apply i t  to Word swort h as he had applied it  to t he Bi ble, 
Dan te. and M i l t o n .  Why? Because the pri mal  f i xat ion 
u pon Wonlswort h ,  and co nseq uent re press ion o f  sel L  was 
s imply  too gre a t ,  would be m y  answer,  an a n swer t hat I 
would i l l ust rate  by ci t ing the most fa mous s in gle passage 
o r  Shel ley's prose, t he last paragraph o f  A Def('ll ('('  of 
Pot/ 1)'." 
. . .  For the  l i terature of England,  an energet ic development of 
w h ich has ever  preceded or accompan ied a great and free de
\·elopment of the nat ional  w i l l ,  has ;uisen as i t  we re from a new 
birth .  In spi te  of the  low-though ted en vy wh ich would under
\'alue  contemporary merit, ou r own wi l l  he a memorable age in  
in tel lect ual ach ie\'ements, and we J i ,·e among s uch ph ilosophers 
and poets as surpass be\'ond com parison any who ha ,·e appea red 
s ince the last nat ion a I s t ruggle for c iv i l  and rel igious I ibert y .  The 
most unfai l ing herald, com pan ion, and fol lower of 1 he awaken ing 
of a great people to work a benef icial change in opin ion or 
inst i tu t ion ,  is poet ry . . \ 1  such pe riods t here is an atTum tdat ion ol 
t he  power of commun icat ing and rccci ,· ing in tense and im
passioned concept ions respect ing man and nature .  Tlw pe rsons 
in  \\' 110m t h is powe r resides. may ohen as L 1 1 ·  as rega rd s matn· 
port ions of thei r  nat u re ,  haw· l i l l ie a ppa ren t  co trespondetHT 
wit h  t hat sp irit of '  good of '  which t hey a rc the  mi t J isr crs. B t ll C \ C I I  
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wh ilsl 1 hey deny and al ?j ure , I hey are yet com pelled 1o sen·e , t he 
powe1· wh ich is sealed upon t he th rone of t he i r  own souL I I  is 
i mpossihlc to read 1 he com posit ions of I he most celebrated writ ers 
of the present day withoul  hein� start led wi th the elecuic l i iC 
wh ich hums w it h in the ir  words. They measure t h e circumference 
and sound 1 he depl hs of "  hu man nal ll re wit h a com preh ens i ,·e and 
al l - pc net rat in� sp irit , and 1 hey are t hemseh·es perhaps the most 
s incerely aslon ished al its man i festat ions ;  for it is  less t heir spirit 
than the spirit of the age. Poets are the h ierophan t s  of  an unap
prehended ins pi rat ion ; the mi rrors of 1 he gigan t ic shadows wh ich 
fut u ri ty casts upon the present ; t he words wh ich express what 
t hey underst and not ; the t ru m pets wh ich s ing to bat t le ,  and feel 
not what they inspire ; the in f luence which is mo,·ed not , but 
moves. Poet s are the unacknowledged legislators of  t he world . 

Unquestionably, the poets of  whom Shel ley is speaking 
here are not h imse lf, Byron ,  and Keats,  but primarily 
Wordsworth and secondari ly Coleridge.  I t  does not mat
ter, Shel ley says, that as men Wordsworth and Coleridge 
have become Tories in  politics, pi l lars of  the established 
Church in rel igion ,  and mere time-servers in l i terature.  
"E,·en wh ilst they deny and abjure" the imagination ,  
Wordsworth and Coleridge serve its power. Wordsworth 
is a h ierophant or expounder of the mysterious, even 
though he h imself can not apprehend what he expounds. 
Wordsworth is a transumptive mirror of futurity, and 
s ings Shel ley on  to the battle of poetry long after 
Wonlsworth h imself  is un inspired.  And then comes the 
beautifully sum marizing form ula : Wordsworth is the 
un moved mover,  as an injiun1a .  The famous, m uch mis
in terpreted last sentence , " Poets are the unacknowledged 
legis lators of the world ," clearly needs to be interpreted 
in the context o f  the paradox that Shel ley h imself  cal l s  
poetic " inf luence." The late W.  H.  Auden had a passion
ate d isl ike of Shelley, and once went so far as to in terpret 
the last sentence of the Dt>fena of Pot>l1)' as meaning that 
Shelley t hought that poets were in  league with the secret 
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police. A n  unacknowledged legislato r  is s imply  an unac
knowledged in fluence ,  and since Shelley eq uates 
Wordsworth with the Zeitgri.11, i t  is hardly an overest i mate 
to say that Wordsworth's i n fluence created a series of laws 
for a world of feel ing and th inking that went  beyond the 
domain of poetry. Very strong poet that he was, Shelley 
nevertheless had the wisd<�m and the sadness of knowing 
overtly what other poets smce have evaded k nowing, ex
cept in the involuntary patterns of their work . 
Wordsworth wi l l  legislate and go on legis lat ing for your 
poem , no matter how you res ist or evade or even uncon
sciously ignore h im .  

I do  not want  to end on  such a tone of  real istic sorrow 
and wisdom ,  even though the superbly in tel l igent Shel ley 
is not i l l -re presen ted by such a tone. He knew that he 
could not escape the shadow of Wordswort h ,  and of and 
in  that knowing he made h is own poetry. I end by apply
ing to h im the last stanza of h is own Hymn of , lf}()llo. He 
would not have wanted us to th ink of him as the speaker 
of these l ines, but he came as close , I th ink ,  as any poet 
since Wordswort h ,  down to our present day,  to justi fying 
our going beyond h is intentions, and hearing the poet 
h imself in th is great declaration :  

I a m  the  eye with wh ich the U n iverse 
Beholds itself and knows itself divine;  

Al l  harmony of instrumen t or verse, 
All prophecy, all medicine is mine,  

A l l  l ight of an or  nature;-to my song 
Victory and praise in i ts  own right belong. 
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Keats : Romance Revised 

Paul de Man engagingly remarks t h at " it is one of Keats's 
most engaging t raits that he res ists a l l  temptat ion to see 
h imsel f as the hero of a tragic adventu 1·e ."  De \fan says 
a lso of Keats that  "he l ived al most always oriented toward 
the future," t he pattern of h is work being t h us "prospec
t i ve rather than ret rospect ive ."  These are moving ob
servat ions,  and I honor them. They surmise a Keat s  
whose vision "consists or  hopeful preparat ions, ant ic
i pations of future power rather than meditati,·e re f lec
t ions on past moments of insigh t or h armony." As does 
.\ ngus Fletcher,  de Man sees Keats as one of t he !i111inal 
,·isionaries, akin surely to Coleridge,  to Han Crane, 
perhaps to an aspect of Stevens .  De Man points to al l 
t hose ph rases in  Keat s's poems and letters "that suggest 
he has reached a t h reshold, penetrated to the  borderline 
of a new region w h ich  he is not yet ready to explore but 
toward wh ich  all h is fut u re efforts w il l  be d irected ." I f  de 
!\Ian were wholly right ,  then Keats ought to be happily 
free of t he Shadow of M ilton and of Wordswort h ,  t he 
compos ite precu rsor that bot h  inspired and i nh ibited 
h im .  There can be no more extreme post ure of the  spiri t ,  
for a s t rong poet, t han  to t ake up,  perpetual ly,  a prospec
ti ,·c s tance . I regret taking up a more suspicious or de
mysti fy ing stance t han de 1\lan does, but Keats can charm 
even the subt lest and most scn1pulous of deconst ructors. 
:--Jo s trong poet , of  necess ity, is wholly l im inal in  h is \'i 
s ion , and Keats was a very strong poet, greatly gift ed in 
t he re,· isionary arts  of misprision.  I begin t herefore by 

I I� 
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suggesting that de Man's observation accurately describes 
one of  Keats's pri me com posite tropes, but also declines 
(on de :\fan ian principle, of course) to examine t he psy
ch ic defenses that inform Keats's lim i nal  trope. 

Keats no more resembles Nietzsche's Zara t h ustra t han 
N ietzsche h imself d id .  I myself. pet·haps wrongly, tend to 
read Zarat h ust ra as a h igh ly deliberate N ietzschean 
pamdy of the prospect i ,·e stance that freq uently dis
t inguishes the High Romantic poet .  N ietzsche had read 
and brooded upon Shel ley,  and also upon that in
deliberate parod ist, Poe. The contrary to prospective v i 
sion ,  i n  B lakean t·ather than N ietzschean terms, i s  the 
cycle of the being B lake cal led Ore, who would l ike to teat· 
loose from Natu re's wheel , but cannot. N ietzsche 
dreamed an ant i t hetical vision ,  the Eternal Return of  the 
Same, wh ich is trans um ptive in  stance. B ut these di 
alectical resources, whether B lakean or Nietzschean , were 
not congen ial to Keats's gen ius. He was an experiential or 
retrospective poet at least as much as he was visionary or 
prospective, and as a poet who l ived ful ly  the l i fe of 
poetry, and very l itt le l i fe of any other kind, he was 
com pel led to one of the fiercest and most problematic 
struggles w ith the Covering C herub of poetic in f l uence 
that the language affords us. 

My primary text in th is discourse wil l be the second and 
greater of Keats's HyjJerion fragments or heroic torsos, 
The Fall of H)'/Jeriun .  I must remark,  before com mencing a 
reading of the poem ,  that here I cannot agree w ith de 
Man at a l l ,  for in The Fall of Hyperiun Keats does y ield to 
the tem ptation to see h imse lf  as the hero of a romance 
that is in the process of tu rning into tragedy. By the point 
at wh ich the fragmentary Tlu' Fall of HyjJerion breaks ofT, 
Keats (perhaps despite h imse l f) has become the <l uest
hero of a tragic adventure.  

Certainly he had resisted such a tem ptation for nearly 
the whole of h is writ ing- li fe ,  consciously opposing h imself 
in  this. to Byron and to Shelley,  and emulat ing t he pre-
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cursor he shared with them,  \Vordsworth , who had made 
an aest hetic and moral choice against t ragedy, and who 
had refused to ident i fv himsd l with h is own isolate sel f
hood, t he Sol i tary or

' 
Thf' Ewur.1ion.  But in  Thr' Fall of 

I I_Y/Ji'rioll , and perha ps only there , Keat s  did write at least 
t he sketch of a tragic romance, a prophetic sketch in  that  
t he poem has vital descendants both d irect and indirect . 
.\ dance-play l i ke Yeats's savage A Full ,\loon in .\larrh is a 
di rect descendant , wh ile Hart Crane's The Bridge is an 
indirect but  remarkably close descendant ,  and so, I begin 
to suspect , i s  Stevens's E.1thi,tique du Mal. 

I n  reading Keats as having been a revision ist of Ro
mance ,  I need to commence by revising the way I have 
read him in  the past ,  for he too has suffered,  and from 
other cri tics as well as myself, by the kinds of misreading 
t hat canon-formation en forces. I n  the pas t ,  I would have 
gi,·en an account of Keats's development somewhat as 
follows: after the subjecti viz ing disorders that rhetorical ly 
disf igured Enr�ymion,  Keats retu rned to the austere pro
gram of h is own Sleep and Poelty, by attempting to write i n  
what he  h imsel f disarmingly cal led "the more naked and  
Grecian manner" of  the first HyjJerion.  B ut he discovered 
that  h is su pposedly  more objective epic could not be 
freed of  the not-so-naked and no-so-Grecian manner of  
Pamdi.1e Lost, and so  he  broke off, on  the  polemical plea 
that , as he put i t :  "English m ust be kept up . "  His ral ly ing 
cry became t he rather t ranspare nt sel f-deception of: 
" Back to Chatterton ! "  wh ich of course turned out to 
mean :  " Back to Wordsworth ! " Turning to the not un
Wordsworth ian Cary translat ion of the Ptogatorio, Keats 
then attem pted h is own purgatorial vision in The Fall of 
II_YjJnion ,  and did not so much break that ofl as discover, 
quite suddenly,  t hat he had f in ished the poem as m uch as 
i t  could be f in ished. This canon ical or B loomian misread
ing t raced a kind of  cycle, in which Keats went from 
Romantic sul�ject ivism to a kind of  "�1odern ist" react ion 
agai nst \Vordswort h ian internal ization ,  only to discover at 
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last  t hat  the Wordswort hian mode was the a u t hen tic and 
inesca pable o ne ror the wo uld-be s t rong poet . Tho u gh I 
wo u ld sti l l  ha\'e fo und a crit ique o f  Wordswort h ianism in 
The Fall o{ llyjJnion,  I would ha ,·e cemered a n y  reading of 
the poe m in the mo,·ement of a ret u rn t o  \\'ord swon h ,  
under whate ,·er· co,·er and w i t h  whate\'er saYing d i  !Terence .  

S o  once I w o u l d  haYe t ho ugh t ,  b u t  n o w  n o  more.  I 
don't  know i f  I h; l \·e submitted to a new con tro l ,  but I do 
t h i n k  my sen se o r  how poems make us read them has 
u n dergone a d ist ress in w h ich the reader's so u l  too is 
h u ma n ized , and made more aware or the necess ity of 
erro r. Keat s cou l d  not read \1 i hon or Word sworth w i t h 
o ut t ro ping what  h e  read ,  a n d  w e  do t he s a m e  to Keats.  

Li ke Shelley. Keats is a poet of t he t ran s u m p t i Ye mode, 
w h ich is  necessa ri ly both r·etrospecti ,·e and prospect iYe ,  as 
I h;l \·e been try ing to show. I n  m y  last chapter,  o n  Shel
ley,  I e m phasized Shel ley's rad ical de\·elopment o f  the 
prime \\'este rn poetic i mage of t ransu mptio n ,  t he \ler
kabah . I n  t raci n g  t he con fl ict between l i re as t he pri me 
i mage o f  pe rs pect i ,· iz ing and t he chariot as  the image of 
0\·erco m i n g  belatedness,  I concl uded that Shel ley's y ield
i n g  to the cha riot is  eq u i n>ea l ,  and u n w i l l i n g .  H is heart 
remai ned in and w it h  the Condit ion o f  F i re ;  t h e  Fi re,  he 
i n s isted , for w h ich al l t h i rst . Keats,  as I s u r mise we w i l l  
see, gi,·es h i m se l f  more gracio usly t o  t h e  chariot , to the 
great image or h u man and poet ic con t i n ui t y .  I J e re is 
Keats's own early ,·ers io n of the chariot , rro m Slf'f'/J and 
Por'fl)', the progra m matic poem he wrote at the h o pe ru l  
age of twen t y-one . .  \ rter a passage or chccrrulh erot ic 
wish-fu l l i l l ments ,  i n vol\' ing at least t h ree "wh ite-ha nded 
n y m ph s  in s hady places," Keat s  addresses h imself  to 
h igher t h i ngs:  

A n d  G i l l  I e H� r  bid t h ese joys fa rewel l �  
Yes, I m u st pass t h em fo r a noble r l i fe ,  
\\'here I may l i n d  t h e  ago n ies , t he st  ri l(: 
Of h u man heart s :  fo r lo�  I sec a fa r, 
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O'er sai l ing t h e  blue cragginess, a car 
. \nd steeds wit h st reamy manes-the charioteer 
Looks out upon the winds with glorious rear. 

The c h a riot is t h e t h ro ne-world i n  mot ion,  hut here t h e  
t hrone-world is t hat o f  A pol lo,  or rat her o f  t he A pollo o f  
Col l i n s ,  t h e  A pol lo o f  Sen s ib i l i t y ,  and not t h e  f l igh 
Rom a n t ic A pollo o f  N iet zsche.  Keat s's oxymoron o f  
"glo rious fear" s uggests Col l ins's use o f  fear a s  a psyc h ic 
defense and d teto rical t ro pe,  o f  " fear" as t h e  repression 
of t h e  daemonic fo rce of a belated c rea t i ,· i t y  t h at needs to 
forget t hat i t  k n ows i tse l f  as a belated ness. " Ciorious 
fear," in  K eats or Col l i n s ,  there fore means a crea t i ,·e 
re press ton , as here in C o l l i n s's Orll' to FNn: 

Dark power, with s huddeting meek submit ted thought ,  
Be mine to read the visions old , 
Which thy  awakening bards have told . . .  

We associate S hel ley w i t h  rhetorical speed and glancing 
ll lo\·ement ,  w h il e  Keats,  l i ke Col l in s ,  is  del iberately s low
paced , at t i mes approach i n g  a stasis. The chariot or 
t h rone-in-motion is therefore less co ngenial to Keats t han 
a stat io nary t h rone-worl d ,  and so h is p ri m e  t ra n s u m p t i \·e 
i m age ret u rns us to t h e  sou rce o f  Ezek iel 's \le rkabah in  
t he t h rone-vision o f  I saiah . Keats's ,·e rsion o f  t he 
I Iekhalot h o r  heave n l y  hal l s  has been too l i t t le  ad m i red , 
or s t 1 1d ied . I I e re are Book I ,  l i nes 1 76-200, o f  t h e  l i n t  
f f_YjH' rio I I :  

H is pa lace brigh t 
Bastioned wi th pyramids or  glowing  gold,  
And touched wi th shade or  bronzed obelisks ,  
Clared a blood-red t h rough a l l  i ts thousand cou rts ,  
.\ rches, and domes, and fiery gal leries ; 
And all i t s  curtains or Aurorian clouds  
Flushed angedy :  while somet imes eagle's wings,  
l '  nseen heli 1re by Cods or wonderi ng men, 
Da rkened t he place: and neighing s teeds were heard ,  
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;\lot heard bef(>re bv Gods or wondering- men . 
Also, when he would taste the spicy wreaths 
or incense, breathed aloft from sacred h il ls ,  
I n stead of sweets, h is ample palate took 
Sa\'our  of poisonous brass and metal s ick :  
And so ,  when harboured in the sleepv west .  
A rter the fu ll com pletion of fa ir  day,-
For rest d i \' ine upon exalted couch 
.-\nd s lumber  in the arms of melody. 
l Ie paced away the pleasan t hours or ease 
With s tride colossal ,  on from hall to hal l ;  
While l�tr w ith in each a isle and  deep recess, 
His w ing-ed min ions in close c lusters stood, 
Amazed and fu l l  of fear; l ike anxious men 
Who on wide plains g-ather in pant ing- troops, 
When earthquakes jar their bat tlemen ts and towers. 

I 1 7  

Pa rt ly . Keats is wri t ing in the mode of Wa l ter Sa vage 
Landor here ,  a mode of marmoreal reverie, but part ly  h e  
en>kes (consciously, I think) the omen -ridden world of 
Shakespeare's Roman tragedies, pan icu larly .fulius Crtl'lrt r. 
But these surface s imi larities or al lusions ind uce no an
xieties in  Keats ,  and so do l i ttle to determine the t ro pes 
and images of the f i rst llyperion .  The t rue precu t·sor-text 
is the vision of Heaven in Prtmdise Lost, a Heaven in  w h ich 
the impending Fal l  of  Satan and h is Host is scarcely a 
m<uor diswrhance , i n  which the actual War bet ween t he 
fai th ful and the rebels is at most a minot· an noyance for 
Cod, the smashing of  a few Divine bt·eaHas t  d ishes.  The 
passage that I have j ust q uoted from fl_)'jJniott i s  a m is pri 
sion of the Mi l ton ic Heaven ,  but it is not  i t se l f  a :\ l i l ton ic 
kind of misprision ,  in  that i t  is not t ransumpt i ,·e ; t hat is ,  i t  
does not project the M i l ton ic I lean�n into be la t ed ness , 
wh ile establish ing instead its own earl iness.  I t  fa i l s  to do 
to Mi lton's Heaven w hat Mi l ton  did to t he Oly l l l pus o l  
l lomer, and  thi-s fai l u re is  a t  t he heart or o n e  m ight  sa\· 
nerve of i ts powerfu l  uneas iness,  an uneasiness t hat has ; 1  



t hema t ic funct ion, cert ain ly ,  but that transcends even 
t hematic necessity .  The t ropes of th is passage ( l ines 1 76-
200) are al l  tropes of representation,  and yet they over
represent .  

Let me re t  urn to ,  and now ad umbrate, a dist inction I 
,·en t t l l·ed in A ,\'1 a jJ of .\I i.1 rmding, between ratios ( tropes, 
del "enses, i mages) of l imitat ion and ratios of representa
t ion .  I said there that " l im itations turn away from a lost or 
motl l·ned object towards either the substi tu te or the 
rnouming subject , wh ile re presentations turn back to
wards restoring the powers that desired and possessed 
t he ol�ject .  Representation poin ts to a lack, just as l imita
tion does, but in a way that rt'�fi nds what cou ld fi l l  the lack .  
Or, 1 1 1ore sim ply :  tropes of l imitation also re present ,  of  
course , but they tend to l imit  the demands p laced upon 
language by point ing to a lack both in language and the 
sel f, so that l imitation t·eally means recogn ition i n  this 
context.  Tropes of representation also acknowledge a 
l imit ,  po int to a lack ,  but they tend to strengthen both 
l.anguage and 1 he self. "  

I quote t h is gnomic passage because I am now ready to 
unpack i t ,  to i l lustt·ate it by the passage of HyjJrrion under 
consideration and, I hope, to i l luminate Keats's l ines by 
the application ol mv distinction . B ut I want to return my 
distinct ion to its Kahhalistic source, in order to be re
minded that " l im itation" and "re presentation" are h ighly 
dialectical terms in the context of poetic interpretation . 
The Lurian ic :i111 ::.. 11 111 is not so much a contraction or a 
\\" it hdrawal as it is a concen tration upon a point ,  a kind of 
in tensi l ication of  Cod as he takes a step ins ide h imself. A 
poetic image of l imitation tends to cluster in  three areas : 
presence and absence , fu ll ness and em ptiness, ins ideness 
and outs ideness. In 1 he dialect ic of rhetorical i t·om· or of 
delens i,·e reaction-formation ,  absence tends to do�ninate 
m er presence , yet t h is is more a pointing to an absence or 
a lack,  in language or t he self, than it is i tself a state of 
absence .  S imi la rlv, in  the metonymic red ucti ,·encss from 
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i mages of fu llness to those of em ptiness, these defensi,·e 
undoings,  regressions, and isolat ions indicate more a rfc
ognitioll ol '  empt iness, whether of  the  em pt\ word or t he 
em pty self, t han t hey actual ly mean an em ptiness i tse lf. 
Most crucial ly ,  in  the sublimating perspect ivism of met
aphorical i mages, though the emphasis in poems tends 
most often to he upo n  the owsideness of  objects, sharply 
d istinguished from the inward ness of  subjective con
sciousness, the ratio or tn>pe does not so much l imi t  
meaning to the ach ing sense of a loss o l' inward ness , hut 
rather concentrates a t tention u pon the process o l' 
perspect iviz ing itse lf. The Lurian ic zimwm, as a master, 
composite 1·atio or u·ope of l imi tation ,  heu·ays in its most 
problematic ,k inds of mean ing its usefulness as a 
paradigm for al l  tropes of  l imi tation .  Zimwm is the u lt i
mate aske.1i.1 because it is God's own ashe.1is, His sel f
truncation ,  but paradoxical ly  it strengthens rat her than 
weakens God , by concentrating H i m ,  and by making Cre
ation poss ible. The great Renaissance com mon place, most 
beautifully phrased by Tasso and by Sidney, that only the 
poet truly merited the term of Creator ,  as God did, took 
on a special force in the con text of Lurian ic Kabbalah ,  
wh ich is I th in k w h y  figures l ike B runo and Pico were so 
enraptu red by Kabbalah.  

But  th is d igression has gone out and away, a pparently,  
from the passage of Keats's HyjJerion in  question ,  for 
there I said we meet on ly tropes of representation ,  even 
of overrepresentation ,  which I th ink  is largely true of the 
first H)•jJerion as a poem,  and is another indication of why 
the earlier Hyperion i s  so m uch less moving and magn i fi
cent than its replacement in The Fall of Hyperion .  Though 
tropes of represen tation also acknowledge l im its ,  and 
point to lacks, pri mari ly  they tend to strengt hen both 
language and the sel f. Can we not say of the f irs t  11)'/H'r
ion ,  and not j ust of  its s ingle passage under d iscuss ion ,  
that the poem's language tries to he stronger than t he 
poem's language can susta in being, and ;tlso that Keats's 
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own poet ic self is being put under too strong a burden 
t h ro ughout , bot h as t he impersonal  narrator and as t he 
. \ pol io of  t he  rragmentary t h ird hook? Too much is being 
rc round.  and nearly al l  a t  once, throughout t he l i  rst 
1/_rjJf'l'ion ,  and t he poem as a whole, at least as it s tands,  
im plies and even exempl i f ies too sharp a t urning-hack 
towards restoring our mut i lated h uman powers ,  powers 
l 'or  not on ly  desiring a total i ty ,  but e\·en ror hoping to 
possess the  ol�ject of '  such desire .  The funct ion or  images 
or t ropes of l im itat ion is to t urn  us away from the  lost or 
mou rned object, and so to bring us back to ei ther a 
subl imated subst i t u te for t he object or, more crucially, a 
reconsiderat ion of ourseh·es as mourn ing su�jects .  I n  t he 
f i rst ll_rjJf'l'ion, Keats took u p  too d irectly  t he burden of 
!\1 i l ton ic representa t ion ,  w ith a mass of u n iversal iz ing 
synecdoches, Subl ime hyperboles, and-as we w il l  see
transum JHi ,·e or metaleptic reversals of t radit ion. To rec
ogn ize h imself aga in ,  Keats had to write The Fall of Hyper
ion and h is fi ,.e great odes, and both the Full and the 
Odes do follow the structure or pattern of rat ios t hat 
Wordswort h and most s trong post-Wordswort h ian poets 
have followed. 

I ret urn ,  at last, to  l ines 1 76-200 of Book I of Hyj){'rion, 
to demonstrate some of these conclus ions ,' after w h ich I 
wi l l  proceed to t he main business of t h is discourse, wh ich 
is to  gi\'e a ful l  an t i thetical reading of The Fall o{ HyjJerion, 
and by i t  come back ful l  ci rcle to t he s tart ing poin t  of my 
d issent from de Man,  wh ich was my in s istence that Keats 
was as m uch a ret rospect i \'e as a prospect i \'e poet ,  and 
also that in  h is last major work he was compel led, despite 
h imself, to see h imsel f  as a hero of quest-romance on the 
Yery t h reshold of becoming a tragic hero. I t  was a 
threshold that  he  d id not cross, i n  poetry or in l i fe,  and I 
hope to surmise before I end t h is chapter why he would 
(or could) not cross i t  i n  the poem.  

When we f i rst con fron t  Hyperion in  the  earlier poem, 
he is remarkably balanced between Subl ime and Gro-
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tesque representation, a balance that, I hasten to add ,  be
longs to Keats's art alone, and not to H yperion h imself, 
for Hyperion is suffering what we tend to cal l  a bi lure  of  
nerve ,  or  e\·en a nervous breakdown .  At th is po int H yper
ion as Sun God reminds us too well  that Freud's formula
tion of the defense of repression centers it in  the psych ic 
area of hysteria. We see and hear a Sublime be ing, but we 
are aware. al l too uneasily, that th is hyperbolical subl im ity 
IS founded upon a rea l ly f ierce repressio n :  

B lazing H yperion o n  h is orbed fire 
Stil l  sat,  still  s n u ffed the i ncense, tee mi n g  .up 
F rom man to the sun's God ; yet u n secure: 
For as among us mortals omens d rear 
Fright and pe rplex,  so also sh uddered he-
:-\ot at dog's howl,  or gloom-bird 's h ated screech , 
Or t he famil iar visit ing of one 
Cpon the fi rst tol l  of h is passin g-bell,  
Or prophesyi n gs o f  the mid night lam p ;  
B ut horrors, po rtioned to a giant nerve, 
Oft made H ype rion ache. 

[ 1 66-76] 

A God who sh udders at divinations is in the process of 
ceasing to be a God, and too nervous a God is a grotesque 
God. The meaning of Hyperion's repression here rises 
from its in terplay w ith the grand repressive God of Book 
I I I  of Pamdise Lost. From the f irst mo ment we see h im ,  
:\1 i lton's God , un l ike :\1i lton's Satan , has no  relation what
soever to the stance and condition of being a poet .  From 
our f i rst encounter· w ith him, Keats's Hyperion is a touch 
closer to :\1 ilton's Satan than Keats would care for him to 
have been , s ince l ike Satan Hyperion is not so much a 
God in  dread of los ing his kingdom as he is a poet in 
dread of los ing h is poet ic powers or mortal godhead. A n  
obsession w ith d ivination ,  a fear of  fut u rity.  i s  t h e  mark 
of l lyperion ,  of  Sat an ,  and of  B lake's Urizen , and i t s  
human meaning is the pecu liar poetic property  not so 
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much or \ t i l ton as or \\'ordswort h ,  a t ru th  that  Keats 
knew perha ps bet ter 1 han we em know it . 

I come now to t he part icular passage of  t h e  f i t·st 1/yjJPr
ion t hat I ha,·e been circli ng in upon , the l l e khaloth or 
he;n enly ha l ls or 1 he nenous l l ypnion, in t he Subli me 
pa t hos t hat will be al most t he last  of  h is glory. Here I wi l l  
wan t  to start w i t h  a form ula that s tuns up the revisionary 
ele m e n t  in  l ines 1 76-200: Keats gi ,·es us r1 11 f'(/ rlinesl th"t 
u •Mhs r1.1 " /(1/l'IU'.I.I , almost t he re,·erse of t he \li h o n ic 
scheme of  t ran sumpt i \·e a l lusion .  \ l ihon knowingly sac
rif ices t he J i , ing present ,  t he moment of his empirical 
being as he writes, in order to achie,·e an ontological 
earliness t h a t  tri umphs o\·er al most t he e n t i re t t·ad i t ion 
that  prod uced h im ,  and makes us see t h at t radi tion as 
be i ng belated in  con t rast to h im.  I do not t h i n k  t hat  
Keats ,  any more t han \t i lton or \Vordsworth ,  e \·e r sought 
t hat al l-but - imposs ib le un ion between t h e  ontological and 
em pi rica I se l r, in a j)()f'lll, t hat beca me t he pecu liarly 
American t radi tion of Romant ic poetry, from Emerson 
and \\'h i tman on to H a rt Crane and A .  R. A m mons . B ut ,  
i n  t he f i rst fl_)'jH'rion , Keats i s  n o t  yet t he master of trans
um pti ,·e a l lusion t h a t ,  fol lowing \ l i h o n ,  he was to be
come. \\'e can date t h e  t ransi t ion to Keat s's m a tu rit y as a 
poet very precisely ,  si nce it was by April  I H I 9  t hat he 
ga ve up the f i rst fl_)'jJnion for good , and i t  was d uring t h e  
mon t h  fro m A pril 20 to \ l a y  20,  t h a t  he ful ly  fou n d  
h imse lf  i n  the \\Ti t ing of t he Odi' to  P.1ydu'. 

Let us examine l l yperion 's palace . I t s  characte rist ic im
age ry is of heigh t and dept h , but we may be rem i n ded by i t  
of Blake's com ment upon Dante:  " In  equi n>eal worlds u p  & 
down is equin>ea l . "  H vperion is s t i l l  s it t i ng exal ted,  but be 
acts l i ke ourselves, beings bmmlh the sun .  H is Shakespear
ean pal ace, at once Roman and exotical ly Eastern , is  bot h  
"glow ing" and " to uched w i t h  shade," t he l ight also showing 
an equivocal height and dept h . The images o f  what  ough t to 
be earliness crowd upon us :  a ris ing sun ;  clouds accompany
ing A u rora, goddess o f  t h e  dawn ;  eagles never seen be fore ,  
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and horses never heard before ,  whether by Gods or men.  
But al l  these have to be taken on the lateness of "the sleepy 
west ," of incense turned to "sa,·our of poisonous brass ."  
The Sun God, moving through h is domain , is imaged lastly 
by h is angelic attendants or minor Titans ,  who are wait ing 
f(H· the final  lateness of an apocalyptic earthq uake. Keats 
has ach ie\'ed a surpris ing im mediacy here ,  but at a triple 
cost: the only future is a f inal  f�tl l ,  or utter projection ;  there 
is no past surviving into the present ,  except for a grotesque 
parody of the Subl ime; and the present is int rojected as a 
pu re anxiety. I suggest that a ful l -scale read ing of the first 
llypaioll would show that th is passage is a part standing for 
the whole of  the fragment .  There are essential ly only two 
rat ios in the fi rst fl_yjH'rioll ,  and they are a kf'llo.1is and a 
damw11 i-:..atio11 , in  uneasy a lternation .  The fragment vaci l
lates between a derensive isolation or  Sublime trad it ion ,  
through metonymic reduction ,  and a powerful repression 
of the Sublime that fails to make the passage from hyper
bole to a metaleptic re\'ersa l ,  that is to say from a perpetu
al ly mounting force or sti l l  greater repression to a stance 
final ly the poet's own . 

I n  contrast , I turn at last to ThP Fall of' H_)'jJaioll ,  wh ich 
is at once Keats's revision of romance and also h is acce p
tance of the necessity of in ternaliz ing romance .  This sup
posed fragment is an  ent ire poem,  showing the total 
structure of m isprision, t he com plete patterning of im
ages that Romantic or belated poetry demands. I t  i s  not 
accidental that, of all the Great Odes, the Ode to Psw-l1e 
most resembles The Fall of' H_vjJaion , for it was the OriP to 
Ps)'rhP that Keats, w ith h igh good h u mor, came to terms 
with h is own belatedness. As I have sketched an anti
thetical reading of the ()rfp to P.\vrhe i n  A .HajJ of' Misrnul
illg, I wi l l  leap over that poem here and take its pattern of  
mispris ion  as  a pre lude to the  richer working-out of  the 
same pattern in Tlu' Fall of' llyjJait•l • .  

The fundamental principle of  an antithetical or  Kab
balistic crit icism is that,  in poetic texts, t ropes are best 
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understood as psychic defenses, because they act a.1 rif'
/t'll .lt'.l , against the t ropes of anteriority , against the poems 
of the precu rsors . Simi la rly ,  i n  poetic texts, the poet's (or 
his su rrogate's) psychic defenses arc best understood as 
tropes, for they t rope or  turn against anterior defenses, 
against previous or outworn postures of the  spirit .  I shall  
i l lustrate th is pri nci ple by contrasting the open ing l ines of 
The Fall oj lf_\'/H'rion to part of  the open ing passage of 
Wordsworth's Thr' Excursion , Book I ,  l i nes 77 ff. , that 
describes the Wanderer: 

Oh! man y are the Poets t hat are sown 
By l\'ature: men endowed with highest gifts, 
The vision and the faculty divine; 
Yet wa nting the accom plishment of verse 

Nor ha\'ing e'er, as l i fe ad\'anced, been led 
By circumstances to take unto the height 
The meas ure of the mselves, t hese fa\'(mred Beings, 
Al l  but a scattered few , l ive out their time, 
H usbanding that wh ich they possess wit h in, 
And g'O to the grave , u n thought of . . .  

The fi t·st verse-paragraph of  Thr' Fall of HyjJnion may 
he thought of as a clinamt'lt away from th is passage of 
Wordswort h ,  among others ,  one of which migh t  he The 
Excursion ,  Book I V ,  l ines 1 2 75 fl. , yet another panegyric 
in pra ise of (let it be admitted) that egt·egious bore, the 
\Vandet·er m ·  the censorious Wordsworth ian su perego : 

H e re closed the Sage that eloq uent harangue, 
Pou red fo rth w ith fe r\'<Hi r in conti n uous st rea m ,  
Such as, remote, 'mid sa va!{e w ilde rness, 
.-\ n I ndian C h ie f  discha rges fro m h is breast 
I nto the heari ng o f' assembled t ri bes, 
I n  open circle seated ro und,  and h ushed 
.-\s the u n breath ing air, when not a leaf' 
Sti rs in the mighty woods. -So d id he spea k :  
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The words he ut tered shall not  pass away 
Dispet·sed l ike music t hat t he wind takes u p  
fiy snatches, a n d  lets fal l ,  to he forgotten . . .  

B e h ind bot h  Wordswort h ian passag-es is  an a n x iety of 
\Vord swort h 's ,  t h at t he pa rt o f  h is m i n d  re presented by 
t h e  \Vandcrcr may be i n i m ical to poetry.  as opposed t o  
t h e  more dangero us part re presented h y  t h e  Sol i t a ry .  
w h o  i n  S h e l ley a n d  in t h e  Keat s o r  lc'llr�)'m ioll beco mes a 
hgu rc nearly ide n t ical w it h  poet ry i t se l f. I t h i n k  we h;n c 
u nderes t i mated Keat s's savag-ery i n  Tlu' Fall of l lyjH' I"lO II , 
and t hat he begins t h e  poem w i t h  a ,·c ry bi t ter rhetorical 
irony t hat is h is psyche's react io n-formation to t h is 
Word swort h ian a n x iet y :  

Fa nat ics h a ve the ir  d rea ms, wherewit h t h e y  weave 
A pa rad ise for a sect ; t he sa vage too 
From fort h t he loft iest fash ion of his  sleep 
Guesses at I l eaven ; pity t hese have not 
Traced u pon vell u m  or wild I ndian lea f 
The shadows of melodious u t t e rance . 
fi ut bare of lau re l  t he y  l ive ,  d rea m ,  and die ; 
For Poesy alone can tell  her  d reams, 
\Vi t h  the l ine spell  o f  words a lone can sa,·e 
I magination from t he sable charm 
And d u m b  enchantment .  Who al ive can say, 
Thou a rt no Poet-mayst not tell t h y  d reams? 
Since e\"Cry man whose soul is not a dod 
Hath v is ions,  and would spea k ,  if he had lm·ed, 
And been well n u rt u red in h is mother tongue. 
Whet her  t he d ream now purposed to rehearse 
fie poet 's or fanat ic's wi l l  be known 
When t h is wann scribe m y  hand is in t he grave. 

[ 1 - 1  H] 

\Vhat is  p n.·sc n t ,  and what is  absent  i n  t hese l i nes,  a n d  
w h y  docs Keats commence h is poem wit h  them ? " Fanat
ics, h e re lllCClll bcl ie vi l l!-{ ( �hrist ians ,  an< (  S() uc l reanls" 
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) )( .Te mean n· l ig-io us conceplllalizat ions of a hea\·enly 
parad ise, or else yet more "p1·im i t i \·e" mytholog-ies of 
pa radise. Keat s's dist inction is between dreams and the 
te l l ing- of '  d reams, wh ich he defi nes as poetry. Keats's 
irony ,  t he rlinamen directed ag-ainst Wordswonh ,  is that 
fanatic and savag-e al ike are present only as dreamers ,  but 
absent as poets ,  and by Keats's a l lus ive implication 
Wordswort h's \Vanderer, who is all but one with the poet 
\Hit ing- most of The E\(' 11 rsion ,  is at once fanat ic and sa v
ag-e, a complex dreamer but not a poet .  But t here is a 
dee per imny here ,  though it is sti l l  a fig-urat ion, sti l l  a 
saying of one thing- while meaning another. Keats's con
cem is purgatorial and self-d i rected ; is /u' p1·esent only as 
dreamer, and absent as poet? He is to 1·ehearse a dream 
for us, but is he poet or fanatic? Can he tel l his dream , 
which m ust mean something beyond a rehearsa l ,  or wi l l  
Thl' Fall o{ HJ/H'rion bil even as HyfJerio n hti led ? As he says 
h imself, the answer came a fter he was in the gra,·e, and 
ne\·er more greatly than from th is poem.  B ut I need to 
d igress here,  as few poems open more pmfoundly than 
th is does, or confront  a reader w ith so problematic a 
distinction. 

The problem of the status and signi ficance of poetry 
must be resolved at last in the area where our under
standing of the fol lowing wi l l  meet : dreaming, and the 
tel l ing of dreams in  poetry, and the analogy: sex, and the 
tel l ing of sex in love . The d ialectic of Romantic IO\·e, 
wh ich involves dream and identity, is the core problem. 
In The Fall o{ HyfJaion ,  Keats moves h imself and �foneta 
fmm one state of Identity to another state, sti l l  of  Identi
ty , hut involving a sel f less insistent and more gi,·en to the 
sympathetic imagination . The f irst state is t hat of the 
dream,  the second that of  the dream's tel l ing. 

Geza Roheim ,  the most interesting specu lat i ,·e mind to 
arise on the Freudian Le ft , thought that there was only 
one basic d ream, and that a l l  we needed to understand,  
f inal ly ,  was our moti ve for tel l ing it .  Wittgenstein in effect 
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says that the dream and the motive al ike cannot be spo
ken of; for h im there is only the tel l ing of dreams.  To 
Freud , it does not matter whether the tel l ing is "accurate" 
or not, just as it does not matter that the thera peutic 
image is  i ntruded into the patient's consciousness by the 
analyst. B ut it matters to a poet that he get h is "dream" 
right ,  and matters even more that he draw inevitable 
images out of the consciousness of his proper readers, 
whether in h is own time or a fterwards. It is because 
jJ!easurt' is legitimately one of h is criteria, that the poet has 
h is advantage. Perhaps the Stevensian criteria for poetry 
as the Supreme Fiction can be modified, to be more 
act ive :  it must abstract, or  w ithdraw perce ption from be
latedness to earliness; it must ca nw change;  it must crt'ale 
pleasure ;  it must hu manize; a l l  of these appropriate 
criteria also, surely,  for the other Supreme Fiction
Romantic Love. 

Is there an analogy between the strong poet's desire for 
priority and the motives or necess ity for telling, whether 
of dreams in  poetry or sexuality in  love? We border on 
the real m of sol ipsism aga in ;  priority perhaps means not 
being first, but being alone, and is the demon ic form of 
the apocalyptic impulse to be integrated again .  " I  sure 
should see I Other men here," Keats says to Moneta, and 
then adds :  "But I am here alone." Yet he has not come to 
tel l her h is dreams, but to listen to hers, or rather to hear 
her study the nostalgias. I will return to th is stance of 
fai thful l isten ing to the M use when i t  comes to dominate 
the poem,  but for now I return to the poem's opening, 
th is time to map it through to the encl .  

Let u s  cal l  the opening verse-paragraph , with i ts re
\·erberations d irected against Wordsworth's Wanderer, 
Keats's poetic react ion-formation against the anxiety of  
Wordsworth ian presence , a conscious illu.1io that knows at 
once that Keats is an elected poet, but also that in  th is 
poem or  trial he wi l l  not be free to tell h is deepest 
dreams. The ·� n swering rest itution or representation is in 



the noble synecdoche or  t he next,  long verse-paragraph , 
l ines 1 9-HO, where Keats an tithetical ly completes both 
Book \' or l)amrli.ll' /,o.\1 and h is own Odt' to P.IJCht'. ;'\l'otice 
that there is  no entrance into th is mo\·ement of the poem 
except for I he abnt pt " :\1 ethought I stood," and it is th is 
unmc1·ited and u nexplained re-entry in to the earthly 
paradise wh ich is t he only dream that Keats wi l l  te l l  in 
t h is poem.  The recall of  l ines 60--63 of the Ode to P.1yche 
establishes the new poem's largest di fference from earlier 
Keats :  the "wreathed trel l is of  a working brain," there ,  
has  been exten1al ized , here ,  just  as  the M il ton ic dream of 
Angel s  and h u mans feasting together is seen here as 
belonging to a naturalistic and recent  past. Keats stands 
in  a mic rocosm of the poet's paradise, drinks the honey of 
Eden ,  a nd enters what would be a dream-within-a-dream 
if i t  were not so ins istently  and persuasively a vision of 
I nstruction .  When he wakes from his swoon , he is in  a 
poet's purgatory, a ruined sanctuary of  every dead fai th ,  
a�d defensively he is turned dangerously against h imsel f, 
without as yet overtly knowing i t .  

To stand before the purgatorial stairs is to stand in  the 
real m of displacements, where the center of  a dream 
lances off into indirect byways, in to red uctions and 
emptyings-out of th ings in to aspects of th ings. Rhetori
cally th is is the real m of metonymy, an object-world 
where there a1·e no resemblances but on ly contigu it ies. I n  
l ines H 1 -1 H I  o f  The Fall o{ Hyperion Keats con fronts h is 
:\1 use in a state of heightened awareness , but also i n  a 
state of rei ( ied vulnerabil i ty .  The Keatsian llmosis is 
neit her a Wordswort h ian regression nor a Shel leyan un
doing, but 1·ather resembles Stevens,  Keats's descendant ,  
in  being a radical isolation.  The passage begins just after 
a repeti t ion  of the Ode to P.IJCht''s reduct ion of dead rel i
gion to a metonymic catalog, and continues in a ctnious 
tone or the cataloger of contigui t ies , who cannot summon 
haste or urgency e\·en to ward off h is own destruction 
unti l  t he last possible moment .  I wi l l  concentrate in th is 
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movement upon one moment only.  where Keats nearly 
undoes h imself. Moneta has just spoken,  w ith the bitter 
eloquence that marks her, not so much warn ing the poet 
as harshly proclaiming the quick death she confidently 
expects for h im .  The pu rgatorial steps. she says. are im
mortal, but Keats is only  so much d ust and sand ,  a mass 
of d isplacements. The poet who had preached d is
interestedness is at f irst so disinterested that he al most 
fai ls to move in t ime.  Characteristical ly ,  he is roused only 
by hearing h is own in\'oluntary shriek,  a rousing or being 
stung that sets h im moving:  

I heard , I looked:  two senses both a t  once, 
So fine, so subtle, fe lt the tyran ny 
O f  that fi erce th reat and the hard task proposed. 
Prodigious seemed the toil ;  the leaves were yet 
B u rn ing-when suddenly a pals ied chill  
Struck from the paved level up my li mbs, 
A nd was ascending quick to put cold grasp 
Upon those streams that pulse beside the th roat: 
I sh rieked , and the sharp anguish of my shriek 
Stung my own ea rs-I strove h ard to escape 
The n u mbness; strove to gain the lowest step.  
Slow, heavy, deadly was my pace: the cold 
Grew stifling, su ffocating, at the heart ;  
And when I clasped m y  hands I felt them not. 
One min ute be fore death ,  my iced foot touched 
The lowest stair;  and as it touched, l i fe seemed 
To pou r  in at  the toes . . .  

This is ,  at the least, a strong revision of a romance 
common place ; the quester's ordeal of  recogn ition ,  wh ich 
is not so m uch a crisis of sel f-recogn ition as it is the agony 
of being brought to what Yeats cal led "the place of the 
Daemon." Keats describes in h imse lf  a suffering that is at 
the threshold of strength, even a pragmatic weakness that 
becomes a poetic power. Th is is a quester so detached 
that he broods fi rst on the fineness and subtlety of h is 



own hearing and seemg, before he bothers to consider 
the danger he confronts. I t  is as though various reduc
tions of h imself-hearing,  sight, ch il led l imbs, tubercular 
sym ptoms-were contiguous with the emblems of 
danger-the harsh voice of the seeress, the burn ing 
leaves, the stairs-but so displaced from a un iverse of 
resemblances that the con tigu i ty assumed a sol itary em
phasis as a characteristic. B ut why does Keats, as a poet, 
so em pty h imself  out here?  Why does he station h imself 
so del iberately,  as though he were one more falsely re
ihed entity i n  a world of such entities, so that  the 
prophetess Moneta becomes yet another such, and so a 
k ind of false prophetess? Freud tel ls us that the dream
world necessarily i nvolves d isplacement,  wh ich rhetori
cal ly becomes the mode of metonymy, of so troping or 
turning from the l i teral that every complex thing is re
placed by a s im ple,  salient  aspect of that th ing. Keats 
enters his own poem in the sel f-proclaimed role as poet, 
indeed as lht' poet of h is own time. Why should he have to 
undergo such an em ptying-out of the poetic sel f in  what 
is, after al l ,  h is  annunciation as a strong poet? 

I suggest that Keats, a startl ingly  clear in tellect, had a 
proleptic understanding that there is no breakthrough to 
poetic strength w ithout a double distortion ,  a d istortion 
of the precursors and so of tradi tion, and a sel f-distortion 
in com pensation . There is no growth in to poetic strength 
w ithout a radical act of interpretation that  is always a 
distortion or mispris ion and,  more subt ly ,  w ithout the 
necessity of so station ing the poet's ontological sel f  that it 
too is held up to an in terpretation that necessaril y  wi l l  
also be distortion or misprision . Keats differs only in  
degree from previous strong poets by h is acaptanct' of 
these necessities. The prime function of :\foneta in  the 
poem is to misinlnjm'l Keats, but by so mis interpreting she 
canon izes h im,  in  a dialectical reversal of her atti tude that 
I now would say does not leave her at the end misun
derstanding h im any less radical ly  than she misun-
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derstands him when fi rst he stands before her purgatorial 
stairs. As the M use , Moneta pres ides over the canon of 
poetry and mythology and dead religion ,  but the canon is 
a grand ruin ,  as the poem makes clear. The great 
sanctuary of Sat urn is a wreck, and to be accepted by 
Moneta as the properly qual i fied quester is to join an 
enterprise of d isaster. By co urteously troping or turning 
the harsh M use in to accepting him,  Keats wins a dubious 
bless ing, as he well knows. I t  is as though romance is 
poised already on t he verge of what i t  wi l l  become in 
Tennyson's Tht' Ho/_y Grail, where Percivale's quest wil l  
destroy everything it touches, or  in B rown ing's Chi/de 
Roland /o tht' Dar/{ Town Cmnt', where just the quester's 
g�ance wil l be enough to deform and break a l l  th ings it 
news. 

We ha\'e reached that point in The Fall of' HyjJerion 
where Keats, mounting up into the shrine of Moneta, 
mounts up into the Sublime, through the characteristic, 
paradox ical defense of  repress ion ,  and by the trope of 
hyperbole, a trope of excess, of the violent  overthrow. A 
theoretical d igression opens before me, in  w h ich I hope 
to clari fy not only the poem, but my own antithetical 
theory of poet 1·y, or rather of the antithetical element in 
post-Enl ightenment poetry. 

Richard Wollheim ,  in his  book On A rt and the ,\1ind, 
reminds us that Freud knew his favorite models d i ffered 
in their own purposes from the pu rposes of art. Freud's 
models were the dream, the neurotic symptom,  the ten
dentious joke, and all of  these have a directness and an 
immediacy that art fortunately does not have and does 
not seek.  A poem,  as Freud wel l knew, was not a d ream, 
nor a joke, nor a sym ptom.  B ut Freud , as a humanistic 
scientist, and Wollheim, as an analytical ph ilosopher, do 
not know that a poem is a k ind of error, a beaut iful 
mistake or open l ie, that does have the funct ion of, some
how, telling a drmm.  Wollheim ,  l 'ollowing and expounding 
Freud ,  says that a poem does not avai l  itse lf  o l' a d rop in 
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consciousness or attention in  order to become the  sudden 
\'ch icle of buried desires. B ut here I think Wollheim is not 
dose enough to what poems actual ly do, perhaps because 
he is more interested in the visual arts and less in poetry. 
Poems, I would insist, indeed do just the reverse of what 
Wol lheim says they don't do, but as th is is a dialect ical 
reversal i t  too is frequen tly reversed , and so poems do 
refute  Wol lheim, not in theory but in the ways they be
have .  I t  is by the mode of sublimity that poems suddenly 
do become the veh icle of buried desires, by violent 
heighten ings of consciousness or attention .  B ut these 
heightenings can drop away j ust as suddenly ,  and aban
don us to the consequences of repression ,  a process 
rhetorical ly manifested through the substitution of the 
trope of l i totes for that of hyperbole, by a turning to an 
underthrow of language that plunges us from the Sub
l ime down into i ts dialect ical brother, the Grotesque. 

I would say then that Wollheim, fol low ing Freud, is 
only partly right ,  because Freud was only partly right ,  
about poetry. Poetic meaning, or the absence of i t ,  exists 
i n  the psychic and l inguistic gap that separates repression 
from sublimation .  I t  is true that art, for Freud,  does not 
l ink  up directly with wish and impulse express ing them
sel ves in neurosis, but i t  does l i nk  up, for Freud, and I 
th ink in  actuality, with defense ,  and psych ic defense need 
not be or become neurotic, though sorrowful ly i t  usually 
is or does. Wollheim wisely says that when you abandon 
the false and non-Freudian equation ,  neurosis = art, you 
lose al l  justification for thinking of art as showing a s ingle 
or unitary motivation ,  since except for the relative in
flex ibi l ity of a neurosis there is no s ingle, unchanging, 
constant form that our characters or temperaments as
sume, but rather endless vicissitudes of impulse and feel
ing, constant formings and re-formings of fan tasy, and 
wh ile there a rP patterns in  these, they are as flexible as 
those of art. I accept Wollheim's formulation of this prin
ciple, but with a vital, antithetical proviso-these pat-
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terns in feel ing and fantasy are frequently defensive 
without being neurotic, and there are patterns in  poetic 
imagery, rhetoric, and stance that are also defensive ,  
without being neurotic . Wollheim says t hat art for Freud 
was construct ive as wel l as expressi ve ,  and I would add 
that what poetry constructs can be a healthy defense 
against the real dangers of both the inner and the outer 
l i fe .  

Wol lheim useful ly adds that there is a gap in  Freud's 
account of art ,  a gap that I th ink a more antithetical 
criticism or poetry can help to f i l l .  Freud's vis ion or poem 
of the mind developed (as Wollheim indicates) through 
three stages:  f i.rst, o ne i n  wh ich the unconscio us was iden
tified with repressio n ;  second , one in which the uncon
scious was seen as the primary process of mental function
ing;  th ird , i n  w h ich the unconscious attained a function 
that went beyond defense, and beyond the ongoing func
tions of the mind.  I n  th is third and final stage, Freud's 
vision is surprisingly close to B lake's, for the unconscious 
plays i ts part as what B lake called the Devourer, bi nding 
energy and so bui lding up the ego, the role B lake as
signed to U rizen, so that in Freud's final stage the uncon
scious has turned potential ly reasonable. The defenses of 
projection and introjection are seen by Freud as capable 
of being transformed beyond defense into a healthful ,  
construct ive ,  ongoing process of identifimtio n ,  a Freudian 
\' ision in wh ich he again fol lowed the poets, as I have 
been trying to show, w ith my emphasis upon schemes of 
transumption as the characteristic post-Mil ton ic poet ic 
mode for successful ly conclud ing poems.  Wollheim re
marks :  " I n  a number of celebrated passages Freud 
eq uated art with recovery or reparation on the path back 
to real ity .  B ut nowhere did he ind icate the mechanism by 
wh ich t his came about .  By t he t ime he found h imse l f  
theoretical ly  in a pos ition to  do so, the necessary re
sources of leisure and energy were, we must believe, no 
longer available to h im."  
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I I  IS 1 11 t he absence of t his th ird-stage Freudian model 
that I ha \'e proposed a Kabbal istic model or paradigm for 
the image-patterning, for the mo,·ement of  t ropes and 
dele1 1ses towards t he strengthening of  the poetic ego. t hat 
I th ink is characterist ic of the major poets of the last 
se ,·eral centu ries. But Keats in part icular, and in Tlu' Fall 
of llyjH' Jion more than an ywhere else, gi\'es us yet another 
crit ical reaso1 1  for fol lowi 1 1g Gnost ic or Kabbalistic 
parad igms of  be latedness rather than hypot hesizing what 
a matu re Freudian psychoesthetics might ha\'e become. 
\lost students of  Freud would agree that for h im the 
dream and/or the unconscio us  are at once three th ings-a 
representation ,  a staged scene,  and a d istortion .  But a 
poem is a l l  three at once also,  and we can distinguish 
between a poem and a d ream or unconscious process, 
simply by remarking that the dream or unconscious pro
cess is m·erdetermi ned in i ts nu'an ingl, s ince we are dis
covering.  if I am right ,  that belated poems su tTer an 
increasing overdetermi nation in lr1 11guagf', but an increas
ing llltder-df'lnmination in lllt'tl ll ing. The dream or the  
symptom has  a redundancy of meaning, but  the 
Wordsworth ian or modern poem has an apparent dearth 
of mean ing, w h ich paradox ical ly is its pecul iar strength, 
and its demand upon,  and chal lenge to , the interpretati \·e 
powers of t he reader. 

I return to Keats con fro1 1 ting Moneta. Poetic images 
are not just condensations or displacements of s igns, 
wh ich would make a l l  poetic images either metaphors or 
metonymies,  and hence al l  imagt'l-o{-limitation.  Poetic i m
ages, whether as synecdoches, hyperboles, or transu mp
tions, also transform s igns, whether by antithet ical com
pletion , by heighten ing, or by the final i l lus ion of making 
the s ign appear to be earlier than it actual ly is .  B ut what
e ,·er the images of a d ream may t ry to be, they do tend to 
he only i mages o f  l im itation ,  and so the d ream-tropes are 
irony, metonymy, metaphor, or in Fre udian language : 
distort ion ,  displacement ,  condensation.  To understand a 
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dream, t he dreamer must te l l  i t  as a text ,  wh ich means 
that he must t ranslate or i n terpret i t  into either the lan
guage of Freudian red uct ion ,  or into the res t i tut ing lan
guage of poetry ,  as Keats does. I n  t he scene we have now 
reached, w i th  Keats facing Moneta after ascending the 
pu rgatorial sta irs, the language joins t he iss ue for us, 
between the Freudian,  red uct i ve view of repression ,  and 
the poetic or Sublime t ranslation or interpret ation of re
pression .  

According to Freud, repress ion is a joilure i11 tra 11.1lation ,  
and since I would ins ist that  a st rong poem is a triumph 
of repression, and 11ot of subl imat ion, t hen I would ac
knowledge t hat  there must be souu' fai lure in t ranslat ion 
or interpretation in order for a dream to become a poem, 
wh ich is another way of stat i ng t he necess ity of mi.,readinf!;, 
i f  s trong poems are to be wri t ten  or indeed i f  t hey are to 
be read . J ust as no d ream has a meaning exce pt in rela
tion to other dreams, so that  in some clear sense the 
mean ing of  a dream can be only another dream , so also 
poems behave in relat ion to other poems, as my theory 
hypot hesizes. I want now to break back into Keats's text ,  
at l ine 1 34 ,  by ,·en turing t h is new ant i thet ical formula:  
Within r1 jJot'm the S ublime ro 11 o11(y result whe11 translation 

Jails, flllrl so u •lu' ll misjJrisio 11 is heightenNI, th rouf!;h hyjJerbolt', to 
a dat'lllollir climax. The great cl imax of The Fall of' lf)'/H'rion 
wil l  be seen to be a t·evision of the Wordswon hian version 
of romance , a revision  dependent upon an even  greater 
repression t han Wordswort h had to accomplish .  

The dialogue between Keats and :\-foneta concerns the 
problematic or poet ic ident i ty ,  wh ich is an extreme form 
of t he idea of an autonomous ego. Keats, in h is specu la
t ion upon ident i ty ,  is part of a very complex n ineteenth 
century questioning of the notion of  a single, separate self, 
a questioning that culminated in the analytics of Nietzsche, 
\larx ,  and Fre ud ,  hut wh ich may he st nmget· in t he poet s  
even than  i t  was  in  the  great speculators. I s  the poet ic 
iden t i ty  or autonomous ego only a rei f ica t ion ? Emerson,  
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who iden t i f ied the power of' poetry with what he cal led 
un f ix in14  and clapping wings to solid nature ,  certainly re
jects any notion of' a f i xed poetic identity 01· of '  a s ingle, 
conf i ned human ego. ;'\;ietzsche,  on more language
centered grounds, did the same in denying what he cal led 
the unnecessary hypothesis of' the h uman subject . There 
are insights i n  Keats that may be more subtle than al l  but a 
f'ew i n  n ineteenth-century tradi tions, and these insights 
tend to cluster around the i mage of' the sole sel f' or  poetic 
identity as a negation of' the h uman.  l n /:1 1 (�)'11/ ion ,  Keats had 
celebrated love and friendship for their work in destroying 
the autonomy of ' the sel f', and had cal led "crude and sore I 
The journey homeward to habitual self. "  B ut Keats, I 
th ink ,  protested too m uch his zeal to overcome self
conce rn, and I t h ink  also that Keats has deceived his  cri tics 
into l i teral iz ing h is figuration of destroying the sel f. I am 
,·ery startled when a cri tic as demysti fying and demystified 
as Paul de \1an says of Keats: "He almost succeeds in  
el iminating h imself f'rom h is poetry altogether," or again 
that " the only threat that Keats seems to experience subjec
tively is that of sel f'-con frontation ." I would ,·enture the 
paradox that Shelley, who so o\·ertly d ramatizes h imse lf  in  
h is poetry,  is nevertheless far more authentically sel f less 
than Keats i n  poetry, as he was i n  l i fe .  Keats's speculations 
on selfhood and identity are not so much deceptive or even 
sel f-deceiving  as they are evidences of a remarkable repres
s ion of anxiety, and also of a wil l-to-poetic power, and 
s imply  can not be read and accepted at anyth ing near face
val ue.  

Shal l  we not call Moneta the M use of repress ion?  Criti
cism has not explained, nor even attempted to expla in ,  
her  in itial hostil i ty to  Keats. I t  i s  more than haste that 
Keats represses as he approaches her altar ; it is the h igh
est kind of poetic ambition ,  w h ich is the d ream of an 
active d ivination ,  of the poet becoming a god.  Al l  through 
Keats's poetry, critics rightly have seen d ifferent aspects 
of the same situation recur:  a mortal , human male 
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quester-poet confronts an immortal , d ivine, female 
Muse-principle, and almost always in a context in  which 
th� quester-poet is threatened by death,  a death marked 
by privation ,  particularly by the cold . But Moneta 
paradoxical ly is at once the most ultimately ben ign and 
the most immediately hostile of these M uses. Keats asks 
her the wholly modest question,  "What am I that should 
so be saved from death?" And she snaps that a l l  he has 
done is "dated on" his doom. When Keats says that he is 
"encouraged by the sooth voice of the shade ," he does not 
mean "consol ing" but "truthful ," for wh ile he is as 
courteo us as she is abrupt, the truth is that he is now as 
harsh  as she is, because it is harsh to con front truth so 
directly, or at least what one takes to be truth .  W hat could 
be harsher, o1· more apparently un-Keats ian, than the 
shocking hyperbole that Keats al lows h imself here? 

Then shouted 
Spite o f  mysel f, and with a Pyth ia's spleen, 
.' Apollo ! faded ! 0 far Hown A pollo!  
Where is thy misty pestilence to creep 
I n to the dwell ings,  t hro ugh the door cran nies 
Of all mock lyrists, la rge sel f worsh ippers 
And careless Hectorers in proud bad \'erse. 
Though I b•·eathe death with them it will  be l ife 
To see them sprawl before me into graves. 

[202-1 0] 
These are not the accents of a poet who has e l iminated 

h imself !'rom his own poetry, or for whom self
con l'rontation is the only subjective threat. W hat is au
dible here is spleen al l  right, and I am afraid that th is 
rancor, from our perspective, is precisely the "good w il l"  
on Keats's part that Moneta praises and reci procates. 
Keats has done someth ing audacious and only dubiously 
successfu l ;  he pu rports to speak for Apollo, and to have 
�loneta speak for a l l  the dead gods of poetry. I t  is from 
that undemonstrable pers pective that Keats so cruel ly 



condemns Shel ley, \\'ordswort h ,  and Byron ,  and so it is 
by being as cruel as :\foneta, but towards othrr jJOrts, that 
Keats has found acce ptance by heL 

· rhere is no reason to condemn the prevalent  cri t ical 
idolat ry of Keats, wh ich as I ha \'e remarked elsewhere is a 
rat her ben ign l i terary malady. But I do th ink that such 
idolat ry has blinded us from seeing j ust what is happen
ing in Thl' Fall of llyjH'rion, and perhaps also in  Lamia. We 
ha\'e o\'ercanon ized Keats , and so we do not read h im as 
he is, w it h  al l  h is l i terary anxieties and a l l  h is h igh and 
deep re press ion plain upon him. From the hyperbol ical 
Sublime of  Pythian spleen that he shares w ith Moneta, 
Keats attem pts the great descri ption of Moneta's face in 
l ines 256-8 1 ,  which may be the most remarkable ex
tended metaphor in  his poetry. I w il l  not analyze i t  here ,  
except to observe that i t  fai ls  grandly j ust as al l  H igh 
Romantic ins ide/outside metaphors fai l ,  because in  at
tempting to overcome a subject-object d ual ism it instead 
extends such duali sm.  Yet the passage is terribly moving 
because it persuades us that Keats at last has ful f i l led his 
quest , and has seen what he always wanted to see .  He has 
re,·ised mmance,  e \·en his own kind of romance, by recon
ci l ing and al most in tegrating the quester and the object of 
quest .  He is no kn ight-at-arms pining for a Belle Dame, 
not e \'en the quester after the Melancholy whose "soul 
shall taste the sadness of her migh t, I And be among her 
cloudy t roph ies hung."  Yet h is Muse su ffers "an i mmortal 
s ickness wh ich ki l ls not," and is so oxymoronical ly  de
scribed that we are bewildered by the shifts- in-perspective 
that Keats h imsel f  cannot control .  "Death is the mother of 
beauty" in Keats's disciple , Ste \·ens, because nothing can 
be beautiful that does not change, and the f inal  form of 
change is death .  B ut Keats defies th is obvious wisdom, 
s ince the " immortal s ickness" works a constant change 
that does not end with death ,  howe\'er unhappy. Earlier 
in the poem,  Keats has referred to h is own oxymoronic 
sickness as being "not ignoble ," and we can surmise there-
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fore that :\1oneta's " immortal s ickness" is the fearful  re
pression that results in the poetry of the Sublime, which is 
Keats's own ,  overt " il l ness. "  

What remains i n  Thl' Fall of HyfJnioll are traces or a 
scheme of transumption that Keats sketches without fully 
working it through . I t  emerges in  two passages of be
latedness re,·ersed into earl iness: 

. . .  wh ereon there grew 
A power within me of enormo us ken 
To see as a god sees, and take the depth 
Of th ings as nimbly as the outward eye 
Can size and shape pervade . . .  

-Now in clear light I s tood, 
Relieved from the dusk vale . Mnemosyne 
Was s itting on a square-edged polished stone, 
That in its lucid depth reHected pure 
Her priestess-ga rmen ts.-M y quick eyes ran on 

The second of these passages seems to al lude to an 
image i n  Cary's translation of the Purgatorio 9 : 85-87 :  
"The lowest stai r was marble wh ite, so smooth I A nd 
polish'd , that there in  my m irror'd form I Distinct I saw ." 
As we would expect in  the trope of metalepsis, Keats 
tropes upon h is own earl ier trope (and Dante's) of the 
purgatorial stai rs. What earl ier menaced Keats, the cold 
stairs that nearl y  k i l led h im,  is now a further means to 
vi�ion  as Keats projects the past, introjects the futu re, and 
stands knowingly i n  a moment that is no moment, a 
negation of present t ime. B ut a transumptive stance , 
whether in  Mi l ton  or i n  Keats, is not s imply a prospective 
one. I t s  emphasis is not upon  a time-to-be, but on the 
loss-of-being that takes place i n  presen t  experience. 

What then would an antithetical as opposed to a can
onical reading of Thl' Fall of Hypaion be? Al l  canon ical 
readings (my own earl ier one included) have lutluraliznl 
the poem;  an antithet ical reading would abstract the 
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poem from the irrelevant context of nature, in every 
sense of "nature." Poems are not "things" and have l i ttle 
to do w ith a world of "things," but I am not endorsing 
either the Stevens ian notion that "poetry is  t he subject of 
the poem."  There is no subject of the poem or in  the 
poem,  nor can we make the poem into i ts own subject. 
There is a dearth of meaning in  a strong poem,  a dearth 
so great that, as Emerson says, the strong poem forces us 
to invent if  we are to read wel l ,  or as I would say, if we 
are to make our misreading stronger and more necessary 
than other misreadings. The Fall of HyjJerion is a very 
strong poem because it impels every reader to return 
upon h is or her own enterprise as a reader. That is the 
chal lenge Keats gives us: h is stance in  relation to Moneta, 
wh ich means to tradit ion ,  which means in  turn to the 
composite precursor, becomes the inevitable paradigm 
for our stance as readers in  relation to h is text . 

Let me return to the question of a dearth - in-meaning, 
and elaborate u pon i t .  Only a strong poet can make a 
dearth- in-mean ing, a zimwm or l imitation that compels 
subsequent substitution and the tikk un or restitution of 
poet ic representation . Any  poetaster or academic im
postor can write a poem for us  that oozes a plen itude of 
"mean ing," an endless ampl itude of s ign ificances. This 
late in  t i·adit ion, we al l come to one another smothered i n  
and  by mean ing;  we  d ie dai ly,  facing one another, of  our 
endlessly m utual  interpretations and self-interpretations. 
We deceive ourselves, or are deceived, in to th inking that 
i f  on ly we could be interpreted rightly, or  interpret others 
rightly, then a l l  '�<Hlld yet he well .  But  by now-after 
N ietzsche, Marx, Freud, and a l l  their fol lowers and 
revision ists-surely we secretly-all  of us-know better. 
We know that we must be mis interpreted in order to bear 
l ivi ng, just as we know we must m isinterpret others if they 
are to stay a J i ,·e, in  more than the merely min imal sense. 
The necessity of misreading one another is  the other 
daily necessity that accompan ies sleep and food ,  or that is 
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as pervasive as l ight and air .  There is no paradox in  what 
I am say ing; I but  remind mysel f of  an obvious tru t h ,  of 
Auaulle, or what Emerson called t he Beautiful Necessity. 

Keats, revis ing his l ifelong obsession with romance, 
confron ts Yloneta as t he final form of romance, and sees 
in her more-than-tragic face the Beautiful Necess i ty .  Of 
what? Of a mode of re pet i t ion in sel f-destroyings, I t h ink ,  
and a re pet i t ion a lso i n  the  redefin ition of romance . I 
conclude t hen by asking two questions, bot h  of them i n  
the ant i thetical context o f  Tht' Foil of lhjJaiou :  what is  
romance? and what is the repetit ion of romance? 

Freud once described re pression as being only a middle 
stage between a mere,  reflex-li ke defense and what he 
called an Urteil.\7'f'l7.l'l'tfimg or moral judgment of con
dem nation .  There may be a connection between t h is de
scri ption , as A nthony Wilden suggests in h is System and 
Stmcture, and Freud's very d ifficu l t  essay on "negation ," 
wi th i t s  much-disputed key sentence : "Through the 
mediation of the  symbol of negation,  though t  frees i tsel f  
from the conseq uences of repress ion and enriches i tsel f  
w i th  a con ten t  necessary fo1· i t s  accomplishment ."  Th us 
freed by negation from the reign of the pleasure
princi ple, t hough t  ( accmding to Freud) is able to at ta in 
t he more fixed or devouring forms of the J·eal ity
principle or, as Freud says elsewhere ,  though t at last is 
enabled to free i tself from i ts sexual  past .  I would t rans
pose Freud's formula of negation into the real m of poet
ry, and speci fically into the context of The Fall of H_vjJaiou,  
by suggest ing that , i n  Keats's poem ,  Moneta, as what 
Freud ca lls the symbol of negat ion,  mediates for Keats 
not so as to free his t hought fn>Jn t he conseq uences of 
repression but so as to show him tha t  h is though t  cannot 
be so l iberated, if it is to remain jJot'lic t hough t .  When she 
has shown Keats t h is ,  then i t  is h is heroism t hat permits 
him to accept such dark w isdom. Romance, as Keats 
teaches us to understand it , can not hrcak out of t he 
domain of the p leasure-pri nci ple c \·en t hough t hat 
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means, as Keats knows, that romance m ust accept the 
vision of an end less entropy as its fate. 

If this is Keatsian o t· revised romance, then what is the 
repet ition of romance ,  which is the actual mode of The 
Fall of iiJfJerion from i ts fi rst unti l  i ts f inal  vision of Hyper
ion :  "On he f lared"? Though Kierkegaard joked that the 
dialectic of repeti tion is easy, he employed his customary 
rhetorical i rony in so joking. At  the center of his  idea of 
repetition is the problem of continui ty for the ind ividual ,  
a problem that he bel ieved could be sol ved only by first 
arri ving at a decision ,  and then by contin ual ly renewing 
it .  The best analogue he cou ld find  for h is v ision was the 
Ch ristian idea of marriage, wh ich he exalted, but patheti
cally reco iled from personal ly .  Only Christ ian marriage 
could give the dai ly bread that co uld u ndergo the 
severities of repeti t ion ,  and so final ly repeti tion became 
meaningless without the perpetual and di flicu l t  poss ibi l i ty 
of berominK a Christian. 

In Keats, the repetit ion of  romance becomes the per
petual  and di fficult possibi l i ty of brcominK a strong poet .  
When Keats persuaded h imse lf  that he had mastered 
such repetit ion ,  as a fJrihcifJ!r, then Thr Fall of H)·prrion 
broke o ff, being as fin ished a poem as a strong poem can 
be . Keats had reached the outer threshold of romance, 
and declined to cross over i t  in to the realm of tragedy. 
Poised there,  on the threshold, his stance is more ret
rospective than he cou ld have wanted it to be,  but there 
he remai ns st i l l ,  i n  a stance uniq uely heroic, i n  despite of 
i tsel f. 
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Ten nyson : I n  the Shadow of Keats 

Freud ,  in h is essay on "Repression" ( 1 9 1 5) ,  says that psy
choanalysis shows us : 

. . .  that the instinct-presentation develops in  a more unchecked 
and luxuriant fash ion if it is withdrawn by repression from 
conscious influence. I t  ramifies l ike a fungus, so to speak, in  the 
dark and takes on extreme forms of expression , wh ich when 
translated and revealed to the neurotic are bound not merely to 
seem alien to h im,  but to terri fy him by the way in which they 
reflect an extraordinary and dangerous strength of instinct. 
This i l lusory strength of instinct is the result of an uninhibited 
development of it in phantasy and of the damming-up con
sequent on lack of real satisfaction . 

Freud emphasized that repression manifested itself 
particularly i n  hysteria ,  but added that i t  could be ob
served in "normal" psychology also. Any defin ition of  
Freud's notion of "repression" s hould make clear that 
what i s  repressed is not an i nstinctual drive or desire ,  but 
rather the representation of i t  in an iiiWg£'. The repressed 
image is not wholly confined to the unconscious. How
ever, some aspect of i t  is, an aspect wh ich d istorts, ex
pands, in tensifies the aspect sti l l apparent in  conscious
ness. Freud began by using "re pression" and "defense" as 
though they were synonyms, but defense was necessarily 
always the w ider term. Yet, of  al l  the defenses, repression 
is most sharply d i fferent iated from the others , and again 
it is the most elaborate of the defenses, being a three
phased process : 
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I .  Primal Repress ion ,  d irected against representations, 
hut not a!-{ainst the i nstinct that remains f ixated to the 
re pre sen lations.  

2 .  Repression  proper, which Freud cal ls "after
pressure." 

;� . The Ret urn of the Repressed , as d 1·eam ,  or 
symptom,  or lapse in  speech or beha,·ior.  

Since only representations or images can be repressed, 
but not desire or dri \'e , we can wonder what mot i \'es 
Freud co uld asuibe to repress ion?  There can be no re
pression unless the image threatens unpleasure, Freud in
s ists. We approach therefore,  particularly in  the context 
of poetry, a fundamental quest ion ,  wh ich is doubtless 
fundamental for psychoanalysis also ,  but that is not our 
concern.  W hy must the ego be defended from the rep
resentations of its ou'll des ires? vVhate\·er the answer is in a 
psychoanalytic context (and Freud is e\'as i\'e i n  th is area), I 
am certain that i n  the con text of  poetry the answer has to do 
with the anxiety of in f luence. The represen tations that rise 
up from the id are not wholly the ego's own ,  and th is 
menaces the poetic ego. For the precursor poem has been 
absorbed as impu lse rather than as e \·ent ,  and the in 
ternal ized pt·ecu rsor thus rises, or seems to  rise, against the 
ego from what appear to be the al ienated representations of 
the id.  I t  is in  th is strange area of identity-and-oppos ition 
that u npleasure in  one's own images becomes a burden for 
the poetic ego, a burden that pro\'okes defense, wh ich i n  
poetry means misprision ,  or  the  trope as a misreading of  
anteriority. 

This essay is to be a discourse on Tennyson and not on 
Freud,  howe\'er analogical ly ,  and yet I want to keep us in 
the gray area where poetry and psychoanalysis compete, for 
a wh ile longer. :'\Iy concern wi l l  be w ith Ten nyson's re\'i
sionist gen ius for i nternal iz ing Keats, a process we might 
ha,·e thought impossible but for Tennyson's incredible 
rhetorical skil l .  That part icular act of re\'isionary gen ius, on 
Tennyson's part , changed poetic h istory . for it was Ten ny-
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son's transformation of Keats t hat  was the largest single 
factor in B 1i tish and American poetry from about I H30 
unti l  about I 9 1 5. I am th ink ing not on ly of such various 
l i terary phenomena as the Pre-Raphaeli tes, Pater, aspects 
of Yeats, and of Wil fred Owen and other Georgians, and 
Trumbul l Stickney and the early Stevens in A me1·ica, but of 
h idden,  crucial in f luences such as tha t  of Ten nyson on 
Whitman , and then of Ten nyson and Whitman together 
upon El iot. B ut fi rst, I 1·eturn us to the tenible poetic 
double-bind relationship of identity-and-oppos ition,  be
tween the formative poetic ego and its internalized precur
sor. 

For the post-En lightenment poet ,  identity and opposi
tion are the poles set up by the ephebe's self-defining act 
in wh ich he creates the hypostasis of the precursor as an 
I maginary Other. We can agree w ith :"J ietzsche that dis
t inction and d ifference are humanly preferable to identity 
and opposition as categories of relationship, but unfortu
nately strong poets are not free to choose the N ietzschean 
categories in what has been ,  i ncreasingly, the most com
petit ive and overcrowded of arts.  I am tempted to adopt 
here the notion of what Jacques Lacan calls the I m
aginary Order, w h ich has to do w ith a world of what 
B lake called the Crystal Cabinet, a Beulah-world of dou
bles, i l lus ive images, mirrors and specu lar ident ification,  
except that  Lacan says there is no Other in the I maginary 
but only others, and for the ephebe there is always the 
imaginary Other. B ut I do find useful  in  poetic, rather 
than general human terms, Lacan's remark that the ego, 
the moi, is essential ly paranoid. The poetic ego is a kind of 
paranoid construct founded u pon the ambivalency of op
position and identity between the ephebe and the precur
sor. Lacan says also that, in analysis, a passage is made 
from the "empty word" or I maginary discourse to the 
"ful l  word" or Symbolic d iscourse . Let us adopt our con
stant subversive principle , wh ich is that many n ineteenth
and twentieth-century specu lators secretly a re talk ing 
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about poems when they assert that they are tal king about 
peo ple. Translat ing Lacan ,  we subst itute the word "poet" 
for the "patient" and the word "poem" for the "analysis," 
and we a n;ve at the fol lowing:  "The poet begins the 
poem by tal king about h imself w ithout tal king to you,  or 
by tal king to you wi thout tal k ing about h imself. When he 
can talk to you about h imsel f, the poem wil l  be over." To 
th is formula,  I would add that the blocking agent that 
gradual ly gives way here is the imaginary form of the 
precu rsor. 

The :vtarxist reply to my way of talk ing about influence 
necessarily would have to be that scorn of repetit ion as 
overdetermined force wh ich Marx manifests in h is pow
erfu l  TltP 18th B ru mairP o{ Louis Napo!Pon. Contemporary 
Marx ist theorists, l i ke Althusser or Marcuse or the 
systems-theorist Wilden,  tend to see art as a domain 
where a ret urn of the repressed can be completed. Thus, 
Wilden speaks of "transcending the individualistic iden
t ities and oppositions of the I maginary by entering the 
rollalh•t' diflert'nrt's of the Symbolic." I would say against 
th is Marx ist ideal iz ing that the study of  poetic misprision 
demonst rates the necessity of fresher and greater repres
sions if s trong poetry is to survive.  The Marxist crit ics say, 
in  eflect : Do not make the mistake of t rying to destroy 
the precu rsor by taking his place, but rat her let the dead 
bury the dead , and so make the precursor irrelevant .  My  
sad reply must be : No newly strong poet can reduce the 
s ign ificance of the precursor's mastery, because i t  is not 
possible fo1· the new or belated poet to transcend the 
opposit ional relationsh ip  that is ultimately a negative or 
d ialect ical ident i fication with the precursor. That rela
t ionsh ip can be transcended only by refusing the per
petual  burden and con fl ict of bProming a strong poet. There 
are no d ialect ics of l iberat ion that wi l l  work in  t he world 
of t he ant i thetical , and the  dialect ics of poetry are never 
those of  nature or of society or or h istory. I do not know 
whether psychoanalysis will prove to be the final form or 
perhaps d ubious last ach ievement of capital ism, but I 
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suspect t hat real ly strong modern poetry may prove to be 
that form, a suspicion in wh ich I follow again the prophet
ic lead of E merson ,  or of Wal lace Stevens in h is Em
erson ian aphorism : "Money is a f(Hm of poetry." 

I am aware of how incongruous al l  th is seems as an 
i ntrod uction to the poetry of A lfred , Lord Tennyson ,  but 
Ten nyson was surely one or  the most sublimely repressed 
poets in the language. It is no accident that Ten nyson ,  
l ike h i s  precursor Keats, and l ike their common ancestor, 
Spenser, is one of the three most authentical ly erotic 
poets in the language.  I commence w ith a marvelous 
poem of enormous erotic repression ,  A1ariana, where I 
wi l l  ask :  What does th is erot ic repress ion itself repress? 
Let us recal l Freud's profound theory of desire, wh ich 
speculates that desire always tries to bring about an iden
tity between a present  state of  nonsatisfaction , and a past 
state that is recal led as satis f�tction , whether truly it was 
that or not. I am afraid that Freud implies that what 
desire desires is des ire, wh ich means that desire never can 
be satisfi ed .  On Freud's view, the unconscious component 
in  desire dooms al l erotic quests to the worst k ind of 
repetit ion.  Ten nyson was the peculiar master of  th is in
s ight, and I suggest now that  Ten nyson's mastery i n  th is 
regard came out of a beautifu l  m isprision of Keats .  With 
all th is as prologue, I come at last to the superb ,\lariana, 
a genuine perfection of strong poetry ,  and a work as 
genuinely alarming in its deepest implications as are even 
the darkest speculations of Freud.  

The "sources ," in  a conventional sense, of A1ariana are 
traditionally and rightly held to include Keats, particu
larly h is rather d reary poem,  lmbella , wh ich the young 
Tennyson loved rather more than anyone else has s ince. 
Here are stanzas X X X  through X XX I V  or habf'lla: 

She weeps alone for pleasures not to he ; 
Sorely she wept u nt i l  the n ig-ht came on,  

And then,  i nstead of love, 0 misery ! 
She brooded o'er the luxury alone: 
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H is image in the dusk she seem'd to see, 
And to the s i lence made a gentle moan , 

Spreading her perfect arms upon the air, 
And on her couch low murm uring, "Where? 0 where?" 

B ut Sel fishness, Love's cousin , held not long 
I ts fiery vigil in her s ingle breast; 

She fretted for the golden hour, and hung 
Upon the t ime with feverish unrest

Not long-for soon into her heart a throng 
Of h igher occupants, a richer zest, 

Came tragic; passion not to be subdued ,  
And sorrow for her  love in travels rude . 

I n  the mid days of  autumn, on thei r eves 
The breath of Winter comes from far away, 

And the s ick west continually bereaves 
Of some gold tinge, and plays a rounde lay 

Of death among the bushes and the leaves, 
To make all bare before he dares to stray 

From h is north cavern. So sweet I sabel 
By gradual decay from beauty fel l ,  

Because Lorenzo came not. Oftentimes 
She ask'd her brothers, w ith an eye all pa le, 

St ri ving to be itself, what dungeon climes 
Could keep h im off so long? They spake a tale 

Time a fi:er time, to quiet her. Their crimes 
Came on them, like a smoke from H innom's vale ; 

:\nd every n ight in dreams they groan'd aloud , 
To see thei r s ister i n  her snowy shroud. 

And she had died in drowsy ignorance, 
B ut for a th ing more deadly dark than all ; 

I t  came l ike a fierce potion , drunk by chance, 
Wh ich saves a sick man from the feather'd pall 

For some lew gasping moments; like a lance, 
Waking an I ndian from his cloudy hall 

With cruel pierce, and bringing him again 
Sense of the gnawing fi re at heart and brain .  
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Keats's d isu·essed lady is waiti ng for a murdered man ; 
Shakespeare's \1ariana is waiting fo1· a deceiver, who has 
no intention of arriving. Al l  that Tennyson really wants 
from ,\l('a.w re j(n· .\I ea.111 rr' is that moated grange ; we know, 
all through the poem, Mariana,  that her love1· rould not 
ani\'e , even if he wil led to, and that what reverberates in  
Ten nyson's ear  are a few lines fro m lsabdla: "She weeps 
alone fo1· pleasu res not to be ; I Sorely she wept u ntil Lhe 
n ight came on . . .  I A nd so she pined, and so she d ied 
forlorn ." Besides Keats, Vi rgil is the p1·esence almost al
ways haunting Tennyson ,  and somewhere in  the 
background we see Dido resolving to die, and hear the 
ominous line :  "She is wea1·y of glancing at the  curve of 
heaven" (Aeneid I V ,  45 1 ) . B ut these "sources" have l ittle 
to do with the truly deep or repressed l iterary anxieties of 
the poem ,\1ariana,  just as the tags from Keats scattered 
through are essentially ornamental a l lus ions ("athwart the 
glooming Hats , "  l ine 20, goes back to "athwart the gloom" 
of SIN'P and Poel t)', l ine 1 46, wh ile " U pon the middle of 
the n ight," suggests "Upon the honeyed middle of the 
n ight" in The E< •e of St. Agnes, l ine 49) . Such echoes, as I 
keep saying, are not matters of poetic in ftuence, no1· is 
style m uch the issue either. A profound ambivalence to
wards Keats's in fl uence is the true subject of Ten nyson's 
poem, and the rich repression that fascinates the reader 
throughout is part of the defensive pattern of misprision 
clearly at work in the poem. To get at that pattern,  we 
need ask only :  why does th is poem fascinate so m uch, 
what makes i t  as strong and memorable as i t  is ,  why is it 
so important a poem? I mportant  i t  certainly is; as m uch 
as any poem,  it can be said to have invented that whole 
mode of poetry wh ich in  the next generation  was called , 
so very oddly, Pre-Raphaelitism.  What is the new, uncan
ny element that we hear in Ten nyson's fi rst stanza? 

With blackest moss the flower-plots 
We re th ickly crusted , one and al l :  

The rusted nails fell from the knots 
That held the pea r  to the gable-wall .  
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The hroken sheds looked sad and strange :  
Unl i fted was the clinking latch ; 
Weeded and worn the ancient th atch 

Upon the lonely moated grange. 
She only said , ' M y  l ife is d reary, 

He cometh not,' she said ; 
She said, ' I  am aweary, aweary, 

I would that I were dead ! '  

There are the natural istic particularities of  Keats, as 
globed and tactile as they are i n  the ode To A utumn ,  yet 
we are troubled by the i mpression that what we confron t  
i s  no t  nature, but phantasmagoria ,  imagery o f  absence 
despite the apparent  imagery of presence. The trouble
someness comes from a sense of excess, from a kind of  
imagery of l imi tation that seems to w ithdraw mean ing 
even as i t  th ickly  encrusts meaning. The rusted nai ls 
appear no more nor less a morbid growth than the moss 
does, and the overwhelming i mpression of absence seems 
irre\'ersible . We are drawn into an in ternalization that has 
brought phantasmagoria  very close, yet the language 
gives such pleasure, such a frustrate ripeness, that we are 
anything but sorry to be so drawn.  We have here, I th ink ,  
a k ind of  catachresis imposed upon a rhetorical i rony, or 
psych ical ly  Tennyson's reaction-formation to the fascina
tion that Keats had for h im.  

Catachres is is not  so  much a trope i n  itse lf  as  i t  i s  an 
abuse o f  the other tropes. I t  i s  a kind of  tautology to 
speak of  a "ht lse figure," s ince a l l  figures are necessarily 
l 'a lse, hut a catachresis, sk i l lful ly used, is a subtly im
perfect trope, or  a pecul iarly extended trope, or a forced 
one. Derrida seems to suggest that a l l  ph ilosoph ical 
tropes are catachreses;  Ten nyson is not a ph ilosoph ical 
poet, but he is pecul iarly conscious of h is own poetic 
belatedness fro m the stan, and h is rhetorical resources 
were enormous. I n  one sense, the whole poem of .\larimw 
is an exquisite catach res is of Keats's own mod ification of 
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the Wordsworth ian  crisis-poem, but we wi l l  come to that 
sense later. Fi rst, let us break from the seq uence of 
Mariana, so as to consider i ts seventh and last stanza: 

The spa rrow's chirrup on the roof, 
The slow clock ticking, and the sound 

W h ich to the wooing wind aloof 
The poplar made, did all confound 

Her sense; but most she loathed the hour 
W hen the th ick-moted sunbeam lay 
:\thwart the cha mbers, and the day 

Was slop in g towa rd his western bower. 
T hen , said she, 'I am very drea ry , 

He wil l  not come,'  she said ; 
S he wept, ' I  am aweary, aweary, 
Oh God , t hat I were dead ! '  

Th is stanza i s  manifestly obsessed w ith t ime, and in
deed w ith belatedness. B ut what k ind of belatedness is 
this ,  erotic or poetic? I f  there is any val idity at a l l  to my 
theory of  mispris ion ,  then sexual anguish, in  a belated 
poetic text, would be , frequently,  a mask for i n fluence
anxiety, i f  on ly because an erotic blocking-agent, i f  it is to 
be hand led by a poem,  must be treated as though it also 
was a Covering Cherub or precursor-text doing the work 
of double-binding. Let me again beat upon the obvious;  I 
am not taking away from the poem /Hariana the fine 
anguish of Mariana's erotic frustration .  B ut I recu r  to a 
point  I made about the poem in an earlier essay ("Tenny
son ,  Hal lam and Romantic Tradi tion" in  Thf' Ringrrs in the 
Towfl') : this Mariana is herse lf  a poetess, her true affl ic
tion is the Romantic self-consciousness of Keats and Shel
ley as solitary questers made yet one generation more 
belated,  and no bridegroom ,  i f  he ever arri ved ,  would he 
able to assuage her malaise. Without pul l ing the poem 
into our con tempm·ary areas of the war between men a n d  
women, we can stil l note that what Mariana is longing for 
is not her belated swain but a priority in  poetic invention 



that would free he1· from her real ly deadly  obsess ion that 
nevertheless is giving her an in tense quasi-sexual plea
sure, a kind of sublime perversion that no sexual satisfac
tion could begin to hope to match. Mariana is much more 
than half in love w ith easeful death , and in the poem's 
closing l ines she al l  but ident i fies death w ith her own 
pri mal narcissism. 

I u rge us,  however, i n  the final  stanza, to concentrate 
on the astonishingly strong but psychica l ly  costly trans
umption or metaleptic reversal of the most characteristic 
of Keatsian metonymies, w h ich is the substitut ion of a 
near-stas is or slow-pacedness for the language of  the 
sense , for the sounds and sights of pass ing t ime. To 
Mariana, the sparrow's chirrup, the clock's t icking, the 
poplar's erotic cry i n  response to the wind's cry, al l  "con
found her sense," wh ich recal ls Shel ley's transumption of 
Wordsworth ,  in The Triumph of Life, when he has Rous
seau speak of "many sounds woven in to one I Obl ivious 
melody, confus ing sense ." So Mariana also ach ieves a 
synaesthetic vision ,  yet more in  Rousseau's victim ized way 
than in Wordsworth's rriode of tranquil  restoration . What  
she hates, the poem ends by tel l ing us ,  i s  that final  near
stasis of l ight, when the sunbeam holds on,  as th ick-moted 
as the harsh luxuriance that opened the poem.  Reversing 
Keats's heroic and proleptic naturali sm,  she projects and 
so casts out al l  past time, wh ich means al l erotic otherness, 
and i n trojects death, her own death, in despair of presen t  
a s  of the  past. The poem is more deliciously unhealthy 
than a l l  its Pre-Raphaelite and Decadent progen y  were to 
be , and remains the finest example in the language of a 
embowered consciousness represent ing i tself as being too 
happy in  its unhappiness to want anything more. 

Whatever canon ical interpretation has said to the con
trary ,  what he does so superbly in Mariana is Tennyson's 
pecu liar greatness as a poet. I want i n  this discourse to 
trace that greatness now in  a sequence of poems: The 
HesjJerides, Ulysses ( though very briefly, s ince I have 
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mapped U�ysses i n  A /Hap ol Ali.1reading) , and then most 
elaborately in Titlwnn1, with an after-glance at Term, Idle 
Tears, after wh ich I wi l l  conclude w ith a reading of Ten
nyson's repress ive masterpiece, " Percivale's Quest," as I 
have called i t ,  excerpting it from The Holy Grail i n  the 
Idylls ol the 1\.ing. But I wi l l  begin th is sequence with a fmal 
glance at .\1a riana, so as to attempt some conclusion about 
the nature of Tennyson ian repression in that poem .  Let 
us look at that celebrated poplar tree, which Leslie Bris
man notes as i tsel f  deriving from SleefJ and Poelt)', l ines 
277-78.  It enters in  the fourth stanza, dominates the 
fi fth ,  van ishes in the sixth, and acquires an erotic voice in 
the se,·enth .  Let us dismiss the grotesque notion that i t  is 
a phal lic emble m ;  i t  is a very lone tree , and i t  represents 
the Sublime, so that we can call i t ,  grim ly and accurately, 
i tse lf  an emblem of  repress ion ,  of  purposeful forgetting 
or after-pressure,  wh ich always leaves a residue or some 
slight element of return. Far from being a representation 
of the lover who wil l  not arrive ,  the poplar represents the 
Sublime or repressed element in  Mariana hersel f, her 
own uncanny soli psistic glory. I ts shadow fal ls not only 
"upon her bed" but sign i ficantly "across her brow" as 
wel l .  As the soli tary height above the level  waste, the 
poplar is the preci se equivalent of C h ilde Roland's dark 
tower, the in ternalized negative sublime that the quester 
w il l  not see unti l  i t  comes upon h im or her. I n  the final 
stanza, what is the poplar but the High Romantic aeolian 
harp, or :\iariana's song gathered together in  i ts con
densed glory? 

What then is Mariana repressing? Why,  that she doesn't 
want or need the other who cometh not. What would she 
do w ith h im,  what mental space has she left for h im?  A nd 
what is Tennyson the poet repressing? Only that the most 
dangerous and powerful and authentic part of h is own 
poetic mind would l i ke to be as perfectly embowered as 
:\iariana's consciousness is, but of course it can't. And yet', 
Tennyson has surpassed Keats in his  misprision of Keats's 



mode, for e ven Keats is not, could not be, the sustained 
artist that Ten nyson is. To get beyond .\tariana,  as a 
poem,  you must go the way of Dante Gabriel Rossetti , but 
t hat is anot her story, a story of sti l l  greater repression. 

Before going on to an even  more gorgeous triumph of 
repression ,  Thf' I hsjJnidr's, let us worry the notion of re
press ion just a bit longer, by returning to Freud's central 
essay on the subject : 

The process o f  repression is not to be regarded as something 
wh ich takes place once for all ,  the results of which a re perma
nent, as when some l i ving t h in g  has been ki l led and from that 
time onward is dead ; on the contrary , repression demands a 
constant expend iture of energy. and i f  this were discontin ued 
the success of the repression would be jeopardized so that a 
fresh act of repression would be necessary. 

The em phasis here is on energy expended, aga in  and 
again ,  and that is how we have got to th ink of re pression ,  
particularly in  the context of strong poetry. Repression is, 
as Derrida surely remarks somewhere ,  a d ifference i n  
contending force

'
s, and so  necessaril y  is a strong poem 

such a difference. It i s  the constant renewal of repression 
that is, I am c01winced, the clue to the magn ificence of 
Tenn yson's style. :'\o poet in  English , not even  :\t i l ton, is 
so cons istently  Sublime. Ten nyson's most characteristic 
tro pe is not e \·en the hyperbole , but is a catachresis or 
extended abuse of that trope of o\·erthrow or 0\·er
em phasis. Tennyson never  stops exaggerat ing, yet 
never stops giving pleasure by his leaps beyond l imits.  
Take the :\ l i l ton ic clos ing trope of .\ la riruw : "and the 
day I \\'as sloping towards h is western bower. " It is an 
elegant al lusion to l ine 3 1  of Lyidas, where the e\·en ing 
star "Toward heaven's descent  had sloped h is westering 
wheel ," but  Ten nyson's or rather :\lariana's sun is l inger
ing belatedly, so that the sloper, when he gets there,  wi l l  
be i n  much the same closed-in cond ition as the em
bowered :\ la t· iana, so that we are compel led to see that 
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solipsistic damozel as being rather a sloper herself. Keats, 
in a pungent and somewhat ungracious letter to Shel ley, 
had urged h is sw ifter col league to be an artist and so 
serve Spenser's Mam mon : load every ri ft with ore.  Ten
nyson betters Keats's instruction and,  as Keats's ephebe, 
word-paints h imself into the most densely in laid art in the 
language.  

Mariana, as I suggested earlier, can be regarded as a 
catachresis or  the Romantic crisis-ode, as a hyperbolic 
version of Coleridge's Dejection or Keats's Nightingall•. The 
catach resis here is the hothouse-forcing of the crisis
s ituation ,  s ince it would be di flicult to image a more 
extreme state of self-consciousness than the one that 
Mariana so dialectical ly enjoys. B ut note Ten nyson's curi
ous s taging of the poem;  he narrates, and she speaks, and 
yet we fi nd it d i fficult  to keep the narrative and the 
embowered voices separate from one another. A descen
dant, odd as  it m ust seem,  i s  Stevens's Sunday A1oming, 
where again the narrator and the occasionally speaking 
woman tend to merge in heigh tened passages. Let us 
th ink of Mariana as Ten nyson's Stevensian I nterior 
Paramour or Shel leyan epipsyche, and be prepared to 
find  her hovering  elsewhere in  h is poetry. 

lt· is at the catachresis of i nternalized q uest or Keatsian 
revised romance that Ten nyson is most gifted , a wonder
ful instance being The Hesperides, a poem that the poet 
always insisted upon suppressing. Why? I suppose be
cause here the repression is not strong enough , so that 
there is a dangerous and, evidently to Ten nyson,  dis
concerting partial or apparent return-of-the-repressed . 
Here is the incantation of the repressive daugh ters of 
Hesperus at its properly apocalyptic cl imax : 

Holy and bright, round and ful l ,  bright and blest, 
Mellowed in a land of rest ; 
Watch it warily day and night; 
Al l  good th ings a re in the west. 



Till m id noon the cool east ligh t 
I s  shut  out by the ro und of the tall h il lbrow ; 
B u t  when the ful l faced sunset yellowly 
Stays on the flowe ri n g  a rch of the bough , 
The l uscious frui tage clustereth mellowly, 
Colden ke rnelled , goldencored , 
Su nset-ri pened above on the t ree . 
The world is wasted with fire and sword , 
B ut the apple of gold hangs over the sea . 
Fi \'e l inks ,  a golden chai n ,  a re we , 
H esper, the d rago n ,  and sisters t h ree, 
Daughters t h ree , 
Bound about 
All  round about 
The gn arled bole of the cha rmed tree. 
The golden apple, the golden apple, the h allowed fruit ,  
Guard it  well ,  guard it warily, 
Watch it wari ly,  
Singing airi ly ,  
Standing about  the ch armed root. 

Though th is lo\'ely  song intent ionally ind uces a lan
guorousness in  i ts readers, it requires of its s ingers a 
con t inual  expendi ture of repressi\'e energy. As t hese 
ladies had sung previously, trying no doubt to keep their 
drowsy d ragon awake: 

I f  ye sing not, i r ye make false measu re, 
We shall lose eternal pleasu re,  
\\'ort h eternal want o r  rest. 

The pleasure they value so h igh ly must be t heir pride as 
poets and as performers, as wea\'ers of an enchantment 
so s inuous as to block al l  questers from ful fi l lment in an 
eart hly paradise. Their  clos ing stanza is a celebrat ion of 
belatedness , of  bei ng perpetual ly  "after t he e\·en t" by 
Yirtue of a lways being poised i n  front  of i t .  As  a t rans
u mption, t h is is a catachresis of the Keatsian t rope that  
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unheard melod ies are sweeter, and t he Hesperides arri ve 
at a stas is that int rojects lateness ("Al l  good th ings are in  
the west" ) .  There i s  an implica tion , throughout,  that 
poetry and repression are an iden tity, but there is also a 
man ifest anxiety as to the palpable misprision of Keats 
that is being enacted. The end of quest is to be not in the 
quester's merging in the ident ity of others, or of the 
poethood , but in the perpetual stasis of an earthly 
paradise prese 1·ved by enchantment from the s ingle grat
i f ication i t  affords,  and which would end i t .  

We pass to  mat ure Ten nyson ,  but before turning to 
Titho11 1/s, whe•·e t he Keatsian in fluence is so wonderful ly 
engaged and held to  a draw, I want very briefly to •·e
examine L '(ysse.1 , wh ich is a com pan ion-poem to Titlum11s. 
It would seem odd to speak of re pression in regard to a 
poem l ike l '(ys.lt' l ,  whether we mean in  the speaker of th is 
dramatic monologue. or in Tennyson himself, for how
ever one wants to interpret the poem, it offers us a vehe
ment and h igh ly express ive sel flwod. Whether th is Ulys
ses is a hero, or more li kely a hero-vil lai n ,  or whether he 
is Ten nyson knowing he m ust go on after Hal lam's death , 
or a more equi vocal Ten nyson con fronting h is own am
bivalences, in  any of these cases he would appear to be a 
consciousness that has forgotten nothing, even uncon
sciously. I ndeed he seems a total purposefu lness, fretting 
at inaction ,  and far from burying the represen tations of 
any impulse, he seems a man who in  the drive to fulfi ll all 
impulses would welcome all  self-representations what
soever. What can th is most subli me of questers not know, 
or not w ish to know, whether about h imself  or about h is 
relation to others?  And,  i f  th is is somehow Tennyson 
himself, why ought we to associate the poem with defen
si\e processes of any k ind? Final ly ,  what sort of a poem is 
th is L '(yHt's an yway? Where are we to l ind its p•·ecu rsors, 
its brothers ,  its descendants, in our  own quest for l lwse 
inter-poetic re la t ionships and j ux tapositions by which 
mean ing is prod uced ? 
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Vico, more d irectly than any other t heorist, associated 
mean ing w ith sunival ,  and rhetoric wi th defense. Tenny
son's U lysses is not interested in mere surviva l  ( thus his 
heartfel t scom "as though to breathe were l i fe !") but he 
Gl l·es overwhelmingly about what he mNnH, and whether 
he s t i l l  means what he used to mean.  H is rhetoric defends 
agai nst mean ingless or mere repetition,  agai nst the reduc
tion of l i fe to the metonymy of breath. In the deep sense, 
h is quest for con tin ued mean ingfulness is Vichian, for the 
meaning he seeks wil l guarantee h is survival  as the hero,  
the perpetual ly early wanderer, rather than the belated, 
aged king he has become when we meet h im  at the 
opening of h is monologue. Surely, th is U lysses is strik
ingly l i ke one of those magical formal ists that Vico de
scribes the pri mitive godl ike men as being. As their l ives 
were what Vico called "severe poems," so th is U lysses had 
l ived a severe poem, and now cannot bear the l i fe he has 
come home to, i n  what has turned out to be a mockery of 
the fulfi l led quest. Can i t  be that by successful ly  return ing 
home, th is  U lysses has u nderstood h imself  too wel l ,  and 
thus destroyed h is own q uest for meaning? In Vichian 
terms, the poet's quest for d ivination has been ruined in 
this quester, wh ich is why he m ust set out again i f  he is to 
survive. 

I want to q uote part of one of what Vico calls h is 
"Coro llaries concern ing Poetic Tropes, Monsters, and 
Metamorphoses," because I bel ieve that Vico is a much 
better guide than Freud to the curious affinity or even 
identity between strong poetry and a k ind of re pression .  
Vico, i n  h is ax io m  405, notes that in  language most of  the 
expressions relating to inan imate th ings are formed by 
metaphor from the h uman body, senses, or passions. He 
then cites h is own axiom 1 20 :  "Beware of the indefin ite 
nature of the h uman mind,  wherever it is lost in ignor
ance man makes h imself the measure of al l th ings." Even 
so, Vico says, man through rhetoric "has made of h imself 
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an entire world ." I n  what follows, Vico suddenly ach ieves 
an astonishing insight :  

S o  that, a s  rational metaphysics teaches that man becomes all 
th ings by understanding them, th is imaginative metaphysics 
shows that man becomes all th ings by not understanding them; 
and perhaps the latter p roposition is t ru e r  than the former, for 
when man u nde rstands he extends h is mind and takes in the 
th ings, but w hen he does not u nderstand he makes the th ings 
out of himself and becomes them by t ransforming h i mself into 
them . 

Behind this axiom is the central Vichian principle : you 
only know what you yoursel f  have made, wh ich means 
that to know yourse lf  i s  to have made yourse lf. Whatever 
one th inks of the truth or Vico's vision, it certain ly  applies 
to Ten nyson's Ulysses, who is a severe poet and a Vichian 
prim itive sol ipsist . When Tennyson 's q uester says: " I  am a 
part of a l l  that I have met" he  means: " I  understand only 
myself, and so everything I have met I have made o ut of 
myself, and I have become all th ings by transforming 
myse lf  into them."  One step further on from Ten nyson's 
U lysses is B rowning's Ch ilde Roland ;  another step on is 
Pater's Marius, and the fina l  step  is taken by the Hoon of 
Wallace Stevens who can proclaim triumphantly : 

I was the world in w h ich I walked 
And what I saw or heard came not but from mysel f  
A n d  there I found myself more truly and more s trange. 

What Vico saw is that truly poetic metaphysics was 
founded upon a sacred solipsism,  wh ich Vico cal led " ig
norance," or rather that i magination takes its H ight when 
the mind n'jm'.ues i ts own k nowing and its own u nder
standing. What Ten nyson's U lysses re presses is h is own 
knowledge, of h imsel f and of h is relation to others,  so 
that by th is repression he can be d ri ven out ,  away from 
home, to seek knowledge again .  To /mow is to have be-
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come belated ; not to know, not to understand, is to be
come early ag-a in ,  howeve r self-deceivingly .  What is the 
relat ion between th is odd catach resis of a trans umptive 
stance, and the celebrated �egative Capabi l ity of Keats? 
Keat s spoke of "when man is capable of being in uncer
tainties, \l ysteries, doubts, w ithout any irritable reach ing 
after fact & reason" and added that one m ust be capable 
"of remaining content with half  knowledge." This is the 
w isdom of the oj}(Jrio, of knowing we must end in uncer
tainty ,  and surely Tenn yson's Ulysses is a grand parody 
of such inte l lectual hero ism.  U lysses asserts he wants ful l  
knowledge ,  and actual ly wants no knowledge at a l l ,  ex
cept the Vich ian transformation of the sel f in to e\·ery
thing unknown ,  meaning into everything encountered . 

With Titlw11 us, the Vichian repress ion of understanding 
ach ieves an  even more intense version of  the Sublime, yet 
one that is also more recogn izably in  the shadow of Keats. 
Vico,  if I u nderstand h im (wh ich in  my own terms means 
if  I misread h im strongly enough) ,  is saying that poetic 
repression is a mode of K nowing, or even that rhetoric is a 
mode of knowing by negation .  The absolute exquisiteness 
of the rhetoric of Ten nyson's Titlum us may mask a pro
fo und loss of the sel f  by way of a negation of knowing 
that becomes a new kind of repressive knowing. Or, more 
s imply,  what is Tithonus repressing? 

The woods decay, t he woods decay and f"it l l ,  
The vapours weep t heir bu rthen to th e ground.  
�fan comes and ti l ls  the fields and l ies beneath,  
A nd after many a su mmer dies the swan . 
:\le only cruel i m mo rtality 
Consumes: I wither slowly in th ine a nns. 
Here at the quiet l i mit o f  the world,  
A wh ite-haired s hadow roaming like a dream 
The ever-silent s paces of the East, 
Far-folded mists,  and glea ming halls of morn .  

Ostensibly, both Clysses and Titlumus, l i ke  Tears, Idle 
Tmn and the whole of In ,\lemoriom, are poems of grief at 
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the loss of Hal lam , and of gui l t  for going on l i ving with
out Hal lam, the gui l t  of heing a survivor, of being hu
manly as  well as  poetical ly belated . We migh t  apply here 
the insight of Freud,  in h is "Mourning and Melancholia" 
essay, that melancholia begins, l ike mou rning, in  the loss 
of the beloved object, but this loss is not the real cause of 
the melancholia. I nstead, the ego splits, with one part 
attacking the other, and the attacked portion becomes the 
repressed represen tation of the lost object ( through 
"identification") .  What is thus exposed is the narcissistic 
element  in the love fel t  for the lost object, so that mourn
ing becomes a process i n  which sel f-love is transformed 
into self-hatred . Tithonus shows a pattern not wholly un
l ike this Freudian ins ight ,  but I want to place our em
phasis elsewhere, upon Vico again ,  and therefore upon 
the  repression that makes Tithon us the  extraord inary 
poet he is .  

Or, should we say "aesthete" rather than "poet," j ust as 
we should say "hero-vil lain"  rather than "hero" when we 
speak of U lysses? I want to approach Tit/ton us, i ncluding 
its surpass ingly beaut iful opening passage, by way of 
Tears, Idle Tears, a

' 
closely related poem, and also l ike 

Tithonus an act of defense against the composite precur
sor, Keats-and-Wordsworth .  J ust as any sens i ti ve reader 
wi l l  hear Wordsworth's Simplon Pass ( from The Prelude) 
in the opening of Tithmws, so he or she wi l l  be haun ted by 
Tintern Abbey while brooding u pon Tears, Idle Tears: 

Tears, idle tears, I know not what they mean, 
Tears from the depth of some divine despair 
Rise in the heart , and gather to the eyes, 
In looking on the happy A utumn-fields, 
And thinking of the days that are no more. 

Fresh as the f irst beam glittering on a sail, 
That brings our friends up from the underworld, 
Sad as the last which reddens over one 
That sinks with all we love below the verge ; 
So sad, so fresh ,  the days that are no more. 
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A h ,  sad and strange as in dark summer dawns 
The earl iest pipe of half-awakened birds 
To dying cars, when u n to dying eyes 
The case ment slowly grows a gli m me ring square; 
So sad , so st range, the days that a re no more. 

Dea r as reme mbered kisses a fter death , 
A nd sweet as those by hopeless fancy fe igned 
On l ips that are for oth ers ; deep as love, 
Dee p as f irs t  I<H·e, and w ild with all  regret;  
0 Death in Li fe,  t he d ays that are no more. 

Cleanth B rooks has devoted some bri l l iant  pages i n  The 
W£'11- Wrou�ht L'm to uncovering the motivation of Ten ny
son's wee per. I myse lf  would say that we cannot uncover 
the moti \·at ion, because of  the patterns of  repress ion i n  
the poem. Whatever else we read i t  a s  being,  Tears, ldlr 
Tears is a lament of belatedness, i n  wh ich part at least of 
the poet's burden is h is inabi l ity to achieve any priority in 
the word ing of h is own very authentic grief. The dom
inant imagery of the poem is hyperbolical depth, buried 
passion , and buried in more than one sense , though the 
poem's largest trope of representation is the Virgi l ian 
noble synecdoche, in  wh ich weeping for a panicular loss 
is a part of which the tears of universal nature are the 
whole. I n  the poem's clos ing l ines, Ten nyson tropes upon 
Wordsworth's double trope in  the flltilllations Ode, of  
" Heavy a s  frost, and  deep almost a s  l i fe ! "  that ends the 
fi rst  mo\·ement of the ode , and "Thoughts that do oft�n 
l ie too deep for tea1·s ,"  the ode's final l ine .  The weigh t  
that \\'onlsworth cal led "custom," a death-in-li fe ,  lay deep 
almost as l i fe ,  un ti l  i t  was transumed by thoughts of such 
depth that they transcended tears . But  Ten nyson beauti
ful ly  reverses the trope,  by metaleps is ; the de pth greater 
than "custom" and greater t ha n  thoughts of human sym
pathy,  is the repressed dept h of lost f i rst

' 
lm·e , the true 

death-in- l i fe t hat cannot he re \·ersed into an earliness : 
"the days that are no more ."  
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Though Tennyson defends against Wordsworth's pres
ence, in a poem actually composed at Tintern Abbey 
again ,  the t ropes of l imitation he em ploys defend rather 
against Keats, whose ode To A utumn is more deeply in
volved in the lyric repressions of Tears, lrl!t' Tears. In his 
ode, Keats looks on the  happy autu m n  f ields, and does 
not weep, does not lament the loss of earliness, the ab
sence of the songs of spring. The bird songs of late
summer/early-aut umn int imate to Keats one of h is l im inal 
states, a thre� l10ld vision poised or held open to the pos
sibi l i ty of t i·agedy,  but above all ojH'n ,  to whatever may 
come. Th is aj}()ria , or beaut iful u ncerta inty, is too strong a 
l imitation f()r Ten nyson to accept. B ut for Ten nyson the 
bi rd song i s  not another metonymy for death ,  l ike t he 
glittering beam and the sai l  in the previous stanza, and 
l ike the strange metaphoric t ransformation of Keats's 
characteristic open casement in "when unto dying 
eyes I The casement s lowly grows a glim mering square ."  
So gorgeous a lyric i s  Tean, frllt' Tears, i n  its dark undo
ings of Keats's heroism,  t hat we do not pause long 
enough to suspect a little how perceptive, how aesthetic a 
vision ,  is being ach ieved despite those tears. They are 
" id le" enough in that they do nothing to bl ind th is 
weeper. 

I t h ink that i s  where the  emphasis fal ls in Ten nyson's 
even more beaut iful reverie of a grieved aesthete, h is 
Titlwn us, where the mourning is necessarily more primal 
and tenible, being for the monologist's own lost youth 
and beauty. But ,  qu ite evidently ,  not for lost love, as the 
grand l in k between Ti thonus and U lysses is their palpa
ble, sol ipsistic inabil ity to have loved anyone but their own 
former selves. As I have said elsewhere, one wo uld not 
wish to be in a boat w ith Ten nyson's U lysses, who has the 
knack of  surviving while others drown.  Eq ually, un like 
poor Aurora, one would n't wis h to be in t he same hcd 
with Tithonus .  But of course it al l  depends on how one 
reacts to a real ly  primal narcissism-wh ich wi l l  involve 
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;mot her brief d igress ion in to  how cri t ic ism migh t set 
about recla iming t he pirated poet ic clement  fro m yet 
a not her or FI·e ud's fu ndamental insights .  

Fre ud's f ina l  ins ight  i n  regard to narciss is m  was h is 
real itat ion t hat  it was a defensi,·e mo\'ement  against t he 
deat h-d ri n· .  l l i s  original ins ight had seen narcissism as 
t he dement  in t he ego t hat made t he ego an i mage,  an 
im aginary ol�ject , rat her t han an hypostasis or reason .  I n  
t he s ubtle l ights of  Ten n yso n's Titlwnu.1 , i t  i s  btsc inat ing to 
note t hat Fre ud began to b rood u pon narcissistic 
neuroses i n  order t o  explai n  t he psychoses or hypoc hon
d ria and megalomania,  as Tithon us has more 1 han a 
touch of each. We fal l  i n  Jo,·e , according to Freud,  as a 
defense against a narciss ist ic cat hexis or sel f-in ,·estment 
when our passio n-for-o u rsel f t h reatens to  go too far. B ut 
i n  s uch fal l i ng, we con t i n ue to lo\'e what represents our
se l L  whet her what we were, or what we would l ike to ha \'e 
bee n .  I r Tit hon us had fal len  i n  Jm·e w ith A u rora at al l ,  
t hen i t  was only to the degree t hat she was a narcissistic 
rept·esen ta t ion or h imsel f. B ut she has remained splen
didly  he rsel f. he has w i thered,  and now he lm·es only 
deat h .  

I re peat  Fre ud's belated insigh t ,  that  u l t imately narcis
sism is a defense agai nst  the deat h-inst incts.  Ir Titho n us 
ge n ui nely wants to die,  as he assert s, t hen he has ceased 
to he a poet ( if e \·e r he was o ne) and he has abandoned 
also t he primal megalomania or  h is own narcissism.  His 
monologue bel ies bot h  t hese assert ions,  and so is eit her 
sclf-dece pti \'e ot· rhetorically dece pti ,·e toward s o u rseh·es , 
or bot h together,  as would be normal i n  the characteristic 
B rown ing monologue . Someth ing is t here fore ,·ery 
equi n>eal about  t h is d ramatic monologue,  and so I want 
to ret l l rn  aga in  to i ts  real ly  go rgeous open ing l i nes. Let us 
regan{ t h is fi t·st ,·erse-paragraph as the poem's clinamen, 
i ts  swen·e away fro m t he natural is t ic aflinnat ions of 
Word swort h and of Keats.  What is absent  in these open
ing ten l ines is s im ply al l o f  nature ;  what is prese nt  is  the 
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withered Tithonus.  As Tennyson's reaction-formation 
against h is p•·ecursors' stance, t hese l ines are a rhetorical 
irony, denying what they desire ,  the divination of a poetic 
survi val i nto strength. Behind these l ines are Wordsworth 
on the Simplon Pass ("The immeasurable height I Of 
woods decay ing, never to be decayed") but more crucially 
the ent ire vision of  an early cosmos in Keats's llypaion .  

I th ink that t he fi ve remain ing verse-paragraphs of 
Titlw11 1ts wil l  be found to reveal , in sequence, t he five 
expected revisionary ratios, rat her too neatly ,  but I don't 
think that this is merely my own com puls ion or 
misprision-neurosis working out ; rather it is another in
d ication that Tithonus t ruly is a H igh Romantic cris is
poem,  masking as a d ramatic monologue, so that its pat
tern ing of defenses ,  tropes, and images closely  fol lows the 
models of poems l ike Tinlf'rll .-l.bbt'_)', Intimations ol /m-
11/o rtalit)', Dt'it'ctioll ,  the Odt' to Psyche, and al l  thei r  com
panioris. R<ither t han t race the next f ive verse-paragraphs 
through my map of misreading,  I will leave that opera
tion to my readers' curiosity or ske pticism.  Let us assume 
t hat my a pprehens ion  of the patterns of misprision here 
wil l  be con fi rmed . What wi l l  that tel l us about the poem? 

In an essay on Christopher Smart's Rejoia i11 the La111b, 
Geoffrey Hartman speaks of Fre ud as our latest doctor of 
the Subl ime, as a diagnostician of "the pathology of ec
staw," t he true culminator of the tradition that goes from 
Boileau on Longinus through Vico and Edmu

'
nd B u rke 

on to Kant and Schopenhauer. Hart man's laconic point 
against a view of defense as a primary phenomenon, 
whether in  the psyche or in  poems, is made rather ag
gressi ,-eJy and i ron ical lr when he observes :  "Defense 
mechanisms can not blossom wben there is noth ing-no 
li re or f lood-to defend against ."  Against this ,  I would 
name, for Ten nyson,  Keats as the fi re and Wordswort h as 
the f lood . Titlw11 11.1 , as a poem,  is at once a narciss is t ic 
apotheosis and a powed"u l re press ive t-cact ion against the 
greatest poets ever  to have attem pted a human ized Sub-
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l ime, an at tempt  made by way or a h umanization or the 
ancient  poetic l ust for d i \' ination .  When Tithonus defen
si,·e ly t u nts against  h imse lf, he turns against the whole 
heroic enterprise that would s ingle out t he poet as a 
cand idate for surviva l :  

. . .  Let m e  go : take hack t h y  gi ft : 
\V h y  should a man desire in any way 
To va ry rro m t h e  kindly race o f  men , 
Or pass beyond the goal of ordinance 
Where all should pause, as is most meet for a l l?  

This is a d;u·k synecdoche,  reminding us that the bur
den or a trope is pathos, and that the ancien t war between 
rhetoric and a more rational dialectic can ne,·er end.  B ut 
though he y ields to masochism as a , · icissi tude of i nstinct, 
we would do wrong to take Titlum11.1 l i teral ly when he says 
"take back thy gift ,"  s ince the gift or immortal ity in th is 
poem is a lso the gih of d ivination ,  without wh ich no one 
becomes, or remains,  a poet .  Against t h is momentary 
y ielding to an inst inctual \' icissitude with its strong rep
resentation set against the sel f, Tithonus recoils w ith an 
obsessi,·e force in a psych ic defense of l imitation,  wh ich in  
h is case is a compuls i \·e return to origins, a regression 
com eyed primari ly by the metonymy of the Words
won h ian gl immer or gleam,  but wi th a direct eroticism t hat 
deri ,·es from Keats :  

A sort a i r  fa ns t h e  cloud apart ;  t h e re comes 
r\ gli mpse o f  t h at dark world where I was horn . 
Once more t h e  old mysterious gl i m mer steals 
Fmm t h y  p u re hmws, and fmm t h y  shoulders pure, 
.-\ nd bosom hcat i1ig with a heart renewed . 
Thy check hegin s to 1·cddcn through the gloom, 
Thy sweet eyes brighten slow!\' dose t o  mine,  
E n· yet  t h e y  bl ind the s tars ,  and the wi ld  team 
\\' h ich lo\·e t h ee, yea rn in g  for t h y yo ke a rise,  
:\ nd s h ake the dark ness from t h e i r  l oosened manes, 
. .  \nd beat the t w i l ight in to  f l akes o f  fi re. 
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What is palpable in th is lovely passage is that  the sexual 
warmth not only is but always was Aurora's, and also that  
t he monologist ,  a soli psistic aesthete, now and always was 
no part of "the w ild team I Which love thee." Even Ulys
ses is not so sublimely inca pable as is Tithonus of ap
prehending anyone's emotions except h is own .  Thus, Au
rora's tears are read by Tithonus as h is own hysterical 
rear t hat h is now noxious immortal i ty  cannot be with
drawn (which,  on the level of Tennyson's own repres
sions, I would tend to interpret as h is own evaded real iza
tion that he is doomed to go on seeking to be a strong 
poet, even though Hal lam is dead) .  Again ,  in  the fifth 
\·erse-p;u·agra ph , t here is the extraord inary pass ivi ty of  
Tithonus as  a lover, w ith its overwhelming emphasis not 
upon sexual pleasure or fulf i l lmen t ,  but upon  the 
monologist's heigh tened powers of aesthetic perceptive
ness wh ile being embraced .  

When,  in  the hna l  verse-paragraph , we  move into the 
area of  East  and West, or early and late, the ajJruph mdes 
or introject ion of  the past has about it the pecul iar and 
unnerving accents of  paranoia-not that  of Ten nyson,  I 
hasten to say, but of  the monomaniacal Tithon us .  W hat is 
most stri k ing to me, about these l ines, is their. cruelt y  as 
the masoch istic Tithon us manifests a repressed sadism 
towards the bereaved and loving  A u rora : 

Yet hold me not fo r ever in th ine East:  
How can my nature longer mix w ith thine? 
Coldly thy rosy shadows bathe me, cold 
A re all th y l ights, and cold my w rinkled feet 
U pon thy glim mering th resholds, when the steam 
Floats up from those dim fields a bout the homes 
O f  happy men that have the power to die, 
A nd grassy barrows of the h appier dead. 
Release me, and restore me to the ground ; 
Thou seest all  things, thou w ilt see my grave: 
Thou wilt renew thy beauty morn by morn ;  
I eart h i n  earth fo rget these empty cou rts,  
A nd thee ret u rn in g  on thy silver w heels. 



Let us grant that the monolog ist's situation is extreme, 
but h is presumably unconscious cruelty transcends even 
that extremity .  Is it real ly  necessary lor him to assure her: 
"Thou seest al l th ings, thou wi lt  see my grave"? Need he 
f inal ly ass ure her that, when he is "earth in earth,"  he wil l  
forget her? I do not bel ieve Ten nyson was aware of th is 
cruelty, and I am suggesting that even i n  these glorious 
dosing l ines, a profound repression is at work. To grow 
endless ly more agecl wh ile remaining immortal is an 
oxymoronic or belated version of the d ivination that is 
crucial to strong poetry. The h idden concern of the poem 
Titlumus, as of the poem Ulysses, is Ten nyson's own be
latedness as a poet, his arrival on the scene after tlte event, 
after the triumph of poetry of "ref lection" in Coleridge 
and Wordsworth ,  and of poetry of "sensation" i n  Shelley 
and Keats, to use a cri t ical distinction inven ted by Hal lam. 
Hal lam's e normous contribution to Ten nyson was to ov
erco me the poet's d i ffidence, and to persuade h im that he 
co uld become a th ird , with Shelley and Keats. H al lam 
dead, Ten n yson knew not only the guilt of a surv ivor but 
also the obsess ive poetic fear of belatedness, the fear that 
torments h is own Sir Percivale, that every repressed voice 
crying from within wi l l  proclaim :  "This Quest is not for 
thee ." 

With Pe1·civale's Quest from The Holy Grail, I come to 
my fi nal  text  from Tennyson ,  and begin by dismissing as 
a palpable evasion his own weak m isreading of h is own 
text, i n  wh ich Percivale and all the other kn ights, except 
Galahad, re present a Hawed Christian ity, Hawed in Per
civale's case by an ascetic, otherworldly mysticism,  a sort 
of St. John of the Cross Catholic temperamen t. B ut the 
Percivale we meet in the poem is hardly  a mystical ascetic, 
hut ,·ather a h ighly famil iar compound ghost, the H igh 
Romantic antithetical quester, whose every movement is 
ro11lm nall l l"f/111, even  in  spite of h imself. \\'e are back in 
that central current  that goes from Spenser, i n  the 
l)rotlwlrunion ,  and from Spenser's Colin C lout to the Pm
.1no.w of Mi l ton and the equi vocal he roism of Satan quest-
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ing onwards t h rough Chaos to reach Eden,  the New 
World.  These are Percivale's ult imate ancestors, but m uch 
closer are t he Sol it ary of Wordswort h ,  and the Solitary's 
younger brot hers in  Ch ilde Harold , Endymion , and,  
above al l  ot hers, t he doomed, driven Poet of ,-l /astor. Con
temporary wi th  Percivale is B rown ing's Rolanrl as well as 
Tennyson's U lysses, wh ile looming up are the Oisin and 
Forgael of Yeats ,  a nrl t he :"-J ietzschean parody of al l  t hese 
in Ste\·ens's Crispin ,  or t he anti t hetical quester red uced to 
t he state of Tlu· Comedian as the Lf'ilf'J' C. 

I am suggest ing that ,  in Percivale,  t he repressed ele
ment in  Tennyson's poethood emerges fu l ly ,  in  a fu ry of 
questing t hat oefonns anrl breaks al l i t  encount ers more 
devastat ingly than even C h ilde Roland's vision wrecks 
upon his world .  l l ypnotic and incantatory as Ten nyson is 
almost always capable of being, I know nothing in h im as 
phan tasmagoric, as Sublime, as much charged with a 
greatly control led hysteria o r  repression as Percivale's de
s tructive quest : 

'And I was li fted u p  in hea n, a nd thought 
or all my late-shown prowess i n  the lists, 
How my s tro ng lance h ad beaten down the kn ights, 
So many and fa mous names; and never yet 
Had heave n  appeared so blue, nor earth so gree n ,  
For al l  my blood danced i n  m e ,  a nd I knew 
That I should l ight upon the H oly G rail.  

'Thereafter, the dark wa rn in g  of our K i n g  
That most o f  us would follow wanderi ng fi res, 
Came like a d ri ving gloom across m y  mind.  
Then eve ry evi l  word I had s poken once, 
And eve ry evil thought I had thought of old , 
And every evil deed I ever did,  
Awoke and cried, "Th is Quest is not for thee." 
A nd l i fting up mine e yes, I found m ysel f  
Alone, a nd i n  a land of sand a n d  t horns,  
A nd I was t h irs t y  even u n to death ; 
. \ nd I ,  t oo ,  cried , "This Quest is not (()r thee." 
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'And on I rode,  and when I thought my th i rst 
Would slay me, saw deep lawns, and t hen a broo k, 
With one sharp rapid ,  where the crisping wh ite 
Played eve r  hack u pon the sloping wave, 
A nd took both ear and eye; and o'er the brook 
Were ap ple-trees, and apples hy th e brook 
Fallen , and on the lawns. "I w ill  rest here," 
I said , "I  am not worthy o f  the Q uest ;"  
B ut even w h ile I d ran k the brook, and ate 
The good ly apples, all  these th ings at once 
Fel l  into d ust, and I was left alone, 
And th irsting, in a land of sand and thorns. 

' A nd then behold a woman at a door 
Spinning; and fai r  the house whereby she sat, 
And kind the woman's eyes and in nocent,  
And all  her beari ng gracious;  and she rose 
Openin g  her arms to meet me, as who should say, 
" Rest here ; "  but w hen I touched her, lo ! she, too, 
Fell into d ust  and nothing, and the house 
Became no better than a broken shed , 
A n d  in it a dead babe ; and also th is 
Fell into dust, and "I was left alone. 

'And on I rode, and greater was m y  th irst. 
Then flashed a yellow gleam across the world,  
A nd where it s mote the plowshare in the field, 
The plow man left h is plowin g, and fell  down 
Befo re it; where it glittered on her pail, 
The milkmaid le ft her m ilking, and fel l  down 
Before it, and I know not why, but thought 
"The sun is risin g," though the sun had risen. 
Then was I ware o f  one that on me moved 
In golden a rmo u r  with a crown of gold 
About a casque all jewels ;  and his horse 
I n  golden a rmour jewelled e verywhere: 
A nd on the splendour came, flash ing me blind ; 
And seemed to me the Lord of all the world, 
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Being so h uge . B ut when I thought he mea nt 
To crush me, mo ving on me, lo!  he, too, 
Fell  into dust,  and I was left alone 
And wearying in a land o f  s and and thorns. 

'And I rode on and fou nd a mighty hil l ,  
And on the top, a city walled ; t he spires 
Pricked with incredible pinnacles i n to heaven . 
And by the gateway sti rred a crowd ; and these 
Cried to me cl imbi n g, ''Welcome, Percivale ! 
Thou mightiest and thou purest among men ! "  
A nd glad w a s  I and clomb, bu t found a t  top 
1\:o man , nor any voice. And thence I past 
Fa r through a ruinous city.  and I saw 
That man h ad once dwelt there ;  but there I f(nmd 
Only one man o f  an exceeding age. 
"Where is that good ly com pany," said I ,  
"That so cried out u pon me?" and he had 
Scarce any voice to answer, and yet gasped,  
"Whence and w hat art  tho u ?" and even as he spoke 
Fell into d ust ,  and d isappeared , and I 
Was le ft alone once more, and cried in grief, 
" Lo, i f  I fi nd the Holy Grail itsel f 
A nd touch i t ,  it wi ll crumble into dust ."  

have quoted al l  of th is sequence , so as not to lose any 
of its cumulative force. But what is th is force? I th ink  we 
recogn ize in i t ,  a l l  of  us, one of our own n ightmares, the 
n ightmare that is centered upon our own sel f
destruct iveness, and so u pon our own murderousness 
also, our aggressive instinct whose a im is the destruction 
of the ol�ect.  As the greatest of modern moralists-true 
successor of Pascal ,  Montaigne, Schopenha uer, Emerson ,  
:-..: ietzsche-Freud is the inevitable authority to  ci te in  any  
account of the  aggressive inst inct or d rive-towards-death ,  
though the  poetic variant, in  Tennyson ,  wil l  hardly  he an  
exact equivalent of  the Freudian insights. Rather, Tenny
son's vision of Percivale's Quest, and Freud's vision of t he 
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death inst inct (particularly in  lkyond the Plea.lu rt' PrinrijJ/e) 
wil l  be found to have a troublesome t·esemhlance suggest
ing that both are com plex misprisions of a com mon pre
cursor, of a larger mental fonn to which Vico remains the 
surest guide I have been able to disccn·er. 

Though Pe t-ci vale's Quest might seem to sustain the 
analysis of the ascetic ideal as given by :'\ietzsche in To
<Mrdl tht' (;1'1/l'alo�-,')' of .\fonds, th is appat·en t  s im ilarity has 
more to do with Ten n yson's O\'e t·t in ten tion than with his 
actual rept·esentation of Percivale, in  t he poe m.  \\'hat we 
encounte 1· in Perci vale, as in the wandering Poet of Shel
ley's A/astor, i s  a repressed aggressive instinct, or what 
Freud calls the death instinct directed outwards. But 
clearlv, Perci vale's deathl iness intends to be directed 
against h is own sel f. What does it mean that Tennyson is 
compel led to make of  Percivale a consuming force that 
devastates e\·erything it encounters? 

Freud's \·cry problematic final  theory of the instincts 
posits a group of drives that work towards t·educing all 
tensions to a zero-point ,  so as to carry e\·eryth ing l i \· ing 
back to an i norganic state . Freud's form ulation is d i fficult ,  
because it suggests that a sel f-destruct ive cl t·i ve back to
wards origins is a universal phenomenon .  As a theory, 
Freud's notion het·e is frankh· daemon ic, and related to 
his dark insight that al l  repetition phenomena may mask 
a regressive element in every h u man instinct.  To account 
for l i fe's ambivalence towards i tself, Freud resorted to a 
more 1·ad ical dualism than he had entertai ned earl ier. 
The id became the center for represent ing every in
stinctual demand, w ith none assigned to the ego, wh ich 
means that ult imately e\·ery desire, whether for power or 
for sexual fulfil lment ,  is in some sense l in ked to the desire 
fot· death .  Without p t·etending to he summarizing the full 
com plexitY of Freud's specu lations, I wi l l  lea\·e the notion 
of I he death instincts thet·e, except to note that Freud was 
compel led to adopt a new formulation in this area, the 
:'\ in·ana Principle ,  wh ich he took from Schopenhaue1· by 
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way of a suggestion of the English psychoanalyst Barbara 
Low.  

The :\'in·ana Principle ,  introd uced in  Hl'yond thl' Pl('([
.1u rl' Pritlripl(' ( 1 920) , is the psyche's dri ve to reduce al l  
excitation wi thin itself, whether the origin of  the excita
tion be internal or external, to the zero-level ,  or as c lose 
to zero as poss ible .  I ha ,·e im·oked al l  of th is Freudian 
specu lation in order to get us to the ;\l irvana Principle, 
for that is the actual i ty  of  Percivale's Quest, despite Per
ci\·ale's appa 1·ent  intention and Tennyson's stated and 
overt intent ion.  Percivale bel ieves he is questing for the 
Holy Grai l .  but in  real ity he quests for Schopenhauer's 
quasi-Buddh istic N i 1·vana,  where des ire shal l  van ish ,  the 
individual sel f  fade away, and quietude replace the strong 
poet's search lor a stance and word of h is own. Percivale, 
I am suggesting, i s  as close as Ten nyson can come, not to 
a return of the repressed , but to an absolute or total 
freshening of self-repress ion .  And though Th(' Holy Grail 
is ostensibly a crit ique of Percivale and an exaltation of 
Galahad, and even  of the h u mane and sweet Ambros ius, 
what any reader is going to remember is  that sublime and 
terrific destruct ive march to the zero-point that is the 
l itany of Percivale's quest. Reflect even u pon the ex
change between A mbrosius and Percivale that ends the 
account  of Perci vale's ruinous march.  Ambrosius cries 
out ,  in the name of common h u man ity :  

'0 brother, saving this Si r Galahad , 
Came ye on none but phantoms in your quest, 
No man ,  no woman ?' 

Then Sir Pe rcivale: 
'All men , to one so bound by s uch a vow , 
And women were as phan toms . .  . ' 

How shal l  we read "such a vow"? Only I th ink ,  despite 
Tennyson's i ntentions, as the vow to be a strong poet ,  
whatever the  h uman cost. Percivale, i n  the  deep sense, is  
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Tennyson the poet ,  unable to get out of  or beyond the 
shadow of  Galahad, the quester who beholds and be
comes one with a strength that resisLo; t he Nirvana Prin
ciple. I am not proposing any s imple equation of 
Galahad = Keat s ,  but a more com plex formula i n  wh ich 
Galahad does represen t  the High Romantic quest, and 
Pe1·c ivale the belated quest of Victorian Romanticism . 
Tennyson was too sublimely repressed a poet to develop 
very overtl y his ambivalence towards h is prime precur
sors, and the death of Hal lam, who was the great cham
pion of Keats, augmented the repress ion .  B ut Tennyson 
too was a preternaturally strong poet ,  and we have seen 
something of h is strength at m ispris ion.  The shadow of 
Keats never did abandon h im wholly,  and so the stance of 
belatedness became a kind of second nature for him. B ut 
what he may have lacked in  priority of stance, he greatly 
compensated for in priority of style. He prophes ies h is 
true ephebe, the late T. S. E l iot,  and t ime, I am per
suaded , w il l  show us how much stronger a poet Ten nyson 
was. than El iot. 
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B rowning: Good Moments and 
Ruined Quests 

One of t he princi ples of int erpretation tha t  w i l l  arise out  
of the fut u re study of t he int ricacies of poet ic revis ion ism,  
and of the k inds  of misreading t ha t  canon-fot·mation en
genders, i s  t he realizat ion t hat later poets and their cri t i 
ca l  fol lowers tend to misread strong precursors by a hli rl y  
consistent mis taking of l i teral for f i gtu·a t ive ,  and  of 
figurat i ,·e for l i tera l .  Bmwning misread the H igh Roman
tics, and part icu larly  h is prime precursor,  Shelley, in  t h is 
pattern , and th rough t ime's revenges most modern poets 
and cri t ics ha\'e done and are doing the same to B rown
ing. I am go ing to explore Brown ing, in t h is chapter, as 
t he master of misprision he was, by at tempt ing to show 
our tendency to read h is epiphanies or "good moments" 
as nt i nat ions or vastat ions of quest ,  and our p<u·al lel ten
dency to read h is dat·kest visions-of- l �t i lure as if  t hey were 
celebrations. 

I will concen t rate on a s mall  group of B rowning's 
poems including C/('(m, .\la.1/N Hugue1 o( Saxt' Gotha, A 
Tocm/(( o( (;(({UjJjJi' , ,  A bt l 'ogln, and AndrNt rid Sarto, but I 
cannot evade for long my own obsession w i th  Childr' Ro-
1(/nd to the Da rh To]t'er Cronr', and so i t  and its cont rary 
chant ,  Th(( lll ll ris Marching, wi l l  en ter late i n to t h is d is
course. I ndeed , I want to end wi th  a kind of crit ical 
sel f-analysis, and ask myself the q uest ion : why am I ob
sessed hy the  Chilrle Roland poem,  or rather,  what  does i t  
mnw t o  be obsessed by tha t  poem?  How is i t  tha t  I cannot 
concei \·e or an an t i thet ical pract ical cri t ic ism or poet ry 
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without const an t ly  being compel led to use Chi/de Roland 
as a test case, as t hough it were the modern poem proper, 
more even than say, Tintn1t Abbt')' or n_ywnliwn or The ldnl 
of Order at f.:t'_'f West ? I s  there a way to make these ques
tions center upon critical anal ysis rather than upon  psy
chic self-analysis? 

I n  B rowning's prose Essay on Sltelle_y, there is an 
eloq uent passage that ideal izes poetic i n fl uence : 

There is a t ime w hen the gen e ral eye has, so to speak, absorbed 
its f i l l  of the phenomena around it ,  whether s piritual or mate
rial,  and desires rather to learn the exacter sign ificance of what 
it possesses, than to receive any a ugmen tation of what is pos
sessed. Then is the opportunity for the poet of loftier '.:ision, to 
lift h is fellows . . . .  The i n fluence of such an achievement will 
not soon die out. A uibe or successors (Homerides) working more 
or less in the same spirit, d well on h is discoveries a n d  reinforce 
h is doctli ne;  ti l l ,  at unawares, the world is fou n d  to be subsist
ing w holly on the shadow or a reality, on sen timen ts di luted 
from passions, on the tradition of a fact , the con ven tion of a 
moral ,  the straw of last yea r's h arvest. 

B rowning goes on to posi t  a m ighty ladder of authentic 
poets , in an objective and subjective alternation , who wi l l  
replace one another almost endless ly  i n  succession , con 
cerning wh ich ,  " the world dares no  longer doubt that its 
gradations ascend."  Translated, th is means :  "Wordsworth 
to Shel ley to B rowning," in which B rowning represents a 
triumph of what he calls the objective principle. Against 
Brown ing's prose idealization ,  I will set h is attack upon 
the disci ples of  Keats in  h is poem Popularil)'.' 

A nd there's the extraa, Aasked and fine, 
And priced and saleable at last! 

.-\nd Hobbs, Nobbs, Stokes and Nokes combine 
To paint the future from the past, 

Put blue into their line. 

For " Hobbs, Nobbs, Stokes and Nokes" we might read 
Tennyson,  A rnold , Rossetti ,  and whatever other con-
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temporary Keatsian, whether voluntary or involuntary, that 
Browning wished to scorn. But the next stanza, the poem's 
last, would surely have cut against Browning himself if for 
"john Keats" we substituted "Percy Shel ley": 

Hobbs h in ts blue,-straight he turtle eats: 
Nobbs prints blue,--claret crowns h is cup: 

Nokes outdares Stokes in azure feats,
Both gorge. Who fished the murex up? 

What )X>rridge had John Keats? 

The vegetarian Shelley, according to h is friend Byron,  
tended to dine on air and water, not  fi t fare for the 
strenuously hearty B rown ing, who in  h is later years was 
to become London's leading diner-out .  B ut though 
Browning seems not to have had the sl ightest jJersonal 
consciousness of an anx iety of inHuence, he wrote the 
most powerfu l  poem ever to be explicit ly concerned w ith 
the problem .  Th is is the dramatic monologue Cleon ,  i n  
wh ich the imaginary jack-of-al l-arts, C leon ,  i s  in  my 
judgment a kind of version of Matthew A rnold, whose 
E111pedocles on Etna Brown ing had been reading. A rnold's 
Em pedocles keeps lamenting h is own and the world's 
belatedness, a lament that becomes a curious k ind of 
inauthentic overconfidence i n  C leon's sel f-defense :  

I have not ch anted verse l ike Homer, no-
Nor swept stting like Te rpande r, no-nor carved 
And pain ted men l ike Phid ias and his  frien d :  
I am not great a s  they are, poin t b y  point.  
B u t  I have en tered into sy mpathy 
With these fou r, running these into one soul. 
Who, sepa rate , ignored each other's art .  
Say ,  i s  it noth ing that I know them all? 

Brown ing could enjoy the belatedness of Arnold or 
Rossett i ,  because no poet ever fel t  less belated than th is 
exuberanl daemon. We remember the mal icious  epithet 
applied to him by Hopkins :  " Bouncing B rown ing." I 
th ink we can su rmise that poetic belatedness as an a nt ic-
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t ion ,  whether conscious or unconscious, a lwavs rises in 
close a l l iance wi t h ambivalence towards the pri 1�1e precu r
sor. Browning ldt no ambiva lence towards Shelley, such 
as Y cats had towards Shelley, or She l ley towards  
Wordswonh , or Wordsworth towards \1i l ton .  B rowning 
loved Shel ley unhrokenly and almost unresen-edly from 
the age of  fourteen ,  when he fi rst read h im ,  unti l  h is own 
deat h at the age of seventy-se,·e n .  But ambivalence is not 
t he only matrix from wh ich the anx iety of in f luence rises. 
There is ped1aps a darker source in the gui l t  or shame of  
ident ifying the precu rsor wi th the ego- ideal , and  then 
l iving on i n  the sense of  having betrayed that identifica
tion by one's own fai l ure to have become oneself, by a 
real ization that the ephebe has betrayed h is own in tegrity,  
and betrayed also the covenant that first bound h im to 
the precu rsor. That guilt  unmistakably was Browning's, 
as Betty \f i l ler and others have shown , and so the burden 
of be latedness was replaced in B rown ing by a burden of 
diss imulation , a ly ing-against-the-se lf, rather than a 
lying-against-time. 

But is not that kind of shame only another mask for the 
guilt-of-indebtedness, the only guilt that ever troubles a 
poet-as-poet? Cei·tain ly,  Shelley for B rowning was pre
cisely the "numinous shadow" or ancestor-god whose 
baleful in f luence is stressed by .1\:ietzsche. Rather than 
demonstra te th is too obviously, whether by recourse to 
Brown ing's poem Paulitu' or by an examination of the 
unhappy episode in  wh ich the young B mwning y ielded to 
h is sten1 mother's Evangel ical w il l ,  I th ink  it more in
terest ing to seek out what is most d ifficult in B rowning, 
wh ich is t he total contrast between h is optimism, a qual i ty 
both temperamental and theoretica l ,  and the sel f
destruct ive pecu l iarities of h is men and women. I want to 
start by puzzling  over the gmtesque and u n ique poem,  
,H a.1tn 1-lugw'.l oj' Sa.\:r--(:otha, w ith i ts curious and central 
coni rast between the charming organ ist  who speaks the 
monologue and the heavy pseudo-Bach ian composer, also 
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invented by Brown ing, whose name is the poem's tit le. 
The relationship between performer and composer is the 
poem .  This relationship is !WI a d isplaced form of the 
ambivalence between ephebe and precu rsor, because the 
performer's reading/ misreading of the composer is very 
different  from the later poet's interpretation of an earlier 
one, or anyone's reading/misreading of any poet .  I t  is 
true that a performance is an  in terpretation ,  but a per
formance lacks the vital element of revis ionism that 
makes for fresh creation .  The charm of the poem Master 
1-/ugues of Sa.w-Cotlw, l i ke the chi l l  of the somewhat s imi
lar but greater poem ,  A Tormla of Galu/JjJi's, is precisely 
that we are free of  the burden of misprision and that the 
per f(Hmer i n  each poem is more l i ke a reciter of a text 
than he is l ike a cri tic of a text .  Yet i t  remains true that 
you can not recite any poem without giving some in
terpretation of i t ,  though I would hazard the speculation 
that even the strongest recital , acting, or performance is 
at best a weak read ing/misreading, in the techn ical anti
thetical senses of "weak" and "strong," for agai n there is 
no strength, poetic or critica l ,  without the dialectics of 
revis ionism co ming in to play. 

The organist earnestly wants to understand H ugues 
wi thout revising h im ,  but evidently the world is right and 
the poor organist wrong, in that less is meant than meets 
the ear in H ugues' mountainous fugues. H ugues is a kind 
of involuntary musical n ih i l ist ,  who in effect would rather 
have the void as purpose than be vo id of purpose. The 
organ ist is not only old-fashioned in h is devotion to 
H ugues but, as we m ight say now, old-fash ioned in his  
devotion to mean ing. Yet skepticism,  a suspicion concern
ing both mean ing-in-H ugues and meaning-in-l i fe,  has 
begun to gain strength in  the organist, despite h imself. 
H is  quasi-desperate test-performance of  H ugues, themat
ical ly  racing  the sacristan's putting-out of the l ight, moves 
from one sadly  negat ive conclusion  to a larger negation ,  
from "But where's music, the d ickens?" to : 
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Is it your  moral ol' Li lC? 
Such a web, s imple and s ubtle, 

Weave we on earth here in impotent s tri fe ,  
Backward and forward each throwing h i s  shuttle, 

Death ending all w ith  a knife? 

The very rel uctance of the organ ist's in terpretat ion 
convinces us of its rele\·ance to H ugues. H ugues w il l  not 
"say the word ," despite the organ ist's plea, and the or
gan ist  lacks t he strength to break out on h is revisionary 
own and do what he  wants to do, wh ich is "u nstop the 
ful l -organ,  I B lare out the modP Po!t'sl rino, "  akin to the 
gentle s implicity of  his  own nature .  Yet  we m ust not take 
the organ ist too l i teral ly ; after all , there is nothing what
soever to prevent h im from playing Palestrina to h is own 
satisfaction in  the moments of l igh t that remain to h im.  
B ut it  i s  the problematica l ,  cumbersome, absurdly in
tricate H ugues who obsesses h im ,  whose secret or lack of 
a secret he is dri ven to solve. Despite h imse l f, the organ ist 
is on an ant i thetical quest, l ike absolutely every other 
monologist in  B rown ing. The luminous last l ine of the 
poem is to be answered , emphatical ly : "Yes !"  

While in  the  roof, i f  I 'm right there, 
. . .  Lo you, the wick in the socket ! 

Hal lo, you sacristan, show us a light there!  
Down i t  d ips ,  gone like a rocket . 

What, you want, do you, to come unawares, 
Sweeping the church up for first morn ing-prayet·s, 
And l ind a poor devil has ended his cares 
At the foot of your rotten-runged rat-riddled stairs?  

Do I carry the moon in my pocket ? 

If the organ ist is right ,  then the gold i n  the gilt roof is a 
better emblem of  a final  real ity than the spider web 
wo\·en by H ugues. But fortunately the darken ing of the 
light breaks in upon an uneasy a ff irmation ,  and lea\'es us 
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instead wi th  the n:ali1.a t ion t hat the  organ ist is sul�ject as 
wel l as ol�jen of h is own quest for meaning. H ugues goes 
on weaving h is int ricate vacui t ies;  t he organ ist carries the  
moon in  h is pocke t .  I las t he poem ended , however 
hu morously, as a ruined q uest or as a good moment?  
Does Brown ing make i t  poss ible for us to know the d if
ference bet ween the  t wo? Or is it t he part icular ach ieve
ment or h is art t ha t  t he d i ffei·ence can not be known ? 
Does t he organ ist end hy know ing he has been decei,·e< l .  
o r  does h e  end i n  t he bea u t i ful eadiness of canying 
imagination in  h is own pocket ,  in a t ransum JH i ,·e a l lus ion 
to the Second Spiri t  in one of  Brown ing's favori te  poems, 
Shelley's Thf' Trl'O SjJirits: . / 11 . l l!r•go 1)' ? ThCI'c t he Second 
Spirit . ovcnly  a l legoriz ing desire ,  affirms that  the "lamp 
of lm·e ," carried w i th in ,  g

-
ives h im the perpe tual power to 

"make n igh t day ."  Brown ing is  more dialect ica l ,  and the 
hnal  representat ion in  h is poem is deeply ambiguous .  B ut 
t hat is a depth of  repress ion t ha t  I want to stay w i th ,  and 
worry ,  for a space, if  on ly  because i t  bot hers me t ha t  
.\laster ll up;ues of So.v-Cotlw, l ike so  many  of Brown ing's 
poems, ends in an oj)()ria , i n  t he reader's uncerta in ty  as to 
whether he is  to read l i teral ly or figurat ively .  B rown ing 
personal ly .  un l ike Shelley. was anyth ing but an in
tel lectual  skept ic, and tha t  he should create f igu 1·es t hat  
abide in  our uncerta in ty is a t  once his most sal ien t  and h is 
most challenging charanerist ic. 

A Torrata of Caluppi'.\ can be read as a reversa l of this  
poem,  since it appears t o  end in  t he performer's con
scious admission of belatedness and defeat. B ut Browning 
was quite as m ul t i form a maker as poet ic t radi t ion a( 
fords, and t he Toaata is as subt le a poem as ever he 
\�Tote. I t  i n\'(>kes for us a grand Nietzschean quest ion , 
f rom the Th ird Essay of 011 the (;t'IU'alo,L,')' of .\ 1om Is: "What 
d<�es it mean when an artist leaps over into h is oppos ite?" 
N ietzsche was t hinking of Wagner, but lhowning in t he 
Torcata may he another instance. N iet zsche's u lt imate 
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answer to his own question prophesied late Freud,  i f  we 
take the answer to he : "Al l  great th ings bring  about their 
own destruct ion through an act of sel f-overcoming." I 
th ink we can say rather safely that no one was less in
terested in  Selb.ltaufltelm ng than Robert B rown ing; he was 
perfectly del igh ted to be at once subject and object of h is 
own quest. Like Emerson,  whom he resembles only in  th is 
s ingle res pect, he rejoiced always that there were so many 
of h im ,  so many se parate selves ha ppily picn icking to
gether in a s ingle psyche. From a N ietzschean po int of 
view, he must seem on ly an epitome of some of the most 
outrageous qual i t ies of the B rit ish empirical and Evangel
ical minds, but he is actua l ly more sublimely outrageous 
even than that. There are no dialect ics that can subsume 
h im,  because he is not so much evasive as he is preter
natural , whol ly daemon ic, w ith an aston ishing al l iance 
perpetual i n  h i m  between an im pish cunn ing and endless 
l inguistic energy .  I th ink  we can surmise why he was so 
fascinated by poets l ike Christopher Smart and Thomas 
Love l l  Beddoes, poets who represented the tradit ion of 
Dissent ing Enthusiasm carried over in to actual madness. 
With energies l i ke B rowning's, and self-confidence l ike 
Brown ing's , i t  took a mind as powerful as B rowning's to 
avoid being carried by Enthusiasm into al ienation ,  but 
perhaps the oddest of a l l  B rown ing's endless oddities is 
that he was incurably sane, even  as he imagined h is gal
lery of pathological enthus iasts, monomaniacs, and mar
velous charlatans .  

There are at least four voices cold ly leaping along in A 
Toccata of Galuppi's, and only one of them is more or less 
B rown ing's, and we cannot be certain even of that .  Let us 
break in for the poem's conclusion ,  as the monologist fi rst 
addresses the composer whose " touch-piece" he is play
ing, and next the composer answers back ,  but onl)' through 
the monologist '.\ perfonnance, and finally the speaker
performer acknowledges his defeat by the heartlessly bril 
l iant Gal uppi :  
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X I  
But when I sit down to reason, th in k  to take my stand nor 

swerve, 
Wh ile I triumph o'er a secret wrung from nature's close re

serve, 
I n  you come with your cold music till I creep through e\·ery 

nen·e. 

X I I  

Yes, you , l ike a ghostly cricket , creaking where a house was 
burned : 

' Dust and ashes, dead and done with ,  Ven ice spent what Venice 
earned . 

The soul ,  doubt less, is immortal-where a soul can be dis
cerned . 

X I I I  

'Yours, for instance: you know physics, something o f  geology, 
\1athematics are your pastime; souls shall rise in their degree ; 
B utterfl ies may dread extinction ,-you'll not die, i t  cannot be ! 

X I \' 

'As for Ven ice and her people , merely born to bloom and d rop, 
Here on ean h they bore their fruitage, mirth and folly were 

the crop: 
What of soul was left ,  I wonder, when the kissing had to s top? 

X\' 

' Dust and ashes ! '  So you creak i t ,  and I want the heart to scold .  
Dear dead women , with such hair, too-what's become of  all 

the gold 
Csed to hang and brush their bosoms? I feel chi l ly and grown 

old . 

The "swen·e" i.1 t he Lucret ian dinamt'll, a n d  we m ight 
say I hat Cal u pp i ,  l ike Lucret ius,  assa u lts t he monologist 
per f ( >rmet· w i t h  t he l "u l l  st rengt h o f" t h e  E p ic u rean argu
men t .  One possible i n terpret at ion is  t hat B rown ing, as  a 
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f ierce T 1·a nsccndcnt  al ist  of h is own sect , a sect of one, is 
ham mlTin g  at t he \'icto rian spiriwal co m promise,  w h ich 
h is ndt i ,·a ted s peaker e x e m pl i f ies. That in terpret a t io n  
would con f i rm t he poem's serioco mic o pe n i n g :  

I 
Oh Caluppi, Baldassaro, t h is is verv sad to l i nd !  
I can hardly misconcei \·e you ;  i t  would pro\·e me dear and 

blind ; 
But ah hough I take your  mean ing, 'tis with such a hea \'y mind ! 

Gal u ppi's t ri u m ph ,  o n  t h is readi n g, would be t h e  
dra m a t ic one o f  s ha k ing u p  t h is c u l t i \'a ted monologist ,  
who f i rst h a l f-scoffs at G a l u ppi's n i h il i s m ,  b u t  w h o  ends 
gen u i nely fri ghtened by t he lesson Gal u ppi h as taught ,  
w h ic h  i s  a lesson o f  m o rt a l i t y  a n d  co nseq uen t  mean
i nglessness.  B ut I t h i n k  t h a t  i s  t o  u nderes t i m ate the 
monologist ,  who is a more considerable tem pera menL 
e\·en than 1 he orga n is t  w h o  plays H ugues a n d  can bear 
neit her to give 1-1 ugues u p  nor accept 1-1 u gues' e m p tiness. 
Ga l up p i  is no H ugues, b u t  a power fu l l y  so ph isticated 
art ist who gi,·es what  was wanted of h im ,  but with a 
Dance-o f- Deat h aspect playing against  h is aud ience's de
sires. A n d  t h e  speaker, w h o  k nows ph ysics, so me geology, 
a l i t t le mat he m a t ics, and w i l l  n o t  q u i t e  abandon h is C h ris
t ian i m mo rtal i tv ,  i s  a t  least  as e n igmatic as t he orga n ist ,  
and for a par<� l lel reason .  Why �annot  h e  let G�d u ppi 
alone? \\'hat  does he q uest for in  seeing how wel l he can 
pe rform t hat s pi ri t ed and elega n t  art? Fa r more e\·e n 
t han Gal u ppi ,  o r  Gal u ppi's a ud ience, o r  t h a n  B rown ing, 
t he s peaker is o bsessed with mortal i ty : 

X 

Then t hey left you for their pleasure: til l in due t ime, one by 
one, 

Some w ith  l i ,·es that came to noth ing, some with deeds as well 
undone, 

Death stepped taci t ly  and took them where they never see the 
sun.  
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One or  the most moving clements in  t he poem is i ts 
erotic nostalgia, undoubtedly the s ingle sphere o r  identity 
between the monologist and B rown ing h imsel f. Eros 
crowds t he poem,  wi th an intensity and poignance al most 
Shakespearean in its s trength : 

\" 

Was a lady s uch a lady,  cheeks so ro und and l ips so red,
On her neck the small face buoyant ,  l ike a bell-llower on its 

bed, 
O'er the breast's s uperb abunda nce where a man migh t base h is 

head ? 

V I  
Well, and i t  was graceful o f  them-they'd break talk off and 

a n<ml 
-She, to bite her mask's black velvet-he, to fi nger on h is 

sword ,  
W h ile you sat a n d  played Toccatas, stately a t  t h e  clavichord? 

V I I  
W h a t ?  Those lesser th irds s o  plain tive, sixths diminished ,  sigh 

on sigh, 
Told them something? Those suspensions, those sol utions

'M ust we die?'  
Those com miserating seventh s-' Li fe might last!  we can b ut 

try ! '  

V I I I  
'Were you happy?'-'Yes.'-' A nd a re you still a s  h appy ?'-'Yes. 

A nd yo u?' 
-'Then , more k isses! '-' Did I stop them, w hen a million 

seemed so few?'  
Hark,  the dominant's persistence ti l l  i t  must be answered to ! 

I X  
So, a n  octave struck the answer. Oh,  they praised you, I da re 

say! 
'B ra ve Gal u ppi !  that was music !  good ali ke at grave and gay !  
I can always leave o ff ta lking when I hear a maste r pla y ! '  
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Nothing in the poem is at once so moving and so 
shocking as the monologist's f inal " Dear dead women,  
with such hair ,  too-," for th is spiri tual trimmer is very 
m uch a sensual man,  l ike h is robust creator. I t  is t he cold 
Galuppi who is more the d ualist ,  more the artist fulfi l l ing 
the N ietzschean insight that the ascetic ideal is a defensive 
evasion by wh ich art preserves i tse lf  against the truth .  B ut 
where,  as readers, does that leave us, s ince this  time 
Browning elegantly has cleared h imse lf  away? H is overt 
intention is pretty clear, and I th in k  pretty irrelevant also.  
He wants us-u nlike the monologist, un l ike Gal uppi ,  un 
l ike Galuppi's hard-l iving men and  women-to resort to 
h is  ferocious version of an  antithetical Protestantism ,  
wh ich is I t h ink  ult imately h is mispris ion of Shelley's 
antithet ical h u manism. Yet B rown ing's art has freed us of 
Brown ing, though paradoxically not  of Shelley, or at least 
of the strong Lucretian element in Shel ley.  Has the 
monolog ist quested after Galuppi's truth ,  only to end u p  
in  a vastation o f  h is own comfort ing evas ions of the truth?  
That would be the canonical reading, but  i t  would over
l iteralize a metaleptic figuration that knowingly has 
chosen not to attempt a reversal of t ime. When the 
speaker ends by feel ing "ch illy and grown old," then he 
has introjected Galuppi's world and Gal uppi's m usic, and 
projected his own compromise formulations. B ut th is i s  
an  illu.1io, a metaleptic figuration that  i s  on the \·erge of 
becoming an  opening irony or reaction-formation again ,  
that i s ,  rejoining the tone of jocular e \·asion that began 
the poem.  !\lothing has happened because nothing has 
changed , and the final  grimness of B rown ing's eerie 
poem is that its speaker is caught in a repetition . He wi l l  
pause awhi le ,  and then play a toccata of Galupp i's again .  

Let us try a th ird music-poem or  impro\'isation ,  the sti l l  
more formidable A bt l 'oKIN, where the daemonic per
former is also the momentary com poser, i nven t ing fitful ly 
upon an instru ment of  h is own in\'ention, grandly solitary 
because there is nothing for h im to in terpret except h is 
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own interpretation of h is own creation .  The canon ical 
readings a\'a ilable here a 1·e too weak to be in teJ·est ing, 
'i ince they actual ly re present the poem as being pious. 
The h istorical Vogler was regarded by some as a pious 
fra ud, but B rowning's Vogler is  too complex to be re
garded either as an imposto1· or as s incerely de\'out .  \\'hat 
matters most is that he is  prim;u·i ly an extemporizer, 
rather than necessarily an artist, whether as performer or 
composer. The poem lea\'es open (whate\'er B rowning's 
intentions) the pmhlem of whether Vogler is a ski l led 
il lusionist, or something more than that.  At the least ,  
Vogler is  sel r-dece i \'ed , but e\'en the sel f-deception is 
most complex . It is worth knowing what I m ust assume 
that B rowning knew ; Vogler's sel f- in\'ented i nstru ments 
sounded splendid on ly when played by Vogler. Though 
the great tem ptation in  reading th is  poem is to in terpret 
it as a good moment precariously attained, and then lost, 
I th ink the stronger or anti thetical •·eading here wi l l  show 
that th is is  \'ery nearly as much a poem of ruined quest as 
Childr Roloud or  Andu'o del Sarlo is .  

:-lbt l 'ogler is one of those poems that explai n Yeats's 
remark to the effect that he feared B rowning as a poten
tial ly dangerous in f luence upon h im.  If we could read A bt 
Vop;ln without interpretati\'e suspicion (and I believe we 
can not) , then the poem would seem to be a way-station 
between the clos ing th inl of Adonoi., and Yeats's Byzan
t ium poems. I t  establishes itse lf  i n  a state or being that 
seems either to be beyond the ant i thesis or  l i fe and death ,  
or else that  seems to be the state of  art itse lf. Yet ,  i n  the 
poem Abt l 'ogler, I th ink we have neither, but  someth ing 
more puzzl ing, a wil led phantasmagoria that  is  partly 
B rown ing's and part ly an oddity,  a pu rely  \' i sionary 
d ramatic monologue . 

Vogler, we ought to real ize im mediately ,  does not seck 
the pu rposes or art ,  wh ich a fter al l  is hard work.  Vogler is 
dayd reaming, and is seek ing a magical power o\'er nature 
or supernat ure ,  as in  the debased Kabhalist myt h of Sol-
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omon's sea l .  Vogler is not so much playing h is organ as 
enslaYing it to h is magical purposes ,  pu rposes that do not 
dist inguish between angel  and demon ,  heaven and hel l .  
\'ogler is no B la kean visionary ; he seeks not to marry 
hc;n·en and hel l ,  but merely to ach ieve every power that 
he can .  :\ nd yet he has a mm·ing purpose, akin to Shel
ley's in  Promf'lheus l '11bou 11d, wh ich is to aid earth's mount
ing into heaven .  B ut ,  i s  h is vis ion proper somet h ing we 
Gi l l  grant  the prest ige of vision ,  or  is there not a dubious 
element in it? 

\' 

All through my keys that gave their sounds to a w ish of m y  
so ul,  

All through my so ul that praised as its wish flowed visibly 
forth ,  

All th ro ugh m u sic a n d  m e !  For t h i n k ,  had I pain ted t h e  wh.ole, 
Why, there it  h ad stood, to see, nor the process so 

wonde r-worth :  
Had I w ritten the same, made verse-still ,  e ffect proceeds from 

cause, 
Ye know why the forms a re fai r, ye hear how the ta le is 

told ; 
I t  is all tri um phant art, bu t a rt in obedience to laws, 

Painter and poet a re proud in the artist-list enrolled:-. 

Being made perfect ,  when the subject is someone l ike 
Vogler, is a somewhat chancy phenomenon.  U n li ke the 
sublimely crazy Johannes Agricola, i n  one of Brown ing's 
earl iest and most frighten ing  d ramatic monologues, Vog
ler is not a genu ine Enthusiast ,  certai n of h is own Elec
t ion .  Stanza V I  has a touch of Cleon about it , and stanza 
V I I  is c learly unheimlirh, despite the miracu lous l ine:  
"That out of three sounds he frame, not a founh sound, 
but a star." B ut w ith Stanzas V I I I  and I X, which are th is 
poem's askesis or subl imation,  it is not so easy to dis-
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tinguish Vogle1· from Brown ing, or one ol  the beings 
always bounci ng around in  Browning, anyway :  

V I I I  
Well, it is  gone a t  last, t he palace o f  m usic I reared ; 

Gone! and the good tea rs s ta rt ,  t he praises that come too 
slow ; 

For one is ass u red at f irs t, one scarce can say that he fea red , 
That he even gave it a thought, t he gone thing was to go . 

Neve r to be aga i n !  B ut many more of the kind 
As good , n ay, better perch ance : is t h is your com fort to me? 

To me, who m ust be saved because I cling with m y  m i nd 

I X  

To the same, same self, same lo ve, same God : ay, what was, 
shall be. 

Therefore to whom tu rn  I hut to t hee, t he ine ffable ;\lame? 
Bui lder and maker, thou, of ho uses not made w it h  hands! 

What, have fear o f  change from thee who art ever the same? 
Doubt that thy power can fi l l  the heart that t h y  power 

expands? 
There s hall  never be one lost good ! What was, shall  l ive as 

before :  
The e\·i l  i s  n u l l ,  is  nought, i s  silence i m plying soun d ;  

What was good shall be good , with,  for evil,  s o  much good 
more; 

On the eanh the broken arcs ; in the heave n ,  a pe rfect 
round.  

The poem,  from here to the end,  in  the three f inal 
stanzas, i s  suddenly as m uch Brown ing's \1agn i ficat as the 
Song to Dm•id, which is del iberately echoed in  the pen ul
timate l ine,  is  Smart's .  But what docs that mean, whether 
in this poem,  or whether about Browning h imsel f? Surely 
he would not acknowledge ,  open ly, that h is is the art ol 
the extemporizer, the i l l usion ist im prm·ising? Probably 
not, but the poem may be acknowledging an anx iety that 
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he possesses, to much t hat effect . \\'hcthcr t h is is so or 
not , to any dq.�rcc, how arc we to read t he l inal st anza? 

X I I  
\\'e l l ,  i t  i s  eart h w it h  me; s i lence resumes her reign : 

I wi l l  he pat ient and proud,  and soberl y  acq uiesce. 
( ; i ,·e me the keys. I feel l'or t he common chm·d again ,  

S l id ing by semitones, t i l l  I s in k  to the minor,-yes , 
And I b lunt  it into a n in th ,  and I stand on alien ground, 

Sur\'cying awh ile t he heights I rol led from in to t he deep; 
Which,  hark, I ha,·e dared and done, for my res t ing-place 1 s  

found,  
The C \lajor of t h is l i fe :  so now I w il l t ry to sleep. 

Tit  is descent  to C \lajor separates \'ogler tota l ly from 
Browning again ,  s ince of the many kevs in wh ich the 
gen ui nely m usical Browning composes, h is  res t ing place 
is hardlv  a kev wi thout sharps or llats. Browning has h is 
d irect i 1;1 i t atio;1 of  Smart 's So11g to IJm •id in h is  ow�1 m·ert ly  
rel igio us poem,  Saul, and so we can be reasonably certa in  
that  \ 'ogler does not  speak l 'o1 · Browning when the im
proviser belatedly s tands  on al ien ground,  sun·eying the 
Subl ime he had a t tai ned, and echoes Smart 's l inal l ines:  

Thou at s tu pendous t ru th  bel ieY'<I ;
And now t he matchless deed's atchiey'd , 

lh:TER:\I I '> E D ,  D \ RED , and Do-.:E. 

\\'hat \'ogler has dared and done is no more 1 han to 
ha\·e dreamed a belated dream :  where B rowning is ,  in 
regard to that Promethean or Shel leyan a dream, is an 
enigma, at  least in t h is poem .  \\'hat Alit l 'ogln. as a text, 
appears to proclaim is t he impossibi l i t y  of  our reading it , 
insofar as reading means being able to  gm·ern t he in
teq>lay of li teral and l igurati ,·e mean ings in a tex t .  Can
onical ly ,  in terms of all 1·ecei \·ed readings, t h is poem is 
almost an apocalypt ic  \'Crs ion of a B rowningesque "Good 
\foment ,"  a t ime of pri ,·ilege or an ' epiphany,  a sudden 
manifestation or h ighest \' iS i l )n.  Yet t he pat terns of' re\·i-



Browning: Good ,\lo lllt'n/.1 and H ltinf'd (}_ltl'.l/.1 I �) I 

siona ry misprision are c learly  marked upon t he poem, 
and they tend to indicate that the  poem demands to be 
read figurat ively against its own letter, as another parable 
of ruined q ues t ,  or con fession or imag inat i ve fai lure,  or 
the shame of knowing such fa i l ure . 

I turn to Andrt•a dl'l Sarlo, wh ich wi t h Child!' Roland to thl' 
Dark Tml'l'r  Coml', and the med itat ion ent i tled Thl' PojH' in 
'/1u• Ring a/1 (1 /hl' Booll, seems to me to represent  B rowning 
at h is greatest. Here there would appear to he no ques
tion about the main issue of i n terpret at ion , for t he ca
non ical readi ngs seem btirly close to the poem in its 
proc lamat ion that th is artist's quest is ruined , t ha t  Andrea 
stands sel f-condem ned by h is own mono logue . Betty :vt i l 
ler has  juxtaposed the poem , bri l l iant ly ,  with t h is troubled 
and t roublesome passage in B rown ing's Essay on Shl'lhy : 

Although of such depths of fai lu re there can be no question 
here we m ust in e\·ery case betake ourselves to the review of a 
poet's l i fe ere we determine some of the n icer questions con
cerning h is poetry,-more especial ly i f  the performance we 
seek to estimate atight, has been obstructed and cut short of 
completion by c ircumstances,-a d isastrous youth or a prema
ture death.  We may learn from the biography whether h is 
spirit invariably saw and spoke from the last height to wh ich i t  
had attained . A n  absolute vision is  not for this world, but  we 
are permitted a continual approx imation to it, every degree of 
which in the individual ,  provided it exceed the attainment of  
the masses, must procure h im a clear advan tage. Did the poet 
e\·er attain to a higher platf(>rm than where he rested and 
exhibited a result? Did he know more than he spoke o f? 

On th is juxtaposit ion ,  Andrea and Browning alike rest 
ed on a level  lower t han the more absolute vision t hey 
could have attained. Certainly Andrea tells us, perhaps 
even shows us,  t hat he knows more t ha n he pain ts.  B ut 

1 Browning? If he was no Shelley, he was also no Andrea, 
which in part is t he bu rden of the poem . But only in part , 
and whether there is some level o f  aj){}logia in  t h is 
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monologue, in its pattern ing, rather than its oven con
tent ,  is presumably a quest ion that a more antithetical 
pract ical crit icism ought to be capable of exploring. 

Does Andrea overrate h is own potential? I f  he does, 
thm therf' is no j)()mz, for un less h is d ubious gai n-in-li fe has 
paid for a genu ine loss- in-an, then he is too sel f-deceived 
to be interesting,  even to h imself. Brown ing has com
plicated th is matter, as he complicates everyth ing. The 
poem's subtitle reminds us that A ndrea was cal led "The 
Fault less Painter," and Vasari, B rowning's sou rce , credits 
Andrea w ith everything in execution but then faults h im 
for lacking ambition ,  for not attempting the Sublime. 
Andrea, in the poem,  persuades us of a wasted greatness 
not so much by his boasting ("At any rate 'tis easy, a l l  of  
it ! I �o sketches fi rst, no studies, that's long past :  I I do 
what  many d ream of, a l l  the ir  l ives . . .  ") ,  but  by h is 
frightening sk i l l  in sketching h is own tw il ight-piece, by h is 
showing us how "A com mon greyness s i lvers every
th ing-." Clearly, this speaker knows loss , and clear
ly he is the anti thesis of  h is u ncan n y  creator, whose 
poetry never  su !Ters from a lack of ambition ,  who is 
a lways Sublime where he is most Grotesque, and always 
Grotesq ue when he storms the Sublime. Andrea does not 
represent anything in Brown ing direct ly ,  not even the 
betrayed •·elat ionship to the heroic precursor, yet he does 
represent one of B rowning's anxieties, an anx iety related 
to but not ident ical w ith the anx ietv of influence .  It is an 
anxiety of representation , or a fea'r of forbidden mean
ings, or in  Freudian language precisely a fear of the 
return-of-the-repressed , even though such a return 
wo uld cancel out a poem-as-poem , or is it  heca u.1e such a 
return wou ld end poetry as such ? 

Reca l l  that Freud's notion of  repress ion speaks of an 
unconsc iously purj}().lf'jit! forgetti ng, and remind yourself 
a lso that what Browning could ne\·er bear was a sense of 
jnttj}()sc/e.lst/f'S ' .  It  is purposelessness that haunts Ch i! de 
Roland , and we remember again what may be � ietzsche's 
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most powerful ins ight,  wh ich closes t he great Th ird Essay 
of Tmt•tiH/.1 thr (;t'lll'itlo,t..,')' of .\ /om/1. The ascetic ideal , 
N ietzsche said, by w h ich he meant also the aesthetic ideal , 
was t he only 11/t'tl ll ing: yet found for h uman sufTet· ing, and 
mankind would rather have the , ·oid jor purpose than he 
void of pu rpose. B rowni ng's great f'ear, pu rposelessness, 
was related to t he s ing le qual i ty  t hat had moved and 
impressed h im most in  Shelley :  t he remorseless pu rpose
fu lness of the Poet in . 1 /((s/o r, of Prometheus,  and of 
Shelley h imsel f quest ing for death in . ltlo !ltli.l . A n d rea,  as 
an art is t ,  is the absol ute antithesis of  the absolute ideal ist 
Shelley, and so A ndrea is a representa t ion of profound 
B rown ingesq ue anx iety .  

B ut how is t his an  anx iety of represen tation?  We enter 
again the d ubious area of bd((/t'rlnt'.l.l, wh ich B rowning is 
reluctant to represent ,  but is too strong and authentic a 
poet to avoid. Though Andrea uses another vocabulary, a 
defensively evas ive one, to express h is relationsh ip to 
Michelangelo , Raphael, and Leonardo, he suffers the 
burden of  the latecomer. H is Lucrezia is the emblem of 
h is belatedness, h is plan ned excuse for h is fai l ure i n  
strength ,  w h ich h e  accurately d iagnoses a s  a fai lure i n  
w il l .  And  he ends in del iberate belatedness , and i n  h is 
perverse need to be cuckolded : 

What would one h ave? 
I n  heave n ,  pe rhaps, new chances, one more chance
Fou r  great walls in the N ew Jerusalem, 
Meted on each s ide by the ange l's reed , 
For Leonard, Ra fael ,  Agnolo a nd me 
To cover-the th ree f1 rst without a w i fe,  
While I have mine!  So-still  they overcome 
Because there's still Lucrezia,-as I choose. 

Again the Cousin's w h istle! Go, my Love. 

Can we say t hat And rea represents what Shel ley 
dreaded to become, the extinguished heart h ,  an ash 



I �) I l'of'lt)' a1 1 rl Ul'Jnessioll 

without embers? We know that Shelley need not have 
feared , yet the obsessive ,  h idden fear remains im pressive.  
Browning at seventy-seven  was as l itt le burned out as 
Hardy  at eighty-eight ,  Yeats at  seventy-four, or Stevens at 
seventy-l i ve ,  and h is Asolando, his last book,  fiercely 
pref igures Hardy's H'inter Words, Yeats's Last Poems, and 
Stevens's The Roell, four aston ishing last bursts of vital ism 
in  four of the strongest modern poets . What al lies the 
four volumes (The Rock is actual ly the last section of Ste
vens's Colli'Cted Poems, but he had planned i t  as a separate 
volume under the title A utumn Umber) is their overcoming  
of each poet's abiding anxiety of  representation .  "Rep
I·esen tation,"  in poetry, ult imately means self-advocacy ; as 
Hartman says: "You j ustify e i ther the sel f  or that wh ich 
stands greatly against it: perhaps both at once ." We could 
cite N ietzsche here on the poet's Wil l-to-Power, but the 
more orthodox Coleridge suffices, by reminding us that 
there can be no origination wi thout d iscontinuity, and 
that only the Wil l  can in terrupt the repetit ion-compulsion 
that is nature.  In the final phases of Brown ing, Hardy ,  
Yeats, and Stevens, the poet's Wil l  raises i tself against 
Nature,  and th is antithetical spir it  breaks through a fi nal 
anxiety and dares to represen t  i tse lf  as \vhat Coleridge 
cal led sel f-determin ing spirit . Whether Freud would have 
compounded th is sel f-realizing instinct w i th h is "detours 
towards death" I do not know, but I th ink i t  is probable. 
I n  this final phase, B rowning and h is fol lowers ( Hardy  
and Yeats were overtly influenced by B rowning, and I 
would suggest a l ink  between the extemporizing, im
provis ing aspect of Stevens,  and B rown ing) are substitut
ing a transumptive represen tation for the sti l l-abiding 
presence of Shelley, their common ancestor. 

I want to i l lus trate th is difficult poin t  by reference to 
Browning's last book ,  particularly to its Prologue, and to 
the sequence called Bad Dreams. My model , u l ti mately ,  i s  
again the Lu rianic Kabbalah ,  w i th  i ts notion of gilgul, of  
l ift ing up  a precursor's spark, provided that he  i s  truly 
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one's precursor, truly  of one's own root. Gilgul i s  the 
ultimate tikkun, as far as an act of represen tation can go. 
What Brown ing does is fascinatingly l i ke the pattern of 
gilgu1, for at the end he takes up precisely Shelley's d is
pute with Shel ley's prime precursor, Wordsworth. By  
doing for Shelley what Shelley could not do  for h imself, 
overcome Wordsworth ,  B rowning l i fts up or redeems 
Shel ley's spark or ember, and renews the power cele
brated in the Ode to the West Wind and Act I V  of Proml'lheus 
Unbound. I w il l  try to i l lustrate th is com plex pattern , after 
these glances at Asolando, by returning for a last t ime ( I  
hope) to m y  personal obsession with Chi/de Roland to the 
Dark Tower Came, and then concluding th is d iscourse by 
considering Browning's late reversal of Chi/de Roland i n  
the  h igh ly Shelleyan celebration ,  Tlwmuris Marching. 

The Prologue to Asolando i s  another in  that long series 
of revisions of the Intimations Ode that form so large a 
part of the h istory of n ineteenth- and twentieth-century 
B rit ish and American poetry. B ut B rowning consciously  
gives a revision of a revi sion ,  com pounding Alas/or and 
the Hymn to Intellectua l  Beaut_v w ith the parent poem.  What  
counts in  B rowning's poem is not  the Wordsworthian 
gleam,  called here,  in the first stanza ,  an  "alien glow," but 
the far more vivid Shelleyan fire, that Browning recal ls 
seeing for the first t ime, some fifty years before :  

How many a year, m y  Asolo, 
Since--one step just from sea to Iand

I found you ,  loved yet feared you so-
For natural objects seemed to stand 

Palpably fire-clothed ! No-

;\lo mastery of mine o'er these! 
Terror with beauty, like the B ush 

B urn ing hut unconsumed . Bend knees, 
Drop eyes to earthward !  Language? Tush !  

Si lence 'tis awe decrees. 
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A nd now? The lambent l lame is-w here? 
Lost rrom t he naked world : eart h ,  sky, 

I J i l l ,  \'ale, 1 ree, l lower,-l talia's rare 
O'er-ru n n ing bea u t y  c rowds t he eye

B ut l l ame? The B ush is bare. 

When Shel ley abandoned the f i re ,  then it was for the 
transu mptive tru mpet of a prophecy, or in  :ldonai.1 for the 
same w ind ris ing- ("The breath whose migh t  I have in
voked in  song I Descends on me") to carry him beyond 
\'oice as beyond sight .  B rowning, as an Evangel ical Protes
tant,  fuses the Shelleyan heritag-e with the Protestant God 
in a powerful ly incongruous t ransum ption : 

Hil l ,  vale, t ree, flower-they stand d istinct, 
Natu re to know and name. W hat then ? 

A Voice spoke thence which straight u n linked 
Fa ncy from fact : see , a ll's in ken : 

Has once my eyelid win ked ? 

No, for the purged ear a ppreh ends 
Eart h's i m po rt ,  not the eye late dazed : 

The voice sa id 'Call my works thy friends! 
A t  N atu re dost thou shri n k  a mazed ? 

God is it who t ranscends. '  

This is an absol ute logocentrism, and is al most more 
than any poem can bear, particularly at a t ime as late as 
1 889. B rowning gets away wi th it part ly by way of  a 
purged ear, partly because h is Protestantism condenses 
what H igh Romanticism normally displaces, the double
bind si t uation of  the Protestant bel iever whose God s imul
taneously says " Be l ike :\1e in  :\·f y stance toward s  :\fatu re" 
and " Do not presu me to resemble :\lfe in :\fy stance to
wards nature ."  The sheer energy of the B rown ingesque 
daemonic Sublime carries the poet past what ought to 
render h im imaginatively sch izo id. 

But not f(>r long, of  course, as a glance at Bad Dreams 
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wil l  indicate, a glance that then wi l l  take us back  to the 
greatest of Browning's n ightmares, the demonic romance 
of Childt' Noland. Bad Drt'a/11.1 Ill is a poem in wh ich the 
opposition between Nature and Art Ita.\ been turned into 
a douhle-bind,  with its con tradictory injunctions : 

This was my d rea m !  I saw a Forest 
Old as the eart h ,  no track nor trace 

Of un made man . Tho u ,  Sou l ,  ex plorest-
Though in a trembling raptu re-s pace 

I m measu rable ! Sh rubs, turned trees, 
Trees that touch heaven,  su pport its frieze 
Studded w ith sun and moon and star:  
Wh ile--oh,  the enormous growths that bar 
Mine eye from pe net rat ing past 

Their tangled twine where lu rks-nay, l ives 
Royally lone,  some brute-type cast 

I n  the rough, t ime cancels, man forgives. 

On, Sou l !  I saw a l ucid City 
Of a rch itectu ral device 

Every way perfect. Pause for pity, 
Lightn ing! Nor leave a cicat rice 

On those bright marbles, dome and s pi re,  
Structures palatial,-streets w h ich mire 
Dares not defi le ,  paved all too fi ne 
For h u man footstep's smirch,  not th ine
Proud solitary traverser, 

My Sou l ,  of s ilen t  lengths of way
With what ecstatic d read , a ver, 

Lest l ife start sanctioned by th y stay! 

Ah, but the last sight was the h ideous!  
A city, yes,-a Forest, t rue,-

B ut each devouring each . Perfidious 
Snake-pla nts had strangled what I knew 

Was a pavilion once :  each oak 
Held on h is horns some spoil he broke 
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By  surreptiously beneath 
lJ pth rusting: pa vern en ts, as with teeth , 
Gri ped huge weed w idening crack and split 

In squares and ci rcles stone-work erst. 
Oh, ;-..'ature-good ! Oh, A rt-no whit 

Less worthy!  Both in  one-accurst !  

In the sequence of Bad Drmms, B rowning h imsel f, as 
interpreter of h is own text ,  identifies Nature w ith the 
husband,  A rt with the wife,  and the marriage of  A rt and 
Nature ,  man and woman-why,  w ith Hel l ,  and a 
sadomasoch istic sexual Hel l ,  at that.  B ut the text can 
sustain very d iverse in terpretations, as the defensive in
tensity of  repression here is enormously strong. The City 
is of A rt ,  but l ike Yeats's B yzant ium, wh ich it prophesies , 
i t  is also a City of Death-in-Li fe,  and the previous vision 
of  the forest is one of a Nature that  might  be cal led 
Life-in-Death .  Neither realm can bear the other, in both 
senses of  "bear"-"bring forth"  or "tolerate." Neither i s  
the other's precursor, and each devours t he other, i f  they 
are brought together. Th is is hard ly the vision of the 
Prologue to A.1olando, as there seems no room for either 
Brown ing or God in the world of the final stanza. 
Granted that th is is n ightmare, or severe repression 
partly making a return , it carries us back to B rowning at 
h is most problematic and Sublime, to his im·ened vision  
of  the  Center, Chi/de Roland to thl' Dark Tml'er Came. 

As the author of two ful l-scale com mentaries on th is 
poem ( in  The Ringers in tlu' Tower, 1 97 1 ,  and i n  A ,\lafJ of' 
Misreading, 1 975) I reapproach the text with considerable 
wariness, fai rly  determined not only that I will not repeat 
myself, but also hopefully a iming not merely  to uncover 
my own obsessional fixation upon so grandly grotesque a 
quest-romance. But I recur to the question I asked at the 
start of this discourse; is there an attainable aitiml knowl
edge to be gathered from th is critical obsession?  

Roland,  tho ugh a Ch ilde or ephebe on the  road ro  a 
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demon ic version of the Scene of I nstruct ion, is so con
sciously belated a questet· that he seems at  least as  much 
an obsessive interpreter as anything else purposive that 
he might  desire to become. He out-N ietzsches Nietzsche's 
Zarathustra in h is compulsive wil l -to-power over the i n
terpretation of his own text. It is d ifficult  to conceive of a 
more belated hero, and I know of no more extreme 
l i terary instance of a quest emptying itse lf  out .  Borges 
accurately located in Brown ing one of the precu rsors of 
Kafka, and perhaps only Ka fka's Tht• Castle ri vals Chilr!t• 
Roland as a Gnostic vet·sion of what was once romance. 
Nearly every figuration in the poem reduces to ru in , yet 
the poem, as a l l  or us obscurely sense , appears to end in  
something l ike tr iumph, i n  a Good �foment carried 
through to a supt·eme representation : 

There they stood, ranged along the hi l l -sides, met 
To view the last of me, a l iving frame 
For one more picture!  in a sheet of flame 

saw them and I knew them al l .  And yet 
Dauntless the slug-horn to my l ips I set, 

A nd blew. 'Child!' Roland to thl' Dark Tower rami'. ' 

Surely it is outrageous to call th is a Supreme or even a 
Good Moment? The st anza j ust before ends w ith the 
sound of loss : "one moment knel led the woe of years ." 
Wordsworth and Colel' idge had viewed the I magination 
as compensatory, as trading off experiential loss for poet
ic gain ,  a formula that we can begin to bel ieve was an  
unmit igated calamity.  I s  i t  the peculiar fascination of 
Chilrlt• Roland, as a poem,  that i t  undoes every H igh 
Romantic formula, that it exposes the Romantic imagina
tion as being merely an accumulative principle of rept·es
s ion?  But such negat ion is itself s impl i stic, and evades 
what is deepest and most abiding in th is poem,  wh ich is 
the representation of jJmt't'r. For here ,  I rh ink ,  is the 
kernel of our crit ical quest , that Kahhal ist ic po int wh ich is 
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at once a)'in , or not h ingness, and ehyr'h, or the representa
tion of Al�solute Being, the rhetorical irony or illusio that 
al ways permits a belated poem to begin agai n in i ts quest 
lor renewed strength. Sign ification has wandered away, 
and Roland is questing for lost and forgotten  meaning, 
questing for rt'JJresntlation ,  for a seconding or re-advocacy 
of h is own sel f. Does he not succeed, far better than 
Tennyson's Ulysses and Percivale, and far better even  
than the  Solitaries of the  H igh Romantics , i n  th is quest 
for representation?  Let us grant  h im ,  and oursel ves, that 
th is is a subst itute for h is tru ly  im possible original objec
tive ,  for that was the antithetiml, Shelleyan dream of re
begetting onese l f, of breaking through the web of nature 
and so becoming one's own i maginative father. Substitu
tion , as Roland shows, need not be a subl imation,  but can 
move from repression through sublimation to climax in  a 
more complex act of defense . 

Psychoanalysis has no single name for th is act , unless 
we were w il l ing (as we are not) to accept the pejorati,·e 
one of paranoia for what  is, from any point  of ,·iew that 
transcends the analytic, a superbly val uable act of the wi l l .  
Roland teaches us that what  psychoanalysis cal ls  " introjec
tion" and "project ion" are figurations for the spiritual 
processes of identification and apocalyptic rejection that 
exist at the outer borders of poetry. Roland learns, and 
we learn w ith h im,  that the re presen tation of power is 
itse lf  a power, and that th is latter power  or strength is the 
only purposiveness that we shall know. Roland,  at the 
close , is re- inventing the self, but at the considerable 
expense of joining that sel f to a visionary company of 
loss , and loss means loss of meaning he.re. The endless 
fascination of h is poem,  for any critical reader nurtured 
upon Romantic tradition , is that the poem,  more clearly 
than any other, nevertheless does precisely what any 
strong Romantic poem does, at  once de- ideal izes i tsel f  far 
more thorough ly than we can de-ideal ize i t ,  yet points 
also beyond this sel f-deconstruct ion or l imitation or re
duction to the Fi rst I dea, on to a re-imagining, to a 
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power-mak ing that no other discursive mode a ffords. For 
Roland , as pet·suasively as any fict ive being,  warns us 
against the poisonous ravishments of trut h itsel f. He and 
h is reader have moved only through discourse together, 
and he and h is reader are less certain about what they 
know than they were as the poem began,  but both he and 
h is reader have endured u nto a representation of more 
strength than they had at the start ,  and such a represen
tation indeed turns out to be a kind <)f rest i tu t ion ,  a tildwn 
f(>r repairing a fresh break ing-of-the-vessels. Mean ing has 
been more curtai led than restored , but strength is re
vealed as antithetical to mean ing. 

I concl ude w ith a great poem by Brown ing that is h is 
conscious revision of Childt' llolrmd:  the marvelous late 
chant, T/uw/ 1/ ri.' .\lanhing, wh ich is one of the finest un
known, unread poems by a major poet i n  the language .  
Twenty-two years a fter composing Chilrlt' Roland, Brown
ing, not at the problematic age of  th irty-n ine, but now 
sixty-one, knows well that no spring has followed or flow
ered past merid ian . But Childt' Roland is a belated poem,  
exce pt in  i t s  transumptive close, wh ile a l l  of  Tlwmuri.1 
.\/arching accompli shes a metaleptic reversal ,  f(>r how 
could a poem be more overwhelmingly early than th is ?  
And yet the  situation of the questet· i s  object ively tenible 
from the start of th is poem , f(>r Tham uris knows he is 
marching to an uneq ual contest, a poetic struggle of one 
heroic ephebe against the greatest of precu rsors, t he 
\f uses themselves. "Tham uris marching," the strong 
phrase repeated three times in  the chant ,  ex presses the 
l'xuhr'rri i i CI' oj' JmrjHJ.\1', the Shel leyan remorseless joy in 
pure,  sel f-destructive poetic quest, that Brown ing final ly 
is able to grant h imsel f. 

l le re is B rowning's source, Iliad I I ,  59-l IT: 

. . .  and Dorion , where the  :\f uses 
ent:oun tering  Thamyris t he  Th rat:ian stopped h im l'rom singing. 
as he c;u n e  l'rom Oit:ha l ia and Oicha l ian Eurytos: 

l'or he boasted that he would s urpass, i l' the very M uses, 
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daughters or Zeus who holds the aegis, were singing . against 
h im ,  

and these i n  t he ir  <mger s t ruck h im maimed, and  the Yoice of 
wonder 

theY took away, and made h im a singer wit hout memory ; 
[ Lat t imore \·ers ion]  

Homer does not  saY t hat Tham\Tis lost the contest, but 
rather t hat the in f'tu·i ;tted \f uses l�>st their d i ,· ine temper, 
and um oiced him by ma iming h is memory, "· i thout 
wh ich no one Gtl l  be a poet .  Other sources , presumably 
knmnt to Brown ing, mention a contest decided in  the 
\f uses' ra \or by .-\polio, after wh ich those ungracious 
ladies blinded Tham\Tis, and remo,·ed his memorv, so as 
to pun ish him for h i� pres umption .  \ f i l ton ,  in  the i twoca
tion to l igh t that opens Book I I I  of Pamdi1e l.o.ll, exalted 
Thamyris by coupl ing h im "· ith l lomer, and then as
sociated h is 0\\·n ambit ions \\· i th both poets : 

:\'ighth I \·is i t : nor sometimes forget 
Those other two equall'd w ith  me in Fate. 
So \\ ere I equal l 'd w ith them in renown, 
Bl ind Tharmris and blind \laeon ides. 

\ l i l ton presumably had read in Pl utarch that Thamyris 
was cred ited \\· ith an epic about the war waged by the 
Titans against the Cods, the theme that B rown ing would 
associate w ith Shel le,· and w ith Keats. BnH\·n ing's 
Tha m u ris marches to ;{ Shel le,·an tn:a rima, and marches 
thro ugh a Y isionary uni\·erse distinct ly l ike Shelley's, and 
o\·enly proclaimed as being eariT " From triumph on to 
tri u m ph .  mid a ray I Of earh· morn-" Laughing as he 
goes , ' et know ing fu l ly h is own doom, Tha m u ris marches 
through a landscape of joy that is the del iberate point
by-point re \·ersal or  C h ilde Roland's self-made phantas
magoria of ordeal-by-la ndscape : 

Thamlllis, march ing.  laughed 'Each l lake of foam' 
( .\s  spark l ing!\· t l . e  tipple raced him by) 
'\ locks slower clouds adri ft in t he blue dome� · 
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For Autumn was the season ; red the sky 
Held morn's conclusive signet of the sun 
To break the mists up, bid them blaze and die.  

Morn had the mastery as, one by one 
All  pomps prod uced themselves along the tract 
From earth's far ending to near Heaven begun. 

Was there a ravaged tree? it laughed compact 
With gold ,  a leaf-ball crisp. h igh-brandished now, 
Te mpting to onset frost w h ich late attacked . 

Was there a wizened s h rub, a starveling bough, 
A fleecy th istle fi lched from by the wind, 
A weed , Pan 's trampling hoof would d isallow? 

Each , w ith a glory and a raptu re tw ined 
About it, joined the rush of air and light 
And force: the world was of one joyous mind. 

[ 1 9-36] 
From Roland's red uctive in terpretations we have 

passed to the  imagination's heigh tened expansions. A nd 
though th is quest is necessarily for the fearfu l  opposite of 
poetic d i \' ination ,  we confront ,  not ruin, but the Good 
Moment exalted and transfigured, as though for once 
B rowning utterly cou ld fuse l i tera l  and fi gurative : 

Say not the birds fl ew !  they forebore their right
Swam, reveling onward in the roll of things .  
Say not t h e  beasts' mirth bounded ! that was fl ight-

H ow cou ld the creatures leap, no l i ft of w in gs ?  
Such earth's com munity of purpose, such 
The ease of earth's fulfil led i magin ings-

So did the near and far a ppear to touch 
I n  the moment's transport-that an interchange 
O f  function,  far with near, seemed scarce too m uch ; 

[37-45] 
Roland's band of fai lures has become the glorious band 

of precursors among whom Thamuris predominates. The 
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Shdleyan west wind of imagination rises, Destroyer and 
Crea10r, as Thamuris, eternal ly early, stands as the true 
ephebe , " Eart h's poet," against the Hea,·en ly \1 use :  

Therefore the mom-ray that enriched h is face, 
I r it g-a,·e lambent ch i l l ,  took l lame again 
From fl ush or JH·ide; he saw, he knew the place. 

What wind arri ,·ed w it h  all the rhyth ms from plain , 
Hi l l ,  dale, and that mug-h wildwood interspersed? 
Compounding these to one consummate strain ,  

I t  reached h im,  music; but h i s  own outburst 
or victory concluded the account,  
And t hat g-rew song which was mere music erst. 

'Be my Parnassos, t hou Pang-aian mount !  
And turn thee, river, nameless hi therto ! 
Famed shalt thou vie with l�uned Pieria's fount !  

' Here I await the end or th is ado : 
Wh ich w ins-Earth's poet or the H eavenly :\1 use.' 

There is the true trium ph of Brown ing's art, for the 
ever-early Tham uris is Browning as he wished to have 
been,  locked i n  a sol i tary struggle against the precursor
pri nciple, but struggling in the visionary world of the 
precursor. Roland rode through a Gnostic un iverse in 
wh ich the h idden God , Shel ley, was repressed , a repres
s ion that gave B rowning a negative tri umph of the Sub
lime made Grotesque. In Tlwmuris ,\farrhing, the joyous 
struggle is joined overt ly ,  and the repressed partly re
turns, to be repressed again in to the true Sublime, as 
Brown ing l ifts up the sparks of h is own root ,  to invoke 
that great m ixed metaphor of the Lurian ic Kabbalah. 
There is a break ing-of-the-vessels, but the sparks are scat
tered again ,  and become Shel ley's and Brown ing's words, 
mixed together, among mankind.  
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Yeats, Gnosticism,  and the Sacred Void 

The Valentin ian Speculation chron icles the Fal l of the 
Muse-pri nciple, t he Sophia ,  who in  her leap forward 
found herself  alone in the primal abyss, the Sacred Void, 
suffering a state that is cal led " ignorance" by the central 
Valentin ian text ,  Tilt• (;o.lpel of Truth : 

I t  was this ignorance concerning the Father which produced 
Anguish and Terror. A nguish became dense l ike a log, so that 
no one could see. Therefore Error became fort i fied. I t  el
aborated its own \1atte r  in the Void. 

Yeats was slyly f(md of the epithet that the Neoplaton ist  
Proclus bestowed u pon Christianity ;  Proclus cal led i t  "the 
barbarian theosophy," and declined to d ist inguish it from 
Gnosticism.  The class ical scholar, E .  R. Dodds, rather 
more detachedly than Proc lus or Yeats, concludes that 
the Gnostic tendency was stn>ng in St .  Pau l ,  and agrees 
that it is impossible to divide sharply between Ch urch and 
Gnosis. 

Yeats is the most canon ized poet of the twentieth cen
tury, more so even than Eliot, and most crit icism of  Yeats 
gives the impression of having been wri tten wh ile the 
critic was posturing upon his knees. Yeats was a s u per
naturalist (with much skepticism mixed in )  and in  some 
sense a religious poet ,  but t he religion was a syncretic 
Gnosticism. I n  itse lf, of course, t h is is matter neither for 
pra ise nor f'or blame, but we ought to be clear about it . 
Canonical misreading provokes ant icanonical misread ing 
as a correct ive ,  but s ince I publ ished a 500-page com
mentary attempting just that,  in 1 970, I intend to devote 
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t h is d iscou rse on Yeats to a rather more sympathetic 
account  of t he Gnostic tendency in h im .  Yeats is safely i n  
t he canon, and nobody,  myse lf  incl uded , wants h i m  out ,  
or co uld get h im om even if that  were desi red. H imself  a 
great revision ist, apd so an unscrupulous d istorter of 
Romantic tradi tion , Yeats has suffered and wi l l  go on 
su ffering the weak misreadings that canon-formation af
fords. This hardly matters ,  and is pecu l iarly inevitable 
anyway, because Yeats was deliberately an rwtitltPtiml poet 
and i nterpreter. The dominant i n f luences upon h im were 
the ant ithetical fourfold : Shelley, Blake, ;\;ietzsche, Pater, 
to whom as an alltitltetiml theorist he added h imsel f as a 
fi fth .  

My own personal i n terest in  the  problems of  fonn ulat
ing an rl l ltitlu•timl pract ical criticism ,  founded on a \·iew of  
poetic i n fl uence as misprision and re,·i sion ism, started 
with the d i flicu lt ies I encountered in  trying to write a 
book upon Yeats's relationship to h is precursors, a book 
that found itse lf  compel led fi rst to cen ter upon Yeats's 
systematic treatise, . .J l 'ision ,  and ultimately upon the far 
more beaut iful and suggestive tractate by Yeats, Per Amim 
Sill' lllia /,u /uu', now easily avai lable in  the collection of 
Yeats's prose cal led .\ l_ytlwlogies. From 1 902 on, Yeats was 
a steady reader of :--.: ietzsche.  I suggest that the crucial 
in f luences u pon a poet must come early in  h is de,·e lop
ment, even as Shel ley,  Blake, and Pater affected Yeats 
early on .  That :--.: ietzsche, w hom he read after he turned 
thi rty-seven,  in f l uenced Yeats so strongly is due to 
N ietzsche's reinforcement of the earlier in f luences . Yeats 
h imself  associated :--.: ietzsche w ith Blake ,  saying that 
" N ietzsche completes B lake and has the same roots ." He 
might ha,·e said, more accurately, that :--.: ietzsche was al
lied to Pater, but then the Yeatsian misprision soon com
pounded :'\lietzschean elements w ith aspects of Shelley, 
Blake, and Pater into one composite alltitlu•timl precursor 
anyway. 
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The tenn "antithetical" Yeats took from the Third 
Essay of the GenNtlo,f.,')' o( ,\1omls, where N ietzsche asked 
for the antagonist of  the ascetic ideal to come forward : 
"Where do we find an  antithetical w il l  expressing itse lf  i n  
an anti thetical ideal ?" I n  The Will to Pown, no .  884, 
N ietzsche speaks of "the strong German type" as "existing 
blithely among ant i thesis, fu ll of  that supple strength that 
guards against con vict ions and doctrines by employ ing 
one against the other and reserving freedom for i tsel f."  
Denis Donogh ue is accurate in locating :\l ietzsche as the 
origin of Yeats's concept of the hero ;  as Donogh ue says: 
"The hero is an anti thetical fiction ; h is idiom is power, 
w ill ; h is sense of l i fe dynamic,  theatrica l . "  I n  Per Amim 
Silentio tunae, Yeats f i rst stated h is f(>rmula of the anti
thl'lical: "The other sel f. the anti-sel f  or t he antithet ical sel f, 
as one may choose to name it ,  comes but to those who are no 
longer deceived , whose passion is real ity." 

From Plutarch and the Gnostics and Neoplaton ists, 
Yeats took the notion of the Daimon as the proper fi gure 
for the antithetical. The evolution of  the Daimon in  Yeats 
is curious. I n  Pn Amica, i t  is clearly a father or 
precursor-fi gure, "an i l lustrious dead man," but Yeats 
ins ists that "the Daimon comes not as l i ke to l ike but 
seeking its own opposite, for man and Daimon feed the 
hunger in one another's hearts ."  "The Daimon is our  
destiny," Yeats says, th ink ing he cites Hentclitus, but 
Heracl itus actual ly said that character or ethos was fate or 
the daimon, whereas Yeats's remark is a powerful tautol
ogy . The tautology suits Yeats ian so l ips ism, with its d ri ve 
towards the ultimate suprareal ism that Yeats, following 
Shel ley and Pater, cal led the Condition of Fi re .  At  the 
center of Per A mim is Yeats's Gnostic vers ion of what I 
have cal led the Scene of  I nstruct ion , the state of 
heightened demand that carries a new poet from his 
origins into h is fi rst strong representations. Yeats 
mediates h is Scene of I nstruction through the agency of  



the Daimon ,  wh ich we can translate here s imply as "prc
cu rsor" : 

The Daimon, by using h is med iatorial shades, brings man 
again and again to the place or choice, heightening temptation 
that t he choice may he as f i nal as possible, imposing his own 
lucidity upon even ts, leading h is victim to whatever among 
works not impossible is the most d i fficul t .  

In  . i  l rision ,  the double cone or vortex or gyre is the 
dominant image, with the subjccti \'e cone "cal led that of 
the a ntithetiml lind ttn' bcca usc it is ach ie\'ed and rle{enrlerl 
by cont in ual con fl ict with its opposite ." Th is im age i n  turn 
is made coherent through a more com plex and advanced 
doct t·inc of the Daimon, wh ich I ha\'e expounded at some 
length in my com mentary upon A l 'ision (see Ill \' l 'f'afs, pp.  
265-iH) , but briefly the Da imon for Yeats is now both the 
:\1 usc-princi ple an�l the scl f-dcstntcti ,·e principle that ex
presses itse l f  in  passionate heterosex ual love . :'\either of 
these meanings is wholly tradit ional ,  and Yeats's trans
formation of  the daemon ic is therefore worth some ex
planation .  E. R. Dodds obser\'es that f(H· the second and 
th ird centu ries .\ . D . the daemonic s imply meant what the 
unconscious means now. By using the daemonic in  h is 
special senses, Yeats relates the term to repress ion , both 
to the aesthetic repression that gi,·es poetry, and to the 
mode of repress ion we ca l l  or miscal l  sexual " lm·e."  But 
the traditional mean ing of the daemonic ,  as Dodds shows, 
is ult imately the Platon ic one : the dacmonic in teq)t·ets the 
gods to men, and men to the gods, which means that the 
daemon ic is the chan nel between divine wi l l  and mortal 
wish ,  or s im ply const i tutes the whole basis of Eros. 

Freud's essay in  the dacmonic is h is s tri king in \'est iga
t ion of the ( 'nheimlidt or " LT ncannv" of 1 9 1 9 , which re
lates the u nGmny or daemon ic to re pet it ion-compuls ion : 

Our analysis or instance� or the uncanny has led l i S  hack to the 
old an imistic conception or the uni ,·erse, w h ich was charac-
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terized by the idea that the world was peopled with the spirits 
of human beings, and by the narcissistic overestimation of sub
jective mental processes (such as the belief in the omnipotence 
of thoughts, t he magical practices based upon th is belief, the 
carefully proport ioned distribution of magical powers or 
"mana" among various outside persons and th ings) , as well as 
by all those other figments of the imagination with which man, 
in the unrestricted narcissism of that stage of development ,  
strove to withstand the  inexorable laws of  reality. I t  would seem 
as though each one of us has been through a phase of in
dividual development corresponding to that animistic s tage in 
primitive men,  that none of us has traversed it without preserv
ing certain t races of it wh ich can be re-act ivated, and that 
everything which now strikes us as "uncanny" fulfi l ls the condi
tion of  st irring those vestiges of animistic mental act ivi ty w it h in 
us and bringing them to expression.  

On this view, the daemon ic is the survival of an archaic 
narcissism,  which is defined as our faith that mind can 
triumph over matter. Let us, as readers of poetry ,  be very 
wary about what Freud is saying, for he is destroying the 
whole enterprise of l i terary Romanticism ,  if  we give h im 
our ent ire al legiance , as surely we do not. He is coming to us 
here as the greatest ofreduction ists , w iping away moonlight 
l i ke mud . It is painful  to see Sigm und Freud as M rs. A l fred 
Uruguay, but it would be more pain ful st i l l  to abandon the 
mount of vision . The central formula of Coleridgean 
Romanticism, of wh ich Yeats , Ste\·ens ,  Hart Crane may 
have been the last Sublime represen tatives, is "the power of 
the mind O\'er the un i ,·erse of death ,"  in which the mind's 
power means the I magination , and the universe of death 
means al l  of the o�ject-world . This form ula , Freud is tel l ing 
us, i s  only a surviva l ,  a trace retu rned from the repression of 
an archaic narcissism.  The daemon ic or Sublime is thus 
merely another evasion of the unacceptable necessity of 
dy ing . But Freud is harsher even than this ,  and his  analysis 
of the uncan n y  takes us even farther into the problematics 
of repress ion :  



:! I 0 Pot' II)' "nrl He Jnession 

I n  the f i rst place, i f  psychoanalytic theory is correct in main
taining- that e\·e ry emotional a llcct , whate\·er i ts qual ity , is 
1 ransfonned hy repression in to morbid anxiet y,  then among 
such cases of anxiety t here must he a class in wh ich the anxiety 
can he shown to come from someth ing repressed which rau r.1. 

This class of morhid anxiety would t hen he no other t han what 
is uncanny, i rrespect ive of whether it orig-inal ly aroused dread 
or some other a ffect. I n  the second place, i f  t h is is indeed the 
secret nat u re of t he uncanny, we can understand why the usage 
or speech has extended ria.\ 1 /eim/irhr in to its opposite r/(l.l L'n
lu·imlidu· ; for this uncanny is in reality noth ing new or foreign, 
but something fami liar and old-established in the mind that has 
been est ranged only by the process of repression .  This ref
erence to the factor of  repression enables us, furthermore, to 
understand Schel l ing's defi n it ion of the uncan ny as someth ing 
wh ich ought to have been kept concealed but wh ich has 
nevertheless come to l ight. 

On Freud's view , we can not d istinguish the daemonic, 
or uncanny ,  or Sublime, from a particu lar variant of  
repeti tion-compu ls ion ,  whose affect i s  morbid anxiety. 
Transla ted into Yeatsian terms,  early or late, this means 
that awareness of the precu rsor, or of the presence of the 
Muse, m· of se;-.:ual  love, are al l  compuls ive •·e petit ions of 
an obsess ional anxiety . Here I have no quarrel w ith 
Freud,  though I w ish I did. B ut Yeats had such a quarrel ,  
as would have had the entire tradition of the daemonic in 
poeu·y, from Homer through Goethe. Here is  Goethe on 
the daemonic ,  as recorded by Eckerman n :  

I cannot rid myself of the notion that the daemons, who 
enjoy teasing us and joy at our pain ,  set up individuals so 
al luring that everyone aspires towards them, yet so great that 
no one can reach them. So they set up Raphael . . .  :\lozart 
Shakespeare . . .  

The daemon ic, Goethe added at a later t ime, was not 
present  in his Meph istopheles, for the daemon ic had noth-
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ing in  i t  o f '  the spirit that denies , bei ng pos 1t1 ve and 
eflicacious,  as in  Goethe h imself. The argument between 
poetry and Freud ,  I would judge. red uces to this :  can 
there be, as ( �oethe thought ,  a daemon ic without morbid 
anxiety. or is the daemon ic only an archaic and narciss is
tic surviva l?  

I th ink that th is argu ment,  between Freud and the 
daemonic poets, i s  an ancient  one,  and could be traced 
back through di fferent versions unti l  we reached the 
quarrel between Plotinus and the (�nostics. Plotin us,  un
l ike h is later f'ol lowers , f inal ly evolved into an l le l len ic 
rational is t ,  and h is great essay against t he Gnost ics 
marked the crucial point o f '  th is evolut ion. Let us \·enture 
t he following form ula : the con f l ict here ,  whether between 
Plot inus and the Gnostics, or Descartes and Vico,  or 
Freud and the poets, i s  between two views of ' the human 
condit ion as f l awed or f'al len . The more rational 
dual isms-Piotin ian ,  Cartes ian , or Freudian-accept as 
natural  and inevitable the separation between body and 
consciousness, as wel l as the cont in ued association of the 
two ent ities. So e\·en Plotin us speaks of '  a descent of' the 
soul  into the body as being an inst inctual necessity .  The 
less rational d ual isms-Gnostic, Vichian , and poetic
daemon ic-maintain not on ly the prestige o f' mon istic 
origins but ass ign a part icular prestige to the phenome
non of the uncanny ,  that Freud analyzes as being marked 
always by evidences o f' acute an xiety. What Freud sees as 
archaic narcissism is seen hy Gnosticism as the cal l  to 
salvation , by Vico as Poetic Wisdom,  and hy Yeats as the 
rt l l l ithl't iml i magination .  

I do  not belie\·e that th is argument between Freud and 
a permanent element in poetic tradition G i l l  or should be 
reconci led or explained away. There is, as I ha\·e in
d icated pre\'iously, no f'td ly a rt icu lated Freud ian view of 
art ,  because Freud in h is l i nal phase ne\'er got round to 
working one ou t ,  hut he would have had gra\'e d i Hindt ies 
in persuad ing h imsel f '  t hat the strongest art represented a 
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subl imation of human instinctual drives, whether sexual ,  
or whether aggressively directed towards death .  I am not 
inclined howeve 1· to blame Freud for what is now cal led 
psychoanalytic l i terary critici sm,  s ince none of it that I 
haYe read merits being cal led ei ther psychoanalysis or 
lit erary cri ticism. 

Y cats's Gnosticism was in small part a consequence of 
his reading Gnostic texts , though generally in dubious 
Yersions or mis leading contexts, but pri mari ly I th ink that 
Yeats's Gnosticism was inherent in  h im ,  temperamental ly 
and spiritu al ly .  Yeats's various occult isms, including his  
own System, with i ts often bizarre Yentures into ph il
osophy of h istory, Yeats h imself took rather dialectically. 
He was invariably skeptical of h is own cred ulity but also 
impatient with h is own skepticism.  There was also a htir  
amount  of  posturing in h is stances, particularly in  h is 
:'\l ietzscheanism,  wh ich was essent ial ly theatrica l .  B ut h is 
Gnosticism seems to me h is natural religion :  s incere , con
sistent ,  thoroughgoing, and f inal ly a cons iderable aid to 
h is poetry, however d ubious i t  may seem in its human or 
social consequences. I hope to be clear on this;  I am not 
saying t hat Yeats was a Gnostic adept, in the same way 
that he did become an Hermeticist, a quasi-Kabbalist, a 
member of the theosoph ical Order of the Golden Dawn. I 

rnn saying that the actual rel igion of Yeats's poetry seems 
to me closer to the Valent inian Speculation than to any 
other organized , h istorical faith of wh ich I have knowl
edge. Li ke the Valent in ian entity cal led Error, Yeats el
aborated his own matter in the n>id, and l ike h is masters 
Pater and :'\l ietzsche he came to regard that ,·oid as being 
in itself partly saued . 

Yeat s is hardly un iq ue in  h is modern Gnosticism.  I n
deed , i t  could be argued that a form of Gnosticism is 
endemic in  Romantic tradition without, howeYcr, dom
inating t hat trad ition ,  or eYcn that Gnosticism is the im
plici t ,  inevitable religion t hat frequently informs aspects 
of post-Enlightenment poetry, e\·en where that poetry has 
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seemed to be pri mari ly  a late phase or Protesta n t i s m .  I 
am in no posit ion to conde m n  Gnosticism anyway, as the 
kind o f  cri t icism I am a t t e m p t i n g  to develop takes a later 
Kabba l is t ic view of textual i ty  and i n fl uence as i ts  
paradigm, and later Kabbalah rel i es u l t i mately u pon 
Gnostic models  o f  catast rophe-creat ion.  Yeats is the re p
rese ntat i ve o f  more than h is own choices , and any res
ervat ions I h a \·e expressed before or wi l l  make now abo ut 
h is Gnostic tendencies ha \·e to do with ce rt ai n  co n
seq ue nces he ded uced fnHn t h ose tendencies, and not 
w i t h  the tende ncies t hemselves. 

V a rious attem pts ha,·e been made to acco u n t  for bot h  
ancient a n d  modern Gnostic ism,  i n  terms o f  s u pposed 
psychological a n d  socia l  ca usat ions,  but t hese h a ve 
sat is f ied ,.e,·y few scholars, including t hose who have for
m u la t ed t he m .  E. R .  Dodd s d i s poses of Erich Fro m m  o n  
Gnost ic a n d  C h rist ian origins by showing t h a t  Gnost icism 
and G nostic t endencies in cady C hrist iani ty  a l l  ca me into 
being in the .\ nton ine period , t he last  phase o f  peace and 
prosperity i n  t h e  Roman E m pire, ra ther t h a n  d u ri n g  the 
t h ird -ce n t ury t ime-of-t roubles t hat  Fro m m  posited as t he 
con text  in w h ich doct rines o f  despair arose . I n deed, as 
Dodd s  shows, Gnos t icism was a prophecy o f  t ro uble to 
co me, rather t han a react ion to a decl in ing wodd : 

\\'hen \larcus Aurelius came to the throne no bel l  rang to 
warn the world that the jJa.\ Romana was about to he succeeded 
by an age of ha rbatian invasions, bloody civil wars, recurrent 
epidemics, galloping in flat ion and extreme personal insecurity.  

\\' hatever i ts  h isto rica l ca u sa t ions ,  ancient or mode rn , 
Gnost icism is a h igh l y  dist inct i ve rel i g ion o r  rel igio us ten
dency . .\ brief s u m m a ry o f  i ts  sal ient characterist ics may be 
m islead ing,  but some s uch s u m mary seems necessa ry i f  I am 
to ex plore i ts  relevances t o  Yeat s's poe t ry.  Gnosis ,  as t h e  
word i tse l f  ind icates, means a k ind o f  " knowledge," rat her 
t h a n  a mode o f  t ho ugh t .  T h is " know ledge" is  i t se l f  t h e  form 
t hat salvation t a kes, beca u se t he " knower'' i s  made Divine in 
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such a "knowing," t he "known" being " the al ien God ." This 
k ind or "knowledge" is anyth ing but what the West has 
meant  hy rational "knowledge," rrom the Greeks unti l  our 
t i me, hut it is precisely what Yeats means by "knowledge" in 
h is poetry. It is also not what normat iYe J udais m and or
t hodox Christ ian ity ha,·e meant by any h uman "knowl
edge" of God , ror Gnostic "knowledge" transforms man into 
( �od . 

Gnosticism is a doubly rad ical dualism,  a dual ism be
t ween man and nat ure,  and also between nature and 
( �od .  I lere is a usefully brief sum mary of the essentials of 
( �nostic doctrine by H ans Jonas: 

I n  i ts theological aspect this doctrine states that the Divine is 
al ien to the world and has neither part nor concern in the 
physical un iverse; that the true god, strict l y  transmundane, is 
not revealed or even indicated by the world,  and is therefore 
the L'nknown, the totally Other, unknowable in terms of any 
worldly ana logies. Correspondingly, in its cosmological aspect it 
states that the world is the creation not of God but of some 
inferior principle whose law it executes ; and, in its an
thropological aspect , that man's inner  self, the jmnuna ("spirit" 
in contrast to "soul" = psyche) is not pan of the world, of 
nature's creation and domain, but is, within that world, as 
totally transcendent and as unknown by all worldly categories 
as is its transmundane counterpart, the unknown God w ithout. 

I t  is what Jonas calls the "anthropological aspect" of 
Gnosticism that is promi nent in Yeats, s ince Yeats's 
characteristic poem tends to be a dramatic lyric, fre
quently turning u pon the distinction between what Yeats 
cal ls  the antithetiml sel f and the pn·mm)' soul ,  wh ich are 
precisely the jJ IH' II IIIU and the jJ.I)'Che, respect i \'ely,  of Gnos
t ic formula tion .  The place of the Gnostic al ien or trans
mundane true God in Yeats is taken,  alternately, by 
death, or by the imagination, which in Yeats is closer to 
( �nostic transcendence than i t  is to the Romantic Sublime. 
What Jonas says of the Gnostic alien God is true also of 
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the Yeatsian imaginat ion ;  i t  "does not stand in  any posi
t ive relation to the sensible world . It is not the essence or 
the cause of the sensible world , but rather the negation 
and cancel lation" of nature.  I th ink that these sim ilari ties 
of Yeats and the Gnosis account for Yeats's obsession with 
transmigration , s ince only Yeats and the Gnosis, so far as 
I know, make a causal con nection between l ibert in ism 
and reincarnation .  The fol lowing i s  the  account given of  
the  Cain ite Gnostics by  I renaeus (as cited by  Jonas), but  i t  
could come out  of several contexts in  Yeats's systematic 
treatise. A Vision :  

The souls in thei r transmigrations th rough bodies m us t  pass 
through every kind of l ife and every kind of action , un less some
body has in one com ing acted eve ry thing at once . . .  thei r souls 
be fore depa1ting m ust have made use of eve ry mode of l ife and 
must have left no remainder o f  any sort still to be performed : lest 
they m ust aga in be sen t i n to another body because there is still 
something lacking to thei r  freedom .  

This Gnostic notion of " freedom" as meaning an absolute 
comjJ!t'lion of every h uman impulse, however destruct ive,  
is strikingly Yeats ian . B ut the central Gnostic element in 
Yeats is  the crucial trope of A l 'ision and i ts "System":  
the Phases of the Moon,  w h ich goes back to the most 
Yeatsian personage among the Gnostic specu lators, the 
flamboyant Simon Magus, who when he went to Rome 
took the cognomen of Faustus, "the btvored one," and so 
became the ancestor of the Renaissance Faust .  Simon , a 
Samaritan almost un iquely hated by the early Ch urch 
Fathers ,  asserted that he was the Messiah .  With unrival led 
and admirable audacity, Simon picked up a whore in a 
Tp-e brothel , named her Helena, and cal led her also the 
fal len Soph ia,  the "Thought" or  God scattered in to the 
broken ,·essels, w hom he now restored an�l !aised up to 
salvation .  Simon also named h is Helena Selene. the Moon,  
and gathered twenty-eigh t disciples , who toget her wi th 
h imsel r  and h is who1·e made up the Vale:Hin ian jJ/noma , 



the t h irty  Aeons const i tut ing the manifold of unfallen 
Di , in i ty .  The symbolism of  sal \'at ion was t ransferred by 
Simon to t he great image of  the waxing and the waning 
of t he moon, which in Yeats becomes the central emblem 
of t he primary and the anti t hetical cones, or ol�jecti \'c and 
sul�jecti \'e cycles of h is tory. Rather than cont inue to ad
duce ( �nostic pauen1s in Yeats, or l ink up immediately 
Yeats's Cnost icism to h is daemonic in tens ities and both, 
whether ·  posi t i \·e ly or negat ively, to the Freudian defense 
of  repression ,  I w il l  proceed now to a consideration of 
two of  Yeats's most ambitious works in  the Sublime mode: 
Tht' ."it'mlul Coming and Uyw11/ium, and to ,·ery nearl y h is 
last poem,  Cud1 11lain ComjoriNI, i n  order to ask and 
perha ps answer the following question : was Y cats's 
daemonic (;nosticism h is repressi ve defense against the 
anxiety of in f l uence, and in  particular against the com
posite Romantic precursor· he had f(>rmed out of Shelley, 
B lake, and Pater? I s  the Yeatsian Sublime a triumph 
(howe\er  equi \'ocal) of  a ,·cry belated Romantic questor 
o\·er and agai nst the enormo us pressu res of poetic an
teriority? Or, to put the question most plai n ly :  was Yeats's 
poetic variety of Gnosticism h is own wil ful mispri s ion of  
Roman tic tradit ion ? 

Tht' St't·ond Comi11g is a very powerfu l piece of rhetoric, 
and one of the most un iversa l ly admired poems or our 
centu r·y. I attempted a few enl ightened rescn·ations about 
it in my hook on Yeats, ami pron>ked a great deal of  
defens ive abuse from re,·iewers and Yeats-idolators, a 
reao ion that hel ped instruct me further in t he theory of 
mispris ion as defensi\'e troping. I am at least as  skeptical 
about Tht' Saond Coming now as I was earlier, hut I t h ink 
I can e lucidate my resenations rather more sharply, by 
ha\' ing recourse to my Kahhal istic map of  misprision. 

Take the poem's celebrated opening. I would say that 
t he f i rst s ix lines req uire to he read as reaction-fonnation 
or rhetorical irony, w h ile the next two represent a tu rn
ing against the sel f  that is a despai ri ng or masochistic 
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synecdoche. I n  the open ing figu ration ,  the center is man , 
unable as falconer to maintain a control  O\'er a "tur�ing 
and turn ing" movement that he has trained . B ut a fal
coner is  also every poet, and the falcon is h is trope, and 
we can translate "tu rn ing and turn ing" as "troping and 
troping," so that the discipl ine of blconry represents not 
only a mastery of  nature,  but a mastery of language. This 
representation,  e ither way, is break ing down , or rather 
fal l ing and shattering outwards,  and so the "ceremony of 
innocence" is indeed an el it ist ritua l ,  whether it be the 
aristocratic sport of falconry, or the poet's art in praise of 
aristocracy. Yeats , reacting w ith dismay to the excesses of 
the Russ ian Revolution ,  and with counterrevolutionary 
fervor and gladness to the excesses of the assault  of  the 
German FreilwljJ.\ upon Russia, is saying one thing (fal
conry) wh ile mean ing another (poetry) .  H is react ion
formation is the defense against anteriority (specifically 
against Shelley, as we wil l see) that masks h is emotional 
exultation by a deceptive ,  on ly apparent emotional revul
s ion ,  a rhetorical i rony that has been canon ical ly misread 
as a l iteral statement. B u� Yeats is unified in h is emotional  
and intel lectual reaction to the Gnostic vision that dom
i nates th is poem .  He welcomes the second bi rth of the 
Egyptian Sph inx both emotionally and intel lectual ly ,  a l l  
canon ical misreadings to the contrary. 

Yet th is open ing illusio or rhetorical i rony indeed l imits 
or withdraws more mean ing than i t  represents, wh ich is 
why the opening images are so bewildered a d ialectical 
interplay of presence and absence . Meaning has lied or 
wandered or, more l ikely, been dri ven out ;  the trope wil l  
not obey its master, anarchy itself is not significant, coher
ence is w ithdrawn, and the image of an el ite ,  of a being 
chosen,  without wh ich poetry is not possible, i s  engul fed. 
Out of th is llood of l im itation ,  Yeats rescues a s ingle 
trope of representation,  a part/whole image wholly 
turned against the deepest des ires of  h is own antithetiml 
sel f  or Gnostic Jmeuma. A sel f  that worsh ips pass ionate 
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in tens ity  l inds  intensit y manifest ed on ly hy the rahble
men t ,  wh ile the bes t ,  the aristonats of Britain ,  " lack al l  
con ,·ict ion . "  The best gloss on 1 his last ph rase Gi l l  he 
liHI I Jd  in Yeats's letters or  that t ime, where he bitterly 
accuses the British royal family of lacking the con \'ict ion 
to ; 1 \ enge the m u nlcrs of  their blood-rela tions, the Czar's 
fam ily .  recent ly  executed by the Bolshe,· iks .  The second 
mm·ement of  the poem is l ines 9-1 7 ,  wh ich itself di\·ides 
exactly in hal f wit h the ful l  colon after "troubles my sight" 
in l ine 1 3 . l l ere is the poem's /(('110.1is, i ts rad ical h umbling 
of i ts  own mean ing. b\' way or  a metonymic displacement , 
an empty ing-out substit ut ion of  the Ch ristian Second 
Coming for the Gnostic Second Birt h ,  not of the Anti
ch rist ,  but of  the mere Demiu rge or god of the fal len 
world :  

S u rely some re\-elat ion i s  a t  han d ;  
S u rdv t he Second Com ing i s  a t  hand.  
The Second Coming!  H a rd l y  are t hose word s out  
\\'hen a \'aSI  image out  o r  SjJiritus ,\ lwuli 
Tro ubles my sight : 

"Words" is the crucial word here, f(> J· Yeats "surely" is 
showing liS how unsure he is ,  the repetit ion of  "surely" 
betraying h is Yearning uncerta inty .  1 1 ;1 \· ing used the word 
"re,·clat ion' '  he subst i tu tes for it t he Chri st ian interpreta
t ion .  Self-startled into repeat ing the word s "The Second 
Coming," he is con fron ted hy a ,·ast im age out  of a book 
he himsel f has wri t ten,  for Spiritus .\ f undi is ident ical with 
. l 11 i111a .\ luudi, t he second part of  Per . ·I mira Silt•ntia l-unae, 
writ ten j ust two years be l(>re .  I n  . ·l n ima .\ luudi, following 
the lead of the Cambridge Kahhal ist and :\'eoplato n ist ,  
l l em·y \lore, Yeats had spoken of images that ca me he
fore the mind's e\'e , images out of t he Great \ lemory .  
l l ere. Yeats attains to one of  t hose images through a 
deJCnsi\·e act of iso/atio/1 , wh ich 011  the cogn iti\·e (eyeJ 
momentari ly hu rns away the Gnost ic context of  Yeats's 
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visionary cosmos. Th is acute l imi t ation ol '  meanmg IS res
t ituted as Yeats achie\·es h is daemonic \'ersion of t he 
Sublime, i n  the tru ly uncanny passage o l' h is poem:  

somewhere i n  sands o f  the desert 
:\ shape wit h l ion body and the head of a man, 
A gaze blank and pit iless as t he sun,  
I s  mo\'ing i t s  slow thighs, whi le all about i t  
Reel shadows of the indignan t desert bi rds. 

th ink that i f  we cou ld answer the quest ion : u •llfll is 
bf'illg n'Jm'l.l f'rl hr'H' � ,  we would l ind oursel ves bettet· able to 
clarify the Yeat sian Sublime. Let us  d i ,·ide our question ,  
for t here at·e two parts to th is re press ion : l i tet·ary and 
religious-sexual .  Yeats is describing a male Sph inx ,  Egyp
t ian rat her t han ( � t·eek ,  and in an earlier d raft spoke of 
"An eye blank and piti less as t he sun ," meaning the one
eyed Egyptian Sph inx associated wit h the sun-god . The 
deepest l i terary repression here is of  Shelley's famous 
son net 0:)'11/tl ll flio 1, wh ich described 1 he "colossal wreck" 
or the I OJ l lb of Rameses I I. a mon ument t hat was in  t he 
shape of a male Sph inx .  " :\ gaze blank  and pi t i less" goes 
back to the "sha 1 1ered ,·isage" o l ' Ozymand ias, w i th  its 
"sneer of cold com mand" but part icu larly to 1 he com plex 
phrase descr ibing  the scu l ptor's "hand t hat mocked" 
Ozymandias, whet·e " mocked" means both "represented" 
and "disdained." Yeats does not mock h is male S ph inx ,  in 
either sense . H is exultant welcome to the Sphinx is both 
the sadistic consequence of  h is relat i \·e repression ,  e\'en in 
1 9 1 9, of  a really violent ,  O \'erexuberant  sexual ity and,  
more intensely, the  t·et urn of  his repressed Cnosticism ,  
repressed in respect to  its real hosti l i ty bot h  to nat ure and 
to l�1 l len h u man h istory. Al l  ol ' these aspects of  repress ion 
w il l  ret urn us to Yeat s's notion of the Daimon, once we 
ha\·e com pleted our mapping of  t he poem.  

Here i s  t he poem's t h ird and f i nal mm·emet l l ,  f i ,·e 
cJ ima<.:tic J ines of which the f i rst t h ree are a re\·eaJ ingJy 
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l imit ing metaphor, and the last two a powerful  but con
fused and con fusing attempt at a metaleptic reversal or 
scheme of transumption : 

The darkn ess d rops again ; but now I know 
That twe nty cen tu ries of stony sleep 
Were vexed to n ightmare by a rocking crad le, 
And what rough beast, it� hour come round at last, 
Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born? 

The "stony sleep" of  the Sphinx associates h im with the 
"stony s leep" of  B lake's U rizen in The Book o{ Urizen. 
Those twenty "Christian" centuries can be taken as the 
outside term in this metaphor; they represen t  nature, the 
fal len object-world. The "rocking cradle" is the ins ide 
term, standing for the subjective consciousness that is 
aware of the I ncarnation .  Yeats says that h is vision is 
over, but that he has put on  knowledge, if  not power, 
because he has seen and known. He has acquired a "know
ing" wh ich tel ls him that the autithetiw/ influx is at hand, 
and that the Christian age is over. Th is "knowing," l ike 
other acts of knowledge i n  Yeats's poetry, is a subl ima
tion , a condensation of  a greater desire or d ream, wh ich 
would be the Gnostic "knowing" in  wh ich Yeats as 
"knower" would become one with the vision  "known,"  
here the antithetical beast. B ut every poetic subl imation is 
an a.1ke.1 i.1 or sel f-curtai l ment, or  another l imitation of 
mean ing. From th is l imitation Yeats recoils to h is poem's 
closing representation ,  wh ich is a rhetorical rather than 
an open question .  The hour of the rough beast has come 
round at last, and yet Yeats stands in no time at the 
poem's close, wh ile projecting the twenty C hristian cen
turies and intr�jecting the a ntithf'tiral age, where the 
epiphany at Bethlehem wi l l  see the Second B i rth of the 
Sph inx .  

We can read The Sl'COiul Comiug as  a misprision of Shel
ley, or perhaps an ass imilation of Shelley to ;".J ietzsche, 
and then of both to the Gnosis. Echoing throughout the 
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poem,  but particu larly i n  its synecdochal l ines 7-8 ("The 
best lack a l l  conviction ,  wh ile the worst I Are ful l  of pas
sionate in tensit y") is the major Shel leyan synecdoche, the 
lament of t he Last Fu ry in  Proml'!hrus Unbound: 

The goon want  power, but to weep barren tears. 
The powerful goodness want :  worse neeci for them. 
The wise want love; and those who love want wisdom;  
And a l l  best th ings are t hus confused to  i l l .  

The final  form of th is central Shel leyan insight IS  
<tch ieved, as Yeats knew, in Thr Triumph oj' Lifr: 

And much I grieved to th ink how power & will 
In opposition rule our mortal day-

And why God made irreconcilable 
Good & the means of good, and for despair 

I half disdained mine eye's desire to fil l  

With the spent v ision of the times that were 
And scarce have ceased to be . . .  

Nietzsche, i n  Towards tltr Gmralogy of A1orals, saw art as 
the antithl'liml opponent of what he had attacked as "the 
ascetic ideal" s ince i t  was art "in wh ich precisely the fir is 
sancti fied and the will to drajJtion has a good conscience,"  
and so art was much more fundamentally opposed to the 
ascetic ideal than was science. Yet N ietzsche saw the 
Romantic artist (Wagner in particular) as being corrupted 
by the ascetic ideal ,  and I suspect he would have agreed 
with Yeats that Shelley was so corrupted, s ince Shel ley did 
try to give human suffering a meaning. What N ietzsche 
called the "ascetic ideal ," Yeats called the jJrimary, wh ich 
he cal led also the "objective" and the "sent imental ," the 
realm of  the soul ,  and not of the Gnostic jmPmna or 
antithPtical self. 

I would summarize this account of ThP Srcond Coming 
by saying that what the poem reveals is a successful ,  
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Sublime re press ion ol '  the Shel leyan in f luence, by way of 
a making daemon ic o1· uncanny t he characteristic pattern
ing ol' t he post -Wordswort h ian crisis-lyric. B ut t hat re
t unls me to th is discussion's s tart ing po in t; how can a 
Gnost ic del 'ense be understood from a more rational 
perspectin· ,  whether i t  be Freud's o1· belong to some 
other Western rational ism? I f  the beast of  Yeat s's \·ision 
in Thl' Snoud Comiu� is an emanat ion from his Daimon, as 
it appears to be, t hen what is Yeat s's relationsh ip  to h is 
own \·ision?  \Vho is making t he poem,  poet or Daimon? 

On Freud's view , Yeats's vis ion is a part i al or distorted 
Ret urn of t he Repressed , manif 'esti ng a repet i t ion
compu lsion ,  hut that is too part ia l  a view, covering only 
the poem's ht'IIO.IiS Or metonymic red uct ion or  i tsel f  
through isolation,  a s  we  have seen.  I n  Yeats t he uncanny 
or •·epressed spi l l s  over into e\·ery m:uor t rope and into 
every m;�jor psychic defense. And t h is ,  I would argue, is  
the t riumph of Yeats's Gnosticism,  wh ich is not only be
yond (;ood and Evil ( though not qui te in the subtler sense 
t hat :\' iet zsche would have desired) but wh ich has broken 
t he bounds also of what Vico meant by Poetic \\'i sdom or 
Poetic Divination .  Yeats, as a f igure or mask iu his own 
jHH'IIII , is much close •· to, say, B rowning's Ch ilde Roland 
t han he is to B rown ing, o1· much closer to Tennyson's 
Tithonus or Perci vale than he is  to Tennyson.  Fol low ing 
:"'J ietzsche's notion of t he M ask as wel l as Oscar Wi lde's, 
Yeats is 1 he Soli tary or autithetiml q uester of h is own 
poetry. and as such he seeks a god who is at once death 
and the aest hetic state t hat in . -1 I' i.1iou is called Phase I 5 ,  
wh ich i s  a purely supematu ral incarnat ion.  He  seeks, li ke 
t he Error or Valent inus or of :"'J ietzsche, to elaborate h is 
own matter in t he Void, but h is h ighly personal swen·e 
away even from Gnosticism allows h im to regard the Void 
i t self as being Sao·ed or daemonic ,  for does i t  not contain 
t he splendor or  h is e laborations? 

Let us consider another splendid elaborat ion in Yeats's 
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Sublime mode, B_yw11tium. I wi l l  begin with another ex
ercise in mispris ion and its patterns , no doubt mine own 
as well as Yeats's , by tracing in  B_yw11 tium the shadows of 
revis ionism. The poem's fi rst stanza divides equally be
tween diJWIIU'II and ll'ssaa, four l ines of reaction
formation fol lowed by four l ines of reversal- into-the
opposi te. The knwsis or a defensive undoing occupies the 
f irst six l ines of the second stanza, and is then fol lowed by 
a sudden moun ting into the repressive Sublime of 
dtu'IIWII iwtioll ,  with "I hail the superhuman," a movement 
that cont inues a l l  through the third stanza. The fourth 
stanza,  w ith i ts  characteristic Romant ic metaphor of fi re 
doing the work or sublimation,  is this poem's (/.\kt'sis, re
placed in  the f ifth and final  stanza by the transum ptive 
ajJojJ!mull's, wi th  its pecu l iar balance of  introjection and 
projection defensively represen ted by the Yeatsian ver
sion or the chariot, wh ich is a being borne by dolph ins 
from l ife to death .  

This i s  the poem's defens ive pattern, and i t  follows the 
Romant ic cris is-poem paradigm more closely  even than 
Thl' St'mwl Comi11g does. I wil l  not pursue this mapping 
into imagist ic detai l  here ,  except to note that again i t  
follows t he traditional pattern closely ,  w ith the imagery of 
absence at the open ing, and the synecdochal re presenta
tion or "al l that man is" reversed in to the opposite of the 
"h uman f(>nn divine," as "the fu ry and the mi re of 
human \'e ins ."  The metonymic undoing follows, with the 
image of unwinding as a k ind of emptying out, and the 
direct metonymies of mouth and breath replacing even  
the superhuman.  The daemonic imagery of h igh and  low 
is invoked in the th ird stanza, wh ile the t(w rth opposes 
l i re and spirits, as inside terms, to storm and dance ,  as 
outside ones, wi th  the pu rgatorial l i re re l ined or subli
mated beyond physica l i ty .  In t he final stanza,  "bi t ter" 
becomes the equi valent of " late" wh ile " fresh" equals 
t ransuntpti \·e "early." Out· chan of evasions is dem-
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onst rated as proleptica l l y  accu rate in regard to t he 
i m age pat t ct·ns or a poe m t hat represses po\\'erfu l l y  i ts  
n.T\' dose indebt edness to S heller a n d  B lake. 

1 '  h a ,·e not  attem pted a t·e;
,
t d i n g/misreadi n g  here, 

w het her agai nst  t h e  ca non ical misread i n gs o r  my own 
earlier acco u n t  o f  t h is poem in my boo k  on Yeats .  One 
more misread ing, howe\·er s trong, of U_)'Zfl llli ii JII, would be 
a red u ndancy;  m y  q u a rry h e re is s t i l l  \\'hat  F reud cal led 
re pression o r  t h e  uuheilll lich , and Yeats t h e  daemonic or 
the r1 11 tithetiml, a n d  w h at l i teran t radi t ion has ca l led the 
S ubl ime.  I wan t to approach 

. 
t h is oxymoro n ic notion 

of poet ic re pression ,  o r  h y perbolical represe n tatio n ,  
t h ro u gh F reud's t h eory o f  " :\'egat ion,"  a s  set fort h in  h is 
essay o f  t hat  t i t le ,  \\Tit ten i n  1 925,  a decade a fter h i s  
essa�·s  o n  " Repressio n "  and o n  "The l! nconcious ."  I 
real ize now t hat  I e m ployed t he Fre u d ian concept o f  
:\'egation wit hout  bei n g  a ware I was using i t  i n  m r  two 
bo<�ks o n  m i sprisio n ,  p;trt icu larly i n  m y  dis�ussions <;f t he 
re\·i s ionary rat io o f  rfor'II/OIIizatioll or t h e  belated S t ro n g  
poet's Co u n ter-S ubl ime.  I n  m y  struggle to u n derstand 
Yeats's Gnostic Subl ime,  m y  re press ion o f  Freudian :\'e
gat i o n  see m s  to h a,·e been startled i n t o  a :'\egation of m y  
0\\' l l ,  

Fre ud del ines l "r'nu'inuug a s  a p rocess i n  w h ich the ego 
expresses a re pressed tho ught  or desire, but con tin ues 
t he defense of re pression by disown i ng t he t ho u gh t  o r  
desire e \·en a s  i t  is made o \'ert . " Disown i ng" here is a k i n d  
o f  "disannval " rat her t h a n  a refut ation .  :\'egation then,  i n  
t h e  Freudian rat her t h a n  any ph ilosoph ical sense, mea n s  
t h at t he repressed rises into cogn ition ,  and yet is s t i l l  t o  be 
spoken o f  as '' t he repressed " :  

Thus the sul�ject-matter o f  a repressed image o r  thought can 
make its way into consciousness on condition that it is denil'd . . .  
:\'cgation only assists in undoing onr' of the consequences or 
repression-namely, the ract that t he subject-matter or the 
image in question is unable to enter consciousness. The resu lt  is 
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a kind or intellectual acceptance or what is repressed, though in 
a l l  essentials the rep1·ession persists. 

At the end of the essay on "�egation," Freud remarks 
that s ince we ne\'er di scover a " :"Jo" in  the unconscious, it 
is fitting that the ego's recogn ition of the unconscious 
should he expressed in a negat ive formula.  Certainly we 
can relate Freud's conceptual ins ight to the negative ele
ment always present in the Romantic Sublime, that sel f
negation in  loss, bewilderment,  error, e\·en in an ap
proach to death ,  that always haunts the unheimlirh or 
daemon ic aspect of" poetic subl im ity. A Gnostic Sublime, 
we must now add ,  necessarily emphasizes th is process of 
Negation,  s ince both the Gnostic true God and the Gnos
tic Jmt'unw or true, antithetiral sel f  are u tterly al ien to al l 
natu ral or e\·en cosmic imagery . Hence, the powerful ly 
negati ,·e aura of "  the ( �nostic Subl ime in Yeats's B_yumtiwn, 
where the superh uman is hailed equi vocally as "death- in
l ife" and "l i f "e-in-death,"  respecti vely Phases 15 and l of A 
l 'isio l l ,  both or  them phases where h uman incarnation is 
negated and so made impossible. 

B ut where then have we taken the interpretation of 
Yeats's poem?  �owhere much, as yet, for th is is st i l l  only 
a clearing of the ground. A poem is  a tr iad, as I have said 
earlier, follow ing the unl ikely combination of Peirce and 
Procl us. As an  idea of" thirdness, Bv-umtium i nvolves u s  in 
working o ut the relation of its m�n text to a co mposite 
precursor-text,  and of both of these to each of us ,  who as 
a reader const i tutes a th ird text. Yet only the overlay 
effect of our map is  preparatory to criticism, for a closer 
look at the poem's ava ilabi l ity to mapping will be a critical 
act proper. The use of a map is not only to find one's way 
and to chart the h idden roads that go from poem to 
poem,  but a lso to train us to see what is truly there in the 
poem,  yet might never have been observed if we had not 
seen it fi rst f latted O l l l  upon a necessari ly somewhat d is
torting surface . 
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The f i rst cri tical insight that our mapping gives us into 
Uyza 11tiu111 is that this is, intensely,  a H igh Romantic cris is
lyric, a Wordsworth ian poem despite all its antithetical 
yearnings ;  indeed th is is a kind o f  Yeatsian l11timations 
Ode. The biograph ical facts support such a characteriza
tion ,  since they tel l  us that Yeats was recovering from a 
severe il lness, at the age o f  sixty- f ive, and that by h is own 
account  he was attem pting to warm h imse l f  back into l i fe ,  
t h rough writing this poem.  In  a c lear sense, Uywntiwn i s  
an elegy for the poetic sel f, and though Yeats was to l ive 
for n ine more years, he d id not know that when he wrote 
the poem.  The poet has a prolepsis of h is own death,  or 
rather he achieves a representation o f  such a prolepsis, by 
describing a vision of catastrophe-creation ,  of the Gnostic 
sort, but confi ned he 1·e to the creation of i mages, and not 
of worlds. 

The fi rst m<�jor re presentation of the poem is "a starlit 
or  a moonl i t  dome" that the original publ ication of the 
text said "d istains I All  that man is ," not "disdains ." I n  
Yeats's Anglo-I rish pron unciation ,  he would not have dis
tinguished between "distains" and "disdains," but "dis
tains ,"  which means "outsh ines," appears to have been h is 
original intention ,  and so "d isdains," in h is pronunciation ,  
may be taken as meaning both "mocks" and "outsh ines ." 
" Distains" carries also the memory of  Shel ley's com
parison of l i fe to a dome of many-colored glass , that stains 
the wh ite 1·ad iance of  eternity. Whereas Shelley's "stains" 
is a paradox , mean ing both "defi les" and "colors," Yeats's 
"distains" or "disdains" has only negative meaning. 

Yeats said repeated ly of the Daimon that it was both 
the poet's m use and the poet's enemy, an ambivalence 
1 hat 1·eflects the original meaning of  the Daimon in 
Yeats's work : an "il lustdous dead man," the precursor. 
I n  U)'UI IIfillln, Yeats-as-Dante, or as the Shel ley of The 
TriullljJh of U/c, con fronts h is Virgil or Rousseau, h is 
guide to t he afterl ife ,  as the Daimon: "Shade more than 
man, more image than a shade." B ut an image of the 
precursor, t he "numinous shadow" or an ancestor-god, as 
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Nietzsche called i t ,  can be far more powerful than the 
pt·ecu rsot· h imse lf. Three entit ies are called " images" in 
the poem. There are natural  images or the Jnima ry ; these, 
bei ng unpurged , recede as the poem opens. The re is the 
image of  t he daemon ic precu rsor;  its sta tus  is ambiguous, 
and Yeats cannot tel l us whether it belongs to Phase 1 5 , 
com plete beauty and "death-in-l ife," or Phase I ,  com plet e 
plasticity and " l ife-in-death ."  That means Yeats cannot 
say whet her the daemon ic image is perfect form,  or mere 
f(>rmlessness. That leaves t he "bitter furies of  com plexi
ty," wh ich at  t he poem's close at·e broken apart ,  as in  the 
Gnostic and 1\.abbal istic breaking-of-the-vessels, and so 
become images that beget fresh images, catastrophes t hat 
are also creations. But  here,  too, Yeats is equi voca l ,  as he 
was abo llt pre,·iously na med " images" i n  t he poem.  Syn
tactical ly ,  the last t h ree l ines stand alone,  even though 
grammat ical ly a l l  three are governed by the  verb "break." 
This gives a curious t·hetorical edge to the three f inal  
l ines , h int ing an autonomy both to "those images" and to 
"that sea" wh ich t he danci ng floor actually does not sur
render to them.  

I suggest t hat t h is ambigu i ty  about the statl ls of  the  
" image" in the  poem B)·z.r11 1tiwn i s  a product of  what  
Ft·eud calls "negation ," that is, of the daemonic repressed 
w h ich is revealed and disavowed simu l taneously. Yeats, as 
an authent ic strong poet, achieves a belated Subl ime at a 
rather heavy cost. B_yw11tiwn is a poem about Gnostic 
sal vation or transcendence, wh ich is ach ieved bv an act of 
k11mt •i11g, b m  such knowing involves a descent  ;md a loss. 
We can juxtapose to the close of BJWIItium a passage from 
the \'alen t in ian (;osj)('/ of Truth, which Yeats could not 
ha,·e read, though he had read ot her Valent inian texts in 
A. E. Waite's com pila t ion,  The 1-/r>nnr'lir· .\1 u.1ewn. The ad
,·en t  of salvation m· transcendence is necessarily catas
trophic in a Gnostic vision :  

When the Word appeared, t he Word which i s  i n  t he  hearts o f  
those who pronounce I t-and I t  was not only a sound, hut I t  
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had taken 01 1  a body as wel l-a great confusio11 reigned among 
the \'essels, for some had been emptied, others fi l led ; some 
were pro\'ided for, others were overthrown ;  some were sanc
tified , sti l l  others were broken to pieces. Al l  the spaces were 
shake1 1 ,  a11d confused , for they had no fixity nor stability. 
"Error" was agitated , not knowing what it should do. It was 
all l icted , a nd lamented and worried because it knew nothing. 
Since the Gnosis, which is the perdition of "Error" and all its 
Emanations, approached i t ,  "Error" became empty, t here being 
nothing more in it .  

I n  an ancient Gnostic text such as th is we frequently 
miss the Sublime, even when we encounter a doctrine of 
transcendence. There are strong passages in the Valentin
ian (;osjJt'l of Truth, but th is is a weak one, since al l  
Gnostic texts, out of the ancient  world, become rhetori
cal l y  weaker or more blu rred when they speak of sal \'a
tion, as opposed to when they speak of disaster, of the 
Creation-Fal l .  Yeats was not so much a doctrinal Gnostic, 
however eclectic, as he was a naturally Gnostic artist 
whose conscio usly belated s ituation adapted i tself 
efficientl y  to the employment of  Gnostic hypostases and 
images. His im mense advantage, in  poems l ike Tht' SfCond 
Coming or Byzantium, over ancient Gnostic texts, is not 
only the advantage of poetry over  the spil led poetry that 
is doctrine, however heterodox, but is also the pecu liar 
strength wrested by him out of h is struggle with Roman
t ic tradit ion . But  again,  I find myself circl ing back to the 
defensive process of poetic repression, and to Yeats's \·ar
iations u pon the Sublime mode. 

I wou ld choose, as Yeats's finest ach ie\'e ment in the 
Sublime, his death-poem, Cuclwlain Comforted, A Dan
tesque vision of  judgment that is Yeats's condensed equi va
lent of Tht' Fall of Hyjm-ion and The Triumph of Life. The 
prose draft or this poem identifies the shades as being of 
three kinds, al l  cowards: "Some of us haYe been put to 
death as cowards, but others have h idden, and some even 
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died without people knowing they were cowards . . . .  " 
When Yeats versified the poem, he omi LLed th is last 
group, th us giving us a h int as to a t·epressed element in 
th is last daemon ic Sublime of h is l i fe. 

The poem's beaut iful last l ine is its flj)()jJh mdf's, echoing 
Dante's B runetto Latin i, who is described as being among 
the victorious ,  though justly p laced among the dam ned i t1 
the I nferno. As I have shown in  my book on Yeats, the 
poem places itsel f rat her precisely, in terms of :I  l 'i.,io n 's 
systematic mapping-out of the phases of the l i l 'e-after
death . The shades have passed thmugh what Yeats calls 
the ,\ lf'ditfllion ,  and have pu rged themselves of everything 
in  their past incarnations except thei t· sense of  coward ice. 
They are at the very end of the state Y cats names as the 
Shifiings, u nti l  in  the poem's last l ine they pass out  of the 
Shifiings and en ter imo the state of Bf'fllit urlf'. Cuchulain ,  
type of the  hero, "a  man I Violent and  famous," i s  a stage 
behind them, and so needs to be inst ructed by them, i n  
an  heroic i rony on Y cats's part that i s  m uch more a 
figut·e-of-thought than a figure-of-speech. Cuchulain, at 
the poem's start , is passing out of the Phrl ll ffl.'illlflgo l�fl. the 
th ird and last stage of  the .\ lr•ditation ,  and has entered the 
Shifting' as soon as he acce pts instruction, takes up  a 
needle, and begins to sew the shroud that marks h is 
acceptance of passing-over into h is antit hesis, the world in 
wh ich heroism and cowardice blend togethet· as one 
com munal ecstasy . 

I th ink it pal pable that Cur/1 11 /a in Comfortf'rl is a m uch  
better poem than Tht Stronrl Coming and  By:rmti1 1 111, for it 
seems whol ly coherent and they do not, but I t h ink also 
that its m;uestic, chastened S ublimity is necessa t·i ly t he 
consequence o l ' a co mpleter repression than the earl iet· 
poems indicate , and moreove t· a t·cpression in wh ich 
there is less d isa \'owal or negat ion.  The mysterv of Cu,-11 1 1-
lain ComfintPd is concealed in t he implica t ions ol '  i t s  \'iew 
ol ' the al 'terl i fe,  where what appears to matter is not at al l  
how you beha \·ed in your last incarnat ion ,  hut  what you 



loiml', as t he leade r o f  t he s hades sa ys,  i m pl y i ng strongly 
t hat t h is knowledge is o n l y  atta i n ed i n  t he a r t e rl i le .  Ce r
t a i n h  t h is is Cnosis agai n ,  t ho u gh o l  a pecul iar l\' origi nal  
son , ' l i n l l l y  based u p�>n Yeats< own mythology' of <teath 
as worked o ut in Book I l l , 'Fhl' Soul i11 J urlgmr'l l l ,  ol A 
I .  i.liO I I .  

( :nos t ic esdtato logy, part icular ly  o l  the \'a lell l i n ia n  
sect , i s  close to Yeatsian eschatology in  i t s  larger out l i nes,  
t hough cert a i n l y  not i n  any detai l .  :\ good motto to 
Cud11 1 lai11 Comfin'll'rl would be the best- k nown \'a lent in ian 
fon n u l a  of sa h·atio n ,  s ign i f icant  for its d i f fe re nces as wel l 
as i ts s im i lar i t ies to the poe m :  

\\'hat l iberates i s  t h e  knowledge of" who we were, what \\'C 

became: where we were, whereunto we h;n·e been thrown ;  
whereto we speed, w herefrom we are redeemed ; what birth is, 
and what rebirt h .  

" Eq ui p ped w i t h  t h is g11o.1i.1 , "  H a n s  J o nas o bsen·es, " t he 
soul a l 'l er  death tr;l\d s u pwards,  leaYing beh i n d  at each 
sphe re the psych ical ' \'estment'  con t ributed by i t . "  As  in 
Yeats's Syste m ,  t h is journey of the Jmr' lt /1/rt has no relation 
w hatsoen� r to moral con d uct i n  the fal le n  world, for 
Yeats a n d  the C nostics sh;u·e the sa me a n t i n o m i a n i s m .  
Since Yeat s's t heot·et ical h u ma n  ,·;! l ues were a l ways of a 
k ind that made h i m  abstract l\' welcome Fascist , · iolence, 
whene,·er it became ;l\·a i lable.  for h is a ppro,·a l ,  we need 
not be su rprised that h is sel f-pu n ishment,  in h is pu rgator
ial death -poe m ,  i n \·ol\'es a le,el i n g  equatio n  of w hat he 
belie,·ed to be the h ighest \'irtue,  herois m ,  w ith its antith
es is in  s h a m e fu l  cowa rd ice . \\'e enco u n ter here a re pet i 
t ion o l  t he c los ing ,· i sion of B row n in g's Chi/de Rola11rl, 
where Rola n d ,  l i ke C u c h u la i n  the hero,  is blent ,,· ith h is 
opposites,  the ba nd of '  b rothet·s who were cowards or 
t raitors, i n to one Cond ition of Fire.  There is both a re
pt·ession and a sel l-recogn ition that B rown ing and Yeats 
share. a n d  to t h is sharing I w il l  de,·ote the rest of t h is 
c h a pter. 
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I wil l  center on two ph rases, one spoken by the 
"Shroud that seemed to ha\'e au t hori ty" in Yeats's poem, 
and the other by Roland. ''Mainly because of what we 
only /mow I The rat tle or  t hose arms makes l i S  afra id , "  
says t he Shroud , wh ile Roland cries out , magn i f icently ,  
"in a sheet of l lame I I saw t hem and I lwt'11' them al l ."  
l{(,t h  knowings are Gnostic, in t hat  t hey t ranscend natu ral 
knowing or rat ional knowing, and also in that the knower 
becomes one w ith  the known,  and that wh ich becomes 
known is uncan ny,  daemonic. The Shrouds, in t he terms 
of Yeats's . · 1  l 'isiou, know what Cuchulain yet must learn, 
that  a l l  must be born again ,  and they wi l l  not cease to fear 
the hero unt i l  t hey are in the Beat i t ude. \1ore deeply, 
t hey know what Yeats had learned by J"Cading :\' ietzsche : 
that  a l l  must n·cu r  again.  A fter their comm unal ecstasy,  
t hey must be reborn as sol itary souls, and be cowards  
agai n ,  just as  C uch ula in ,  aher  h is co mm unal ecstasy, must 
be a hero agai n .  By  hint ing at  th is Nietzchean \' ision, and 
by implying his own acceptance of i t ,  Yeats ind icates the  
l imi t s  of h is Gnost icism,  for t he Eternal Recurrence, how
ever  we take i t , is hardly a Gnost ic ideal . Ro land , seeing 
all h is precu rsors, and /uum,iug t hem al l ,  can be said to 
t ranscend h is own earl ier, pragmatic gnost icism that dom
inated h is poem un t i l  i ts c l imax.  Yeats, obl iquely, attains 
to a s imilar sel f-recogn ition at  the end . I want to conclude 
by noting t his self-recogn ition ,  and by indicat ing i ts rela
t ionship to a repressi\'e Subl ime. 

In his . \li.wd Opinions and ,\laxilll.\ ( I H79),  :\'ietzsche 
ut i l ized one of t he cen tral t ropes of the repressive Sub
lime, the descent to Hades, as a vision of se l f-recogn ition 
in regard to the precursors : 

-1 , too, have been in the underworld, l ike Odysseus, and 
shall be there often yet ;  and not only rams have I sacrif iced to 
be able to speak with a few of the dead, but I have not spa red 
my own blood. Four  pairs it was that did not deny themselves 
to my sacrif ice: Epicurus and Montaigne, Goethe and Spinoza, 
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Pla to and Rousseau,  Pascal and Schopenhauer. \Vi th  these I 
must  come to terms when I ha,·e long wandered alone; they 
may call me righ t and wrong; to them wil l  I l isten when in the 
process t hey call each other right and wrong. \Vhatsoe\'er I say, 
resol \'e, or t h ink  u p  for myself and others--on these eight I f ix 
my eyes and see their eyes fixed on me. 

Th is f t xat ion of eyes is akin to the  primal fi xat ion that  
Freud f inds at  the oril-{ins of al l  repression .  Repression,  in 
Freud,  is too rich and ,·aricd a concept 1 0  be subsumed by 
any formula or defin ition .  I n deed , Freudian "repression" 
is an astonish ing array of possibly incom patible t heories, 
whereas Freudian "sublim ;ition" is by comparison an un
derde\'eloped and intel lect ually unsat isfactory notion.  I 
f ind use ful enough Paul Ricoeur's sum mary of primal 
repress ion ,  as mcan inl-{ " that we arc always in  the 
mediate, in the already expressed, the a lready said," for 
t h is is t he t raumatic pred icament t hat resu lts in  what I 
ha ,.c termed " the  anx ictv of  in l lucncc," the awareness 

. that what m il-{h t be callcd,
'
analol-{ical ly.  the infant ile needs 

of t he begin n inl-{ im al-{ination had to be met by the pri mal 
f i xation of  a Scene of I nstru ct ion .  � ictzsche, hyperboli
cally descendinl-{ to the dead, con fronts just such a Scene, 
as do Cuch ulain and Roland  in  their pu rgatorial ordeals. 

I intend to 1-{i"e a fu ller account  of the pmblematics 
hot h of Freudian repress ion, and the poetic analogue of a 
I-epress i \'e Sublime, i n  my next chapter, when I compare 
t he e\·en more rcpress i\'e A merican Sublime of Emerson 
and Wh it man to its Enl-{lish precursor in Wordsworth and 
h is descendants .  Here I want to attem pt to lind  the 
analol-{ical formula t hat  can 1-{i\'e criteria to the del-{rees of 
repression in  , ·a rio us instances of a poetic Sublime. I n  
Freud ,  t he crit erion for dctermin inl-{ the  del-{ree of re
pression depends upon the extent of estrangement and 
distort ion that the unconscious displays in i ts  dcri \'ati \·e 
forms, such as d reams and errors, and also upon the 
malfonninl-{S of repressed inst incts in  \'arious defensi,·e 
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maskings.  Analogical lv ,  we ctn sav t hat t he dcgt·ee of 
rept·ession in  on�· po�m .  as oppos�d to anot her.' can be 
_ j  udgcd by a com pari son or  est rangcment , distortion .  and 
malfonning, i n  tropes and images. The formula may well 
be t hat cat ad I ITsis, or abuse of al l  I i gu rat ions, attends 
real ly intense poetic re pression ,  so t hat images, in con
sequence , become not only motT grotesq ue where re
pression is augmented, hut also more out landishly hypcr
bolica l as depict ions of elevated or quasi-d ivi ne states of 
mind or of being. Th is means, in Freudian terms, that 
res ista nce or defense is t ruly be ing tu rned against inward 
dangers, indeed against dangers t ha t  resu lt from an l'.\'
oggl' mll'd inu•r1 ufnn.1. Prccu rsors, as I ha \'C remarked in  
mam· contexts ,  become absorbed into t he poet ic eq ui,·a
lent � >I  the id, and not of t he superego .  Poems by Shel ley 
arc, for lhowning and for Yeats ,  t he cqui ,·alcnt of  im
pulses, rat her than of  events .  When such poems arc re
pressed , then negation or disa\uwal can play l it t le part in 
the repression ,  because 1 hat would mean mythicizing re
nunciat ion or negation , and so coming to worsh ip 
..-\nankc or :'\eccssit y as  one's poet ic Word or da'l'lw r, 
\\· h ich would he a terrible worship for a poet who wishes 
to con t inue as a poet . Emerson came to such a worsh ip, 
hut ended as a poet ,  part ly  in consequence ; Whitman 
repeated t h is Emersonian pat tern,  as d id Thoreau, and I 
th ink  Frost . Dickinson and S tevens arc very nearly un ique 
in  ha,· ing made such worsh ip  the s taple of much of t heir  
best work,  w ithout su ffering ir repa rable poetic loss . 

How do B rown ing and Yeats compare u pon out· scale 
of  poet ic repression , t hat is ,  in t he catachrescs and 
grotesq ueries and hyperbolical v isions t hat we have 
j udged to charact erize an even more repressed Subl ime? 
Though Brown ing is re puted to he primari ly a poet of 
the  Gmt esquc , and Yeat s  has l i t t le such reputat ion ,  t hey 
wil l be found to be very nearly eq ual in the f i gurat ions or 
an acute primal re pressiveness . Bot h t u rned to dramat iza
t ions of t he sel f, B rowning in  monologues and Yeats in 



Pot'/ ')' and Rt'/Jrt'.uion 

lyrics and lyr ical plays, i n  order to evade the prime pre
cursor's romances of the sel f, hut the death-dri ve of  
poems l ike A/{1.\/or and Adonais was detoured by  them only 
in  part . B rowning re pressed h is memories of the k ind of 
cowardice he had shown in  h is early con frontation with 
h is mot her and, through her, w ith the supernaturalist 
strictures of  Evangelical ism.  B ut the figurations produced 
by t h is poetic re pression were the catach reses of sel f
ruin ing, o l '  a l l  those fai led questers of whom Roland is the 
most Sublime. Yeats's re pressed cowardice is more mys
terious, biog1·aphical ly speaking, and we wil l  need unau
thorized biograph ies before we know eno ugh about i t  to 
understand how it came to undergo the magnificent d is
tortions and haunting estrangements of h is greatest 
poems. \Ve can see, now, that h is Gnostic tendencies 
aided Yeats by giving h im a wider context in  a traditional 
ontology, however heterodox, for his  own antithrtiral 
lon14ings, s ince the Yeatsian rmtithfliml, l ike the Nietzsche
. m .  can be defi ned as the u ltimate res istance against the 
al most i rres istible force of a primal repression , or  as a 
fixation upo n  precu rsors whose in tegrity was final ly a 
little too terri fying.  Shelley and Schopenhauer were ques
ters, in their very d ifferent  ways, who could journey 
th rough the Void without yielding to the temptation of 
worsh iping the Void as itse lf  being sacred. Yeats, l i ke 
N ietzsche, i mplicitly decided that he too would rather 
have the Void as purpose , than be void of purpose . 
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E merson and Whitman : The American 
Sublime 

/'amhii'-Those t h inkers i n  whom a l l  s tars mon· i n  cydic 
orbits are not  t h e  most  prol(Jtmd : w hoen·r looks i n to h i m
se l l ·  as i r l l o  1·ast space and ca rries gala x ies i n  l r i m sd f  also 
knows how i rregul a r  all  galaxies an· ;  t hev lead i nto t h e  
chaos and l a hvri n t h  o f  existence. 

:>; J ET/.SCI I E  

What  is the A merican Sublime, and how does i t  di ller 
from its  European precursor? When Emerson set out to 
def ine Till' .-l mt'rimn Scholar, in 1 837 ,  he began with "the 
old fab le" of  One \lan ,  taking this vision of a primordial 
being from Plutarch's Platon izing essay on "Brotherly 
Lo\'e ."  Characteristical ly ,  Emerson saw the di vis ion and 
fal l  or man as a rei f ication and as an undoing by the trope 
of metonymy :  

:\1an i s  thus metamorphosed into a th ing, into many th ings.  
The planter, w ho is :\1an sen t out into the field to gather food,  
is seldom cheered by any idea of the t rue dignity  of h is min
istry. He sees h is bushel and h is cart , and noth ing beyond, and 
s inks into the humer, instead of Man on the farm . The t rades
man scarcely ever gives an ideal worth to h is work, but is 
ridden by the routine of his craft, and the soul is subject to 
dol lars. The ptiest becomes a form ; the attorney a statute-book; 
the mechanic a machine;  the sailor a rope of the ship. 

Paral lel to these metonymic reduct ions is the undoing 
of  the scholar as "the delegated intel lect" whereas : " I n  the 
right state he is ,Han Thinking. " To account f()r the schol-
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ar's fal l ,  Emerson f i rst considers the scholar as a problem 
in in f l uence. The main in f l uences d irected upon the 
scholar-who for Emerson ,  as for Stevens, comprises also 
the poet-are ( I )  ;\la ture ,  (2)  Books, (3) Action . B ut Na
t l l re is revealed to be only the print  of the scholar's seal . 
As for Books : "One must be an inventor to read wel l ." 
Fi nal ly, Action turns out to be " instinct," the world of wi l l  
and d ri ve.  The three precu rsors of the scholar thus fade 
away, leaving "self-trust," freedom or wildness. His 
ground cleared, Emerson attains to the center of h is ora
tion : " I t  is a misch ievous notion that we are come late into 
nature ; that the world was fi n ished a long t ime ago." The 
wild or free notion is that :  "Th is time, l i ke al l  t imes, i s  a 
very good one, i f  we but know what to do with i t ."  From 
th is follows the prophecy that made possible the d rastic 
grandeu r of  the American Subl ime: "A nation of men wil l  
for the f i rs t  t ime exist, because each bel ie,·es h imsel f in
spired by the Divine  Soul w h ich  also inspires a l l  men." 

Emerson del ivered The Ameriwn Scholar: An Oration,  at 
Harvard on August 3 1 ,  1 83 7 .  A few months before, in 
the spring of 1 837,  there was a business crash ,  ban ks 
suspended nearl y al l  payments, and a general economic 
depression dominated society . It is noteworthy,  and has 
been noted , that Emerson's two great outbursts of 
prophetic vocation coincide w ith two national moral crises. 
the Depression of 1 83 7  and the :\fexican War of 1 846, 
which Emerson , as an Abolit ion ist, bitterly opposed. The 
origins of the American Sublime are connected in
extricably to the business collapse of 1 837 .  I want to 
i l l ust rate t h is con nection by a close reading of  relevant 
entries in  Emerson's Journ;�ls of 1 837,  so as

' 
to be able to 

ask and perhaps answer t he in ,·ariable question that anti
thetical criticism learns alwavs to ask of each fresh in
stance of  the Sublime. What i.� beinJrfi·r'.lh!J n'fnrs.lnl ? \\'hat 
has been forgotten,  on purpose, in the depths, so as to 
make possible th is sudden elevation to the heights? Here 
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is t he seer, a pparent ly  st imu lated to an ascent ,  by a medi
tat ion upon a business depression : 

Behold t he boasted world has come to nothing.  Prudence 
itsel l ·  is at her w its' end. Pride, and Thri h ,  and Expediency, 
who jeered and c h i rped and were so well pleased with t hem
sel ves, a n d  made merry with the d rea m ,  as they termed it ,  o f  
Ph ilosophy and LO\·e,-behold t h e y  a re a l l  l lat ,  a n d  here is t h e  
Soul erect a n d  unconquered st i l l .  \V h at an swer is i t  n o w  t o  say, 
It has alwa ys been so? I acknowledge that , as fa r back as I can 
see the w idening procession of h u m an ity,  the marchers a re 
lame and blind and dea l"; but to t h e  soul that w hole past is but 
one f i n ite  series i n  its i n f i n ite sco pe . Deteriorat ing ever and now 
despe rate. Let me begin anew. Let me teach the f i n ite to know 
its maste r. Let me ascend a bove my t;ttc and work down u pon 
m y  world.  

The Yankee vin ues, as internal ized by Emerson h im
sel f. no longer t riumph o\'er t he Transcendental vi sion ,  
w h ich indeed now turns transumptive ,  projecting a l l  the 
past as a lame, b l ind,  deaf march ,  and int n�jecting a 
Subl ime fut ure ,  mounted over fate, the fi n i te, the cosmos. 
\\'hat Emerson 1·e presses is .-/. 1 / rlllkt', the Fate he has 
leamed al ready to call "compensation." His ,·ision of rep
e t i t ion is a metonymic red uct ion ,  a n  undoing of al l ot her 
seh·es, and h is rest ituting dru'IIIOII izalion renders h im soli  p
sis t ic and l'ree. That a poetic repression brings about the 
Sublime w ild ness or freedom is a lmost the most Em
erson ian of  al l Emersonian rhetorical paradoxes, and one 
that he h imse lf  carried to its apocalypse eventual ly in t he 
grand death-march  of the essay Fate, in  Til t• Co n duct of' 
Lift': 

B u t  Fate against  Fate is only parrying and defence: there a rc 
also the noble creat ive forces. The revelation of Tho ught takes 
man out of se rvi tude into freedom. We tightly say of o u rselves, 
we were born aga i n ,  a nd many t i mes. We have successi ve ex-



periences so i m port ant that t he new forg-ets the old, and hence the 
Ill\ t l w log}· or the se\·en or the n ine hecl\·ens. The day of days, the 
g-reat day or the feast ol' l i fe,  is that in w h idt the in ward eye opens 
to the L' n it y in th ings, t o  the omn ipresence ol ' law:-sees that what 
is must he and ought to he, or is the best.  This beatitude dips from 
on h ig-h down on us and we see. It is not i n  us so m uch as we are in 
it .  I I ' the air come to our lungs ,  we breathe and l i \'e ; i l' not, "·e d ie .  
I r the l i g- h t  come to o u r  eyes, w e  see ; else not. And i I '  t ruth come to 
our mind we suddenly expand to its di mensions, as i f  we grew to 
worlds .  \\'e a re as lawgi\'e rs ; we speak for :\ature;  we prophesy 
and d i ,·i ne.  

I want to defer  comment on th is magn ificent instance of 
the American Sublime by f i rst comparing Emerson, as a 
moral theorist of  in terpretation ,  to Freud and to St . Augus
t ine. Augustine, as Peter B rown says, para l lels Freud by 
speaking of a " Fa l l" in consciousness : 

Aug-ustine . . .  prod uced a s ingularly co mpreh ensiYe ex plana
tion of why allegory should h a\'e been necessary in the first place. 
The need for s uch a language of 'signs' was the result  of a specific 
dislocation of the hu man co nscio usness. In th is, A ugustine takes 
up a posit ion an alogous to that of Freu d .  I n  d reams also, a 
powed'ul and d i rect message is said to be deliberately di fl'racted 
by some psychic mechan ism , i n to a mult iplici ty of 'sign s' quite as 
intricate and absurd ,  yet just  as capable of inte rpretation, as the 
'abs u rd '  or 'obscu re' passages in the Bible. Both men , there fore,  
assu me that  the prolife ration o f  images is due to some precise 
e\·ent,  to the de\'elopment of some geological fa ult  across a 
h itherto undi,·ided consciousness : for Freud ,  it is the creation o f  
an unconscious by repression ; fo r A ugusti ne, i t  is t h e  outcome o f  
the Fa ll .  

Augustine's \'ision of the Fal l ,  as B rown also shows, had 
changed from an early, quasi- Plotin ian bel ief, wh ich was 
t hat Adam and £\·e had " fa l len" into physical i ty :  " that the 
prol ific \'i rt ues they would have engendered in  a purely 
'spiritual '  existence had dec lined, w ith the Fal l ,  i nto the 
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mere l i teral Hesh and blood of human l�unil ies ."  I n  the 
mature A ugustinian doctrine, the d ual iz ing spl it  in  h uman 
consciousness is no techn ical descent  to a lower degree of 
being, bl l l  is the most wi lfu l  and terrible of catastrophes. 
How does th is compare with catastrophe theory in  Freud,  
and in  Emerson? Do al l  three doctors-of-the-sou l ,  Augus
tine, Emerson ,  and Freud agree fundamental ly  t hat con
sciousness, as we know it , cannot inaugu rate itself with
out a catast rophe? The Christ ian Augustine and the 
Empedoclean-Schopenhauerian Freud do not su rprise us 
i n  t h is rega rd , but why shou ld  t he I deal i z ing  q uas i 
:'\Jeoplatonist Emerson ins ist upon catastrophe as  the in
variable inaugural act for consciousness? 

Here is Emerson's eq uivalent of  the August in ian or psy
choanalytic d ivision int o  consciousness , !'rom h is gt·eatest 
essay. ExjJt'riell(f': 

I t  is \·ery unhappy. hut too late to be helped, the discovery we 
h;n·e made that we exist .  That discovery is called the Fa ll of Man.  
Ever arterwards  we suspect our instruments. We have learned 
that we do not see d irect ly, but mediately, and that we have no 
means of correct ing these colored and d istorting lenses wh ich we 
are, or of computing t he amount of their  errors. Perhaps these 
subject-lenses have a c reati ve power; perhaps there are no ob
jects. Once we l i \·ed in what we saw ; now, t he rapaciousness of t  h is 
new power, wh ich threatens to absorb al l  t h ings, engages us. 

This is surely the authent ic vision of  the daemon ic in 
Emerson , the apocalyptic frenzy of an American Sublime. 
The mystery of this passage ,  as of the ot her rhapsodies I 
have quoted from Emerson,  is i n  the paradox of repres
sion ,  of the power brought into being by an enormous 
fresh in l lux  of repression . \fore even than the Brit ish 
Romantic Sublime, Emet·son's American Sublime ex poses 
what I am tem pted to cal l  the deep st ntct t l l·e of rhetoric, 
by wh ich I mean the defensive nat ure of rhetoric. I op
pose mysel f here not only to what passes !'or " Fre udian 
l i terary criticism" hut to the much more formidable "de-
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const run in·" l i t e rary cri t icism in w h ich de \Ian and Der
rida rol low Rousseau and :\' iet zsche.  De \ Ia n ,  anai\"Z i n g  
:\' iet zsche,  concl udes 1 h a t  bet ween rheto ric as a wst�m o

'
r 

t ro pes and rhetoric as pers uasion t here is an ;,J){J ri(/, a 
l i m i t  or do ubt t hat Gl l lno t  he def ined.  I ,·e n t u re an 
analysis now or t h is aJmria, ror what ··dates one t ro pe to 
anot hcT in a sys t e m a t ic way,  and carries each t ro pe fro m 
e\·asion t o  pers uasio n ,  is t hat t n > pe's funct ion as defense, 
its i magist ic mask ings of t hose deto urs to deat h t hat  make 
Up t he h ighway ma p o f  the psyc he, the d ri \ eS fro m an
terior f i xa t ions t o  e n t ropic scl f-dcst ntct ions.  

Emerson fol lowed \' ico in decl in ing 1 o con l"ttse mea n 
ing w i t h  sign i f icat ion,  a con fusion s t i l l  e\· idcnt eYen i n  t he 
most ad \'a nced models o r  pos t -St ruct u ral is t  t hough t .  For 
E merso n ,  mea n i n g  is conce rned w i t h  s u n  iYal ,  and s ig
n i f icat ion is o n l y  an ins trumenta l i ty  or mean ing,  t h is 
being a dist inct ion i n  w h ic h  Pei rce fol lowed Emerson .  
\\'hat  holds together rhetoric a s  a system o f  t ropes, and 
rhetot·ic as pers uasio n ,  i s  t he necess ity o r  defense,  defense 
against  e \·e ry t h i n g  t h a t  t h reatens sun·i, ·a l ,  and a defense 
wh ose a ptest n a me is " meaning."  \'ico na med poetic de
fense as "di\' inat ion," w h ich in o u r  ,·ocahulary t ranslates 
best as "m·er-determinat ion of mea n ing."  B ut here I m u st 
al low m ysel f  a d i gression i n to t heoq·-of-misprisio n .  

T h e  poet ic defense o r  re press ion i s  a l ways a rat io  o f  
represe n t a t ion ( t he L u ri a n ic tildwn o r  rest i t u t io n )  because 
in poe t ic repress ion _)'Oil fingt'l .WIIIf'lhing in o rdn lo fJn'.l t' l ll 
somt'lhing f'l.1t'. \\' hereas, poetic subli mat ion is a l ways a 
rat io o r  l i m i tat ion (zim:/1111 or con t ract ion )  because by i t  
_)'Oil l't'lllt'lllher .\O IIIt'lhing (to i/U'IIImlt' if ) in o rdn lo m •oid Jlrl'
lt'llling thai \0/1/t'lflillg, fl l lrf _)'011 c/1110 \t' /o fm'WIIf .\OIIil'//iing f'l.lf' 
in its piau•. S ubst i t u t ion or hrea king-of-the- \·esse ls  bet ween 
poet ic re pression and poe t ic subl imat ion is a t ra n s forma
tion fro m t h e  u nconscious to co nscio usness j us t  as t he 
lllo\·em e n t  rro m poe t ic subl i m a t ion to poe t ic i n t r<�jection 
or p roject ion restores o r  ret u rns represe n t at ions to t h e  
unco nscio us. T ro pes, d e fenses. i m ages,  rat ios o f  l i m it a-
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t ion wi thdraw representations from the unconsCious 
w itho lll replenishin!-{ the unconscious ,  wh ile t he counter
movements of representation resti t ute t he unconscious. 
\Vhen Emerson experiences and describes h is in l l uxes or 
the American Sublime, he is at work creat ing the great 
t rope or the specif ically American U nconscious, or what 
he h imself  in St•lf-Nt•lialla ca l ls  "Spontaneit y or I nst inct" :  

T h e  m agnet ism w h ich a l l  original act ion exert s  i s  expla ined 
when we inqui re the reason of sel r- trust .  Who is the  Trustee? 
What is the aboriginal Sel f, on w h ic h  a u n i \·ersal rel iance may 
be grounded ? What is the nature and power of that science
batH ing st ar, w it hout paral lax , wit hout calcu lable elemen ts,  
which shoot s a ray of beau t y  even into t rivial and i mpu i"e 
actions, i f  t he least mark of independence a ppear? The inquiry 
leads us to that sou rce, at once the essence of gen ius,  of Yi rt ue, 
and of l i fe ,  wh ich we call Spon taneity or I nst inct .  We denote 
t h is primary w isdom as I ntu i t ion,  wh ilst al l  later teach ings a re 
t u i tions. I n  that deep force, t he last fact beh ind w h ich analysis 
cannot go, al l  t h ings l ind t heir  com mon origin . 

How does the Freudian U nconscious contrast with th is 
E mersonian American Sublime? Freud's concept of the 
unconscious was f i t·st obtained from h is theory of repres
s ion ,  and was intended to explain rlisrolllil lu ities in the 
psychic l ife of  e,·ery individual . But these were acti ,·e 
discontinuities, so that Freud's notion of the unconscious 
rapid ly became a dynamic conception ,  and not merely a 
descri pti ,·e one. I deas had been repressed and then con
tin ued to be shut out from consciousness, by an ongoing 
process of  repression . Unconscious ideas that could break 
back through into consciousness, Freud referred to as 
"preconscious" and distin!-{uished sharply from repres
s ions that could never return,  wh ich const ituted the un
conscious proper. These latter repressions, accord ing to 
Freud, a re ideas and not affects .  I f  they st't'lll a ffects, t hen 
they are "potential beginnings wh ich are preventing hy 
developing." Yet even these permanently repressed ideas 
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do not m ake u p  t he w hole o l  t he Freudian u nconscio us. 
:\ l ysterio usly,  t here is an o riginal  unconscio us;  indeed 
Freud f i n a l ly t ho ugh t t hat  t h e  m i n d  origin a l l y  was t ot al l y  
u nconscious,  a n d  I h a t  grad ual ly  part o r  I h e  m i nd became 
preco nscio us and part co nscious,  wit h yet a not her part 
always rem a i n i n g  u nconscio us. To t h is  un re pressed u n 
co nscio us, t h e  augment i ng ego added m a t e r i a l s  t h rough 
fl·esh re pressio ns.  

Eme1·son's ve rsio n  o f  t he u nconscious i s  a p u rer in
stance o f  poe t ic o r  h y perbolical repress ion.  \\' hateve r  o ne 
may want  t o  say about t he st r uct u re o f  t he Freudian 
unconscious (and I do not bel ieve it is s t ruct u red l i ke a 
language) , I t h i n k  t hat  Emerso n ian "Spo nt a ne i t y  or I n
s t inct "  is st ruct u red l i ke a rhetoric, t ha t  is,  i s  bot h a svstem 
o f  t 1 ·opes and also a mode o f  pers uasio n .  Li ke F reud's 
unco n scious,  i t  is originary,  and agai n l i ke Fre ud's giant 
I ro pe, it  is  augmen t �d h); fres h a

'
nd pu rpose ful fo\·get

t i ngs, by evasions t hat  are pedc:>rmed in order to presen t 
so met h ing o t he1·  t han t he somet h ing t ha t  is bei ng e vaded.  
B ut ,  i n  Freud,  t h e  somet h ing evaded is  a n y  d ri ve objec
t iqnable to ego- ideal s, w h e reas in Emerson t h e  somet h i n g  
lli USI  t ake t he n a m e  o f  a single d rive, t he t h rust o f  an
terio rit y ,  the m y s t i fy ing s t re n g t h  o f  t he past ,  w h ich is  
pro fo u n d l y  objectionable to Emerson's prime ego-ideal , 
Se l f- Re l iance. Emerson's pugnac i t y  on t h is t he m e  is in t he 
Optat i ,·e M oocl ; as h e  says :  "When we ha ,·e new percep
tio n ,  we shal l  gladly disburd e n  t h e  memory o r  i t s  hoarded 
t reas u res as o ld rubbi s h . "  As for w h a t  beca me :'\ iet zsche's 
"gu i l t  o l  indebtedness," w h ich is so pro fo u nd l y  analyzed 
in Tmm rds thr' (;t'nealop,y oj' .\ /o mls, E me rson dismisses it 
wi t h a Subl ime s h n1g, a s h ru g  d i rected agai nst  Coleridge:  
" I n  t he hour o f  vis io n  t he 1·e is not h i ng t hat can be cal led 
g1·at i t ude.  or properly joy." 

\\'i t h  so dae m o n ic an unconscious as h is s u pport , Em
erson c heed.u l l y  p laces t he spirit  wholly in the cat egory 
t hat  K ierkegaard cal led o n l y  " t h e  aes t h et ic . "  I t u rn  again 
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ro "The Rot a t io n  \let hod" i n  /:' ithn of /:' it!Jn/Or, so as t o  
i l l u m i nate Emerson's k i n d  o f  re press ion : 

Forgett ing is t he shears wi th wh ich you cut away what you 
cannot use, doing it under t he supreme d i rect ion of memot·y. 
Forge1 1 ing and remembering are t h us iden tical arts ,  and the 
art is tic achien·men t of th is iden tit y is t he Arch imedean poin t 
from which one l i h s  the whole world .  \\'hen we say that we 
ronsig11 somet h ing to obl i ,·ion , \l't' suggest s imu ltaneously that it 
ts to he forgol len and yet also remembered . 

1\.ierkega a n l  is pla y ing u pon h is own notion o r  " re pet i 
t io n , "  w h ic h  is  h is re,·ision of '  t h e  H egel i a n  " mediat ion" 
into a C l u·is t ian conce pt ion "of'  t h e  a n x io us freedo m . "  
Emerson's Transcendental  e q u i \'alent  is  h is fa mous decla
rat ion in  t he Jo umal  for A pri l  I H-!2 : " I  am /)l'/t'a/('(1 a l l  t he 
t i me ; ret t o  Victory I a m  born ."  Less t han a year lat er, 
1\.ierk�gaard \\Tote ; "The d i H icul ty  facing an e

'
x ist ing i n

d i ,· id ual is hm,· t o  gi,·e h is ex istence t h e  con t i n u i t y  wit h
out  w h ich e n· ryt h i ng s i m p l y  \·;m is hes . . . .  The goa l  of '  
mo\'ement fo r an e x is t i n g  i n d i ,· id ual is  t o  arri \'e at a 
decisio n ,  a n d  t o  renew i t . "  I t h in k we can remark on t h is 
t h at 1\.ierkegaard d oes not want us to be able t o  dis
t inguish bet \l·een t he desi t·e for re pe t i t i o n ,  a n d  repet i t io n  
i t sel f. s i nce i t  is  i n  t he ble nding o r  t he t wo t hat  t he "anx
ious freedo m "  o f' " becoming a C h ristian" t ruly  consist s .  
B 1 1 1  Emerson was post-C h rist ian ; for h im t hat " G reat 
Defeat" belonged t o t a l l y  to t he pas t .  W hat Kierkegaard 
called " repet i t ion" E merson cal led by a n  endless \'a riet y 
o r  names u n t i l h e  set t led Oil  Fate or :'\ecess i ty ,  a n d  he 
insis ted always t hat we h ad to d i s t inguish bet

.
ween our 

desire for s uch real i t y ,  a n d  t he t·eal i t y  i t sel f'. In t he grand 
passage fro m t h e  essay F"ll' t hat I quoted earl ier, t he 
e m phasis is subl i mely u pon what  E merson calls success i n· 
rebi rt h s ,  wh ile mean ing s uccessi \'e re-bege t t i ngs o f  o u r
seln·s, d ur ing t h is,  o u r  one t i le .  Perpet ual ly, E merson in
sists,  our new e x perience fo rge t s  t he o l d ,  so t hat perha ps 
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:'\iet zschc should ha,·e remarked of Emerson,  not that he 
did not know how old he was al ready or how yo un!-{ he 
s t i l l  was !-{O in!-{ to he, but only t hat E merson did know that 
al ways he was about to  become h is own fat her. This ,  I 
now ' assert , i s  t he d ist in!-{uish in!-{ mark of t he specif ical ly 
A merica n S u bl ime,  that i t  hc!-{ins anew not w ith restora
t ion o1· rch irt h, in the radical ly displaced Protestant pat
tern ol the \\'ordswonh ian Subl ime, hut  that it is truly 
past c n·n such displacement ,  despite t he l ine from Ed
wards to Emerson that scholarsh ip  accurately cont inues to 
trace. :'\ot merelY rebi rth ,  hut the e\·en more hyperbolical 
t rope ol sel f'-rehe!-{ett in!-{. is  the start in!-{ point of' the last 
\\'estern Subl ime, the !-{reat sunset of sel fhood in the 
E\ enin!-{ Land.  

But  what does th is hyperholical f i!-{uration mean , or 
rather, how arc we to transform its s i!-{n i fication into 
meanin!-{? \\'c all of us !-{O home each e\·en inf.{. and at 
some moment in  t ime, w ith whate\·er de!-{ree of o\·ert 
consciousness, we !-{O hack o\·cr all the s igns that the day 
presented to us .  In those signs ,  we seck only what can aid 
the cont inu i tY of  our own d iscourse , t he sun·i \'al of those 
ongo ing q ua i i t ies that ,,· il l gi,·e what is ,-i ta! in us e\'en 
more l i fe .  This seeking is t he \'ichian and Eme1·sonian 
making of signif ication into mcaninf.{. by the s ingle test of 
aiding our  s un-i \'al .  By such a test, the American Sublime 
is a trope inll'IH!in� to forget the father in order to present 
the son or daughter. In th is trope, the father is a l imita
t ion or what Stc \'ens cal led a reduct ion to a Fi rst I dea, an 
idea of an origin, and the son or daughter intends to he a 
rest itu t ing re presentat ion in  w h ich a Fi rst Idea is re
imagined , so as to become the idea of an a im.  B ut what is 
a First I dea, u n less it be what Freud termed a primal 
f i xat ion  or an in it ial repression? And what did that in it ial 
repression forget, or at least intend to forget? Here 
Freud touched h is aporia, and so I turn beyond h im to 
Kabbalah again ,  to seek a more ult imate paradigm for the 
Scene of I nst ruction than e\·en Kierkegaard affords me, 
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since here too Kierkegaard touched his aporia, and ac
cepted the Christian l imit  of the I ncamation .  The 01·ph ic 
E merson demands an ult imate paradigm wh ich is beyond 
the pleasure-principle, yet also beyond these com peting 
real ity-principles. 

Lacan ,  in  his revision of Freud,  tells us that the ego is 
essential ly paranoid , t hat it is a structure founded u pon a 
contradictory or double-bind relationship between a sel f 
and an other, or relationsh ip that is at once an opposition 
and an identity .  I reject this as interpretation of Freud,  
and reject it also as  an observation upon the psyche. B ut 
Lacan ,  as I remarked in another context ,  joins h imself  to 
those greater t heorists, including :\' ietzsche and Freud, 
who tal k about people in ways that are more val id even 
for poems.  I do not think t hat the psyche is a text ,  but I 
hnd it i l luminat ing to discuss texts as though they were 
psyches, and in  doing so I consciously fol low the Kab
balists. For, in poems, I take it that the other is always a 
person ,  the precursor, however  imagined or composite, 
whereas for Lacan the other is principle, and not person .  

The fourt h  of the s ix  beltinot m· aspects of each .IPjimlt, 
according to :VIoses Cordovero, i s  the aspect of a particu
lar sefimlt t hat a l lows the .IPjiralt above it to give that 
particular .1ejimlt the strength enabling i t ,  the later sr�firalt, 
to emanate out furt her  sr'firot. Or to state it more s imply ,  
yet st i l l  by a Kabbal istic trope, it is jiYml a son tltat a fatltn 
talle.1 tltr' jJou •r'r, tltat in tum will mablr' tltr' so11 to become a 
{atltn. This hype1·bolical fi gurat ion is a rather complex 
theory or  re pression, because t he son or late!· poem in
itially needs to forget the autonomy of its own power in 
order to express any contin uity of power. But this is \·ery 
close also to t he pecul ia1· nature of Sublime re presenta
t ion,  where there is an implica t ion always that what is 
being re presented is somehow absent , and so must be 
rest i tuted by an  image. B ut the image, wh ich in Sublime 
representat ion tends to he or a fat hering· force, as it were , 
remains dist inct from what it represents ,  at least in 1 he 
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Cml l i n e n t a l  and B ri t ish S ubl ime.  This is where I wo uld 
loca te t he di/fnt'IJ(I' in t he E mersonian or A m e rican Sub
l ime.  wh ich is  c loser to t he Kahhal ist ic model or Cordo
,·e m in its re\·ersal h et ween I he roles of '  I he 1;1 1 he ring l'ot"Ce 
and t he I ll'\\' sc l l ' ol ' t he son , t hat is ,  o l ' t he l a tei· or belated 
poe m .  I n  E m lTson and i n  h is progeny ! 'ro m \\'h it m a n ,  
Thorea u ,  Dickinson o n  t h rough I !a rt  C rane,  Ste,·e ns,  and 
our con t e m po raries, 1 he fa t he1· ing l 'on-c and 1 he poe t ic 
sel l' tend t o  merge togethet·, hut t he aim o l '  sel f-presentation 
is  not dcl't·ated,  beca u se 1 he Li t hering force or re presen 
t a t i n· tends t o  d isa ppea1· i n t o  t he poet ic sel l '  o r  son ,  rat her 
than t he sel l '  into the i m age or the l 'a t hning l 'orcc. 

I t u rn to Tht' Di< •i11ity School . ·lt!drt'.'·' l'or a p roo l'- text  
het·c ,  and o l 'l 'er  an Emerson ce n to o r  t he .\ merican S ub
l ime !'ro m it : 

That is always best w h ich gi ,·cs me to mysel f'. The subli me i s  
exci ted in me by  the great s toical doct ii nc, Obey t hysel f'. That 
wh ich shows (;od in me, l'on i lles me. That wh ich shows God 
OUt o l' me, makes I ll(.' a wart and a wen . . . .  

\\" hcrn c r  a man comes, t here comes ren>lu t ion .  The old is 
for slaH·s.  \\'hen a man comes, a l l  hooks are lq.� ihle, al l t h ings 
t ransparen t ,  a l l  religions arc f(>rms . . . .  

Let me admonish you, f i t·st or al l ,  to go alone:  to  refuse the 
good mode I s  . . . .  

I look for the hour when that supreme Beaut y  wh ich 
raYished the souls  or t hose Eastern men , and chiell \' or t hose 
l l ehrcws, and t h rough thei r  l ips spoke oracles to all t ime, shal l  
speak in t he \\'es t  also . . . .  I look f(>r t he new Teacher t hat shall 
fol low so far t hose sh in ing laws t hat  he shal l  sec t hem come ful l  
c i  rclc . . . .  

There a re t h e  two cen t ral E merso n ian i mages o f  t he 
Subl ime:  "a l l  t h ings t i·ansparen t ' "  and t he Cent ral \ Ian 
who shal l  see t he transparency a n d  thus  see also t h e  la\\'s 
or real i t y "co me l 'ul l ci rcle ."  That t ranspa rency, to a p pear 
again in \ rh it man and in Stc \·ens,  can he interpreted t \\'o 
\\'ays.  t rans u m pt i n·h- or red uct i ,-eJy .  The second \\'ould 
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relate it to Anna Freud's observation , in  Thf' Ego a11d thf' 
, \IN'I/ (/ II i.IH/.1' of !Jf'jf'lllf', that : "The obscurit y o l' a success l'til 
repression is on ly equalled by the transparency of the 
repressive process when the movement is reversed ."  The 
f i t·st would rela te it to the Hebrew idea of God as avoid
ing the Greek notions eithet· of immanence or of transcen
dence. Thorlie l' Boman, in h is llehrnl' Tho ught Comjmrt'd 
u •ith (;u'f'h, shows that the Hebraic image of transpar
ency, as a trope for ( ;od, sees the Divine as being neither 
i11 the world nor m •r'r t he world, hut rat her thro ugh the 
world , not spatial ly but d iscontin uously. Let us al low both 
meanings, th is Helu·aic transumption and the Freud ian 
red uct ion, and combine bot h w ith Emerson's hringing
l'on h a fathet·-god out o l' h imself. even as we examine 
agai n the two most famous or  all American Subl ime pas
sages, the epiphan ies in the f i rst and last cha ptet·s of 
E merson's .\'alun': 

I become a t ransparen t eyeba l l ;  I am noth ing; I see all ; the 
currents of the Universal Being circulate through me; I am part 
or parcel of God . 

The problem of •·estoring to the world original and eternal 
beauty is sol ved by the redemption of the soul .  The ruin or the 
blank that we see when we look at nature, is in our own eye. The 
axis of' ,·ision is not coinciden t with the axis of th ings, and so t hey 
appear not t ransparent but opaque. 

Reduct ively ,  the fi rst passage represents a part ial return 
of the repressed , while the second appears to he what Anna 
Freud calls "the obscurity of a successfu l repression . " B ut 
transumpti vcly,  the first passage records a successful re
pression ,  and the second the failed perspectivism of subli
mation. The Emersonian repressiveness attains to a dis
con t in uity with everyth ing that is anterior, and in doing so it 
accom plishes or prepares for a reversal in wh ich the self is 
forgotten (" I  am nothing") and yet through seeing in
t rojects the fathering lc:>rce of anteriorit y .  By  seeing the 
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t ransparency, t he poet oft  he American Sublime rontains the 
father-god , and so augments t he poetic sel f  even  as he 
remembers to forget t hat sel f. Wordswort h celebrated the 
cont in uit ies of hearing, and dreaded t he d iscont inuit ies of 
seeing. E merson,  in  the defens ive d iscont in uit ies of seeing, 
found a path to a more drastic, i mmediate, and total Sub
lime than European tradi t ion w ished or needed to discover. 
H i s  greatest d isciple, Whitman , an American bard at last, 
i l lus trates better t han h is master, t he seer, bot h  the splendor 
and the disaster of so aboriginal a repression . 

:\1y proof-text in  W h itman is inevi tably Song of MJsrlf, 
but of its fi fty-two sections I w il l  concentrate only u pon 
some Sublime centers ,  though I want to give a mapping
out of the revisionary pattern of the ent ire poem,  for 
Whit man's romance of the sel f does follow essent ial ly the  
model of  t he B ri t ish  Romant ic crisis-poem , though wi th  
revealing, Emersonian, furt her d istortions of the model . 
Employing my own shorthand,  t h is is the pattern of ratios 
in So11g of .\lyse!{ 

Section s:  1 -6 
7-2 7  

28-30 
3 1 -3 8  
39-49 
50-52 

Clinamen, i rony of presence and absence 
Trssem, synecdoche of pan for whole 
A."mosis, metonymy of emptying out 
Darmoniwtion, hyperbole of h igh and low 
:hkrsis, metaphor of inside \"S. outside 
AjmjJimulrs, metalepsis revers ing early and 
late 

To adumbrate th is pattern ful ly  would take too long, 
bllt the principal contours can be sketched . The opening 
s ix sect ions are overt ly a celebration, and what they cele
brate presumably is a return of the repressed , an ecstat ic 
un ion of sou l  and sel f, of primary and ant i thet ical , or, 
more s imply,  t hey celebrate the American Sublime of 
in f lux ,  of Emerson ian self-recognit ion and consequent 
sei i'-J·el iance.  \\' hat ought to be overwhelmingly  present  i n  
t he f i rst s ix sections i s  what Whitman, criticizing Keats, 
refened to as t he great poet's "powerfu l  press of h im-
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sel f."  B ut i n  these opening sect ions, the reader con fn>IJts 
instead images of  absence ,·a t her t han of  presence ;  in 
deed, the reade1· i s  led ine\' i tably to the bew ildered ob
senat ion that t he poet's absence is so sacred a ,·o id that 
h is presence ne\'er cou ld hope to f i ll i t .  De fensi\'c ly ,  
\Vh itman opens with a react ion-formation against h is 
precu rsor Emerson ,  which rhetorical ly becomes not the 
d igi·ess i \'eness or "permanent parabasis" of Cerman 
Romant ic i rony,  hut the sharper, simple1· irony of  saying 
one t h ing while mean ing anotheL \Vh it man says "I cele
brate" and he cunningly means: "I contract and withdraw 
wh ile assert ing that I expand ." Thus in section 2, he 
e\·ades being  in toxicated by an outward fragrance, narcis
sistical ly preferring  "t he smoke of my own brea th . "  Th is 
characterist ic and beaut iful e\·as i \·eness in tensif ies in sec
tion ·! ,  where t he t rue sel f. " the \fe mysel f," takes up a 
s tance in total contrad ict ion to the embracings and urg
i ngs t hat the poet only ostensibly celebrates: 

Apart from the pul l ing and haul ing stands what I am. 
Stands amused . complacen t .  com passionating. id le ,  un itary .  
Looks down, i s  e rect. or bends an arm on an impal pable certain 

rest. 
Looking with side-cur\'ed head curious what wi l l  come next ,  
Both i n  and out o l' the game and watch ing and wonde ring at i t .  

I f  this  d ialect ical e\'asion is  a dilltllllt'll away from Em
erson,  then  precisely what sort of guil t  of  indebtedness 
does it seek to n>id? Is there a crucial enough d ifference 
between the Emerson ian and \Vh itman ian \·ersions o f  an 
American Subl ime so as to al low Whit man enough 
breat h ing-space? I need to digress again ,  u pon anti
thetical theory and the American Sublime. if I am to 
answer th is question and thus be able to get hack to 
mapping Song of .\ l_yw/f. What I want to be able to explai n 
is why \Vh i tman ,  in  sect ion 5 ,  ITsort s to  t he image of 
t i·a nsparency when he descri bes t he emlu·ace between h is 
sel f and his  sou l ,  and why i n  sect ion () he writes so f i rmly 



wil l t i n  t he mate rial i st t ra d i t ion o f  E pi<' u rus and L t uTct ius .  
E p i< 'u rus sa id : "The what  is u n k n owable," and \\' h itman 
says he ca n not answer t h e  ch i ld's q uest ion : trhot  i.1 tht' 
gmss? Poet ical ly.  he does answer, in a m ag-n i l icent  series 
o f  t ro pes,  nH ich ad m i red by t he h e s i t a n t  l l opki ns ,  and 
prog-ress i n g  fro m t he l l omeric:  " A n d now i t  see m s  t o  me 
t he beaut iful  u nc u t  hair  o f  gra,·es" u n t i l  we a rc g-i ,·e n t he 
aston is h i n g  and ,·cry A merica n :  ' 'This grass is w· n· da rk 
to he fro m t he w h ite  heads o f  old mot hers."  

I n  the I H51) ,  Secon d  Edi t io n  o f  /.Nn 't'.l of Lm.1 1 ,  \\' h it
man add ressed Emerson d i rect l y ,  acknow ledging- that " it 
is you rs to h;l\·c been the orig-inal t rue Captain who put to 
sea, i n t u i t i ve ,  pos iti ,·e , re nderi n g  the f i rst re port , to he 
told less by any report , and more by t h e  m ariners of a 
tho usa n d  bays ,  i n  each t ac k  o f  their  a rri ,·i ng and depart
ing-,  m a n y  years aft e r  t h is . "  But \\' h itman aspired after 
stre n g-t h ,  and so cou l d  not abide in th is  per fectly acc urate 
t ri b ute.  I n  I H63 , i n a pri \'ate notation , ful l  of ,·e ncration 
for the p recu rsor, he s ubtly desc ri bed Emerso n ,  perhaps 
better t han even :'\ i c t zsche was to describe h i m :  

America in  t he fut u re, i n  her long t rain or poets and w ri ters, 
wh ile knowing more ,·ehemen t and luxurious ones, wi l l , I 
t h ink ,  acknowledge not h ing  nearer [ than]  t h is man, t he actual 
beginner or the whole procession-and certa in ly  noth ing 
purer, cleaner, sweeter, more canny, none, a fter al l ,  more 
t horoughly her own and nat i \·e . The most exquisi te taste and 
cau t ion are in h im,  always saving h is feet from pass ing beyond 
the l imi ts ,  li>1· he is t ranscendental of l imi t s ,  and you see un
derneath the rest a secret procl iv i ty ,  American maybe, to dare 
and violate  and make escapades. 

By t he t i m e  he w rote SjJ('(illlt'll noys ( l HH2) ,  t he con
seq uences o f  m i sprisio n  had t ri u m phed i n  \\' h it m a n .  Em
erson was then condem ned as h a  , · in  g o n l v  a gent leman's  
a d m i ration o f  power,  a n d  as  h a\'i n� bc�n a

'
n i n f l uence 

u po n  W h it m a n  j ust " for a mon t h  or so . '' Fi Ye years later,  
W h i t m a n  l ied out righ t ,  say i n g- :  " I t  is o f  no i m port ance 
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whether I had read Emet·son before s tart i ng L of (; .  or 
not . The fact happens to be pos it ively t hat I had 11ot ."  
Rather desperately, Whitman went on to say : "L of (; .  's 
won! is tlu' body.  indudi11g all, including the in tel lect and 
sou l :  E's word is mind (or intel lect or sou l ) . "  Though I 
wi l l  return to th is last remark of  \Vh it man's later, in 
st udying h is opening swerve away from Emerson , I wish 
to end these citations from \Vh itman-on-Emerson by 
quoting the t ruest of t hem , again rrom SjJf'tilllt'll Dfi_)'S ." 

The best part of Emerson ianism is ,  it breeds t he gian t that 
dest roys i tseiL  \\'l10 wan ts to he any man's mere li >l lowe r? l u rks 
beh ind every page. !'\o teacher e \e r  taugh t , that has so provided 
f ( >r h is pupil 's set t ing up independent ly-no t ruer evol u t ionist .  

I Jere ,  Wh itman has provided ant i t het ical theory with t he 
· ine,·itable t rope f(>l ·  Emersonianism or  the American Sub
l ime : " it breeds the giant t hat destroys i tse l f." We need not 
be surprised to discover t hat t he trope was, however, Em
erson's own in \·en t ion , crucial in t he essay .\"r>/f- Re/im1tf' 
(wh ich Whit man cert ain ly had read before he wrote Sonp; of 
. \ J )'IP/j) : 

I affect to be in iO xicated with sights and suggestions, but 
am not intox icated . My giant goes with me wherever I go. 

We can con trast another Emerson ian-Whitman ian 
giant , a double one indeed , that domina tes the open ing 
sect ion of the most Emerson ian poem in our  l iterature ,  
A n  Ordinrn)' E71e11 i11g in  Nr'w Hm•t'll : 

The eye's plain vers ion IS a th ing apart ,  
The vulgate of experience. Of this ,  
A few words,  an and yet , and yet , and yet-

As part of the never-ending med itat ion , 
Part of the question that  is a giant  h imsel f: 
or what is t h is house com posed if  not of the sun,  
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J 'hesc houses, t hese d i ll icult  objects, d ilapidate 
.\ppearances of what appearances, 
\Vords,  l ines, not mean ing-s, not comm unicat ions, 

Da rk th ing-s w it hout  a double , arter a l l ,  
l ' n less a second g-ian t  k i l l s  the f irst-
.\  recent  imag-in ing of real i ty ,  

\ l uch l i ke a new resemblance of the  sun ,  
Down-pouring-, u p-springing and inevitable , 
.\ la rg-er poem l 'or a larg-er a udience, 

As ir the crude collops came together as one, 
. \  mythological form, a festival sphere, 
.\ g-reat bosom,  beard and being, a l ive with age. 

"The q uestion that is a giant h imself' is a late ,·ersion of 
the StC\cnsian reduction to the First  Idea, while the sec
ond gian t who ki l ls the first is another re-imagining of 
the otherwise in tolerable First I dea or winter ,· is ion .  This 
second giant is the Emerson ian giant or daemon ic agent 
o f ' the American Sublime, a "giant that destroys itse lf. "  A 
transumption of these giants, di fficult as it was to ac
complish , is one of the beautiful achie,·ements of our 
contem porary master o f  th is t radition ,  A .  R. Ammons, 
when he concl udes an early \'en tu t·e in to the American 
Sublime by saying:  

that is the 
expression or sea le,·e l ,  

t he ta lk  of gian ts, 
of  ocean ,  moon,  sun ,  or e\·erything, 
spoken in a dampened grain of sand . 

Those giants carry me, at last, in to my promised 
t heoret ical digression ,  after wh ich I intend to make a 
ret um to Song of .\/_)'.'elf where I left i t .  in its ft rst six 
sect ions. Ciant ism,  as a trope, whether in � I i l ton ,  or in 
Emerson and h is descendant s ,  i s  related to sightlessness, 
or rat her to a repressi,·c process that subst i tu t es itself for 
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tropes and defenses of 1"1'-.IN'illg, wh ich take as a 
synonym for limitutirm , in my pan icula r  sense of the 
Lurianic :im:11111 or "cont l·act ion . "  To recapitulate a dis
t inct ion made at t he start of . I  .\ lujJ oj . \li.l rf'(trlillp;. "rc,·i
sionism" as a word and as a not ion comains the triad of 
rc-sccing, IT-esteeming or IT-est imating. and rc-a iming. 
wh ich in Kabbal istic terms becomes the t riad of contrac
tion , brcaking-of-t hc-n·sscls, and rest itution, and in poet
ic terms the triad of limitation , subst itut ion ,  and rep
resentat ion .  I n  these terms, sublimation is a U'-.lr'r'illg but 
repression is a n'-uimi11p;. or, rhetorical ly ,  a metaphor rc
sces, t hat is. it changes a pcrspcct i ,·c , but an hyperbole 
n'-aims, that is, redirects a res ponse. 

E\·cn so, an i rony IT-sees, but a synecdoche IT-a ims ;  a 
metonymy 1·educcs a seeing. but a mctalepsis redirects a 
purpose or desire .  I n  rc-sccing, you haYc t ranslated de
s ire into an act , but in IT-aiming. you ha,·c failed to 
transla te ,  and so what you rc-aim is a desire. I n  poetic 
terms, urti11g i.1 o limitotion ,  /) /(/ dr'.1 irinp; i.1 o u'jll'l'.ll'l/lolion .  
To get back from an act to a desire,  or to  translate a 
desire into an act , you must re-est imate and rc-cstccm 
eit her act or desire, and by preferring  one to the other,  
you substit ute and so shatter the \'Csscls ,  break and re
make the forms again .  Another way of putting th is is that 
a rc,·isiona l-y ratio ( tmpc ,  defense, image) of l imitation is  
closer to an  act than to a desire, but a ratio of representa
tion is closer to a desire or rcpurpos ing. To usc Kenneth 
B u rke's rhetorical terms, of h is four :\laster Tropes, three 
( irony.  metonymy. metaphor; or d ialect ic, reduction ,  
pcrspcct i \ c) arc act s of  rc-scci ng, or sim ple rc,· ision ism,  
wh ile the  founh (synecdoche or re presentation) i s  a de
s ire t hat redirects pu rpose , and so is a more complex 
re,· is ion ism.  I l ypcrbole and trans umption, as  succcssi,·c ly 
more heightened representations,  arc c\·cn more strongly 
tropes or desire .  

Expanding Burke to my pu rposes, I wo uld say t hat the 
prime poet ic an s arc to make presence more dialect ica l ,  
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to n_·d ucc d i llc reJKes, and t o  change o u r  sense of other
ness , of being el sew here ,  hy perspect i \· i z ing i t .  B u t  the 
pri me poe t ic desires arc t o  he elsewhere, to he d i fferent ,  
and t o  re presen t  t ha t  o t herness,  t hat  sense o f  difference 
and o f  bei ng else\\' here.  I would add, as a s u rm ise , t h at a l l  
o f  us t e n d  to \·;d ue poetry more fo r i t s  desires t h a n  for its 
act s ,  more for i t s  re-ai m i n gs or pu rpos i \ eness, t han for its 
rc-seei ngs. The S u b l i me,  and part icu lar ly  the American 
S ub l i me,  is not a re-seeing hut rather is a re-a i m ing. To 
ach ie\e 1 he S u b l i me is to exper ience a greater desire than 
yo u h;n e k nown before,  and such an ach ie\·ement resu lts 
from a fai l u re to translate anterior or pre\·ious desires 
i n t o  ac t s . As t he Emersonian,  American sense of  anterior
i ty  was greater, ours being the E\·ening Land ,  e\·en so the 
Sublime heightened, or repress ion augmented , if only 
because there was more unfulf i l led desire to re press. 

Emerson forgets English poetic trad i t i o n ,  in h is most 
Sublime prose passages, because h is purpose is to present 
something else,  an A merican indi\'iduality.  This forget
t ing is not p1·imari ly a l im itation, that is, a cal l ing atten
tion to a lack both in language and in  the sel f. Rather, th is 
fo rgett i n g  aims to rein force a potential i ty fo�· response in 
the se l l', though u n fort u nately no act of  forgetting can do 
much to rein force a potential ity i n  language. Emerson 
therel'(>re fo unds h is Sublime u pon a refusal of h istory, 
particularly l i tera ry h istory.  But no poetic Sublime can be so 
fou n ded witho ut a co mpensating isolation and e\·en a cri p
pling sublimation of  the self, as Wordsworth's Sublime al
ready had demonstl·ated . Emerson's new desire forgets the 
old des ire,  only at the expense of  increas ing the d istance 
between desire and act, which is probably the psychic rea
son why Emerson's prose style is so discontin uous . .  More 
e \·en than N ietzsche, Emerson's unit of thought and ex
pression tends to be the aphoristic, s ingle sentence . Yet 
Eme1·son .  un l ike Nietzsche,  w.as primarily an orator, a 
proud and knowing cont inuator of the Oral Tradition.  
N ietzsche is  consistent wi th h is own deepest pu rposes in  so 
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emphasizing t he aphoristic energy of u•riting, whereas Em
e •·son gives us t he endless paradox of  a mode of inspired 
speech that resorts always to aphorisms, wh ich  is what we 
can accept happily i n  Oscar Wilde, yet bewilders us in the 
American moral ist .  

The Emersonian or American Sublime, I am assert ing, 
d iffers from the B ri t ish or the Continental model not by a 
greater or lesser degree of  posit ivity or negat ivity, but by 
a g•·eater acceptance or a fli rmation of discont inuities in 
the sel L Only Emerson could permit  h imse l f, with in  one 
page of the same essay (Cirr/t'.l ) ,  f i rst to say :  "There is no 
outside, no inclosing wal l ,  no ci rcumference to us ,"  but 
then to crv out : "Alas  for th is in fi rm fai th ,  this wi l l  not 
strenuous,

' 
th is vast ebb of a vast f low! I am God in 

natu re :  I am a weed by the wal l , "  and then o utrageously 
to add : "The only sin is l imitation ."  At the end of so 
d iscon t inuous a Sublime, so stnmg yet so uncen ain a 
repression ,  t here m ust be also a heightened sense of the 
vo id , of t he near-ident ity between the Subl ime as a sol i
tary ecstasy and the terrible raptures of n ih il i sm,  
!\: iet t.sche's ltuheimlirh guest hovering by the door. Em
erson's odyssey did not  end in  madness, and yet Emerson 
burned out ,  soon after the Ci vil War. !\:ietzsche became 
insane, E merson became prematurely senile ,  Wordsworth 
merely became ,.e,·y boring, and so alas did Whi tman,  
a fte 1· Dmm- TajJ.I . In  th irty years punctuated by many in 
f l uxes of  subl imity ,  Emerson went from saying: " I t  i s  a 
misch iennts notion that we are come late into nat u re :  that 
the world was f i n ished a long time ago" to saying, in  
I H66:  "There may be two or tl1 1·ee or fou1· steps, acconi
ing to the gen ius of each ,  but  for every seeing soul  t here 
are two absm·bing facts,-/ aud lht' . -l b_)'.ls . "  For "the Abyss," 
we can read : tradition ,  h istory, the ot her, wh ile for " I "  we 
can read "any :\ merican ."  The f inal price paid for the  
ex treme d iscon t in uit ies of  EnH.' J·son ian vi sion i s  t hat we 
arc le f t  wit h  a s im ple, ch il l ing form ula :  the Amc•·ictn 
S ubl ime eq uals I and t/11' Abyss. 



I ret urn f i n a l l y  t o  t he o pe n i n g  six sect ions o r  Song of 
.\ h'lf'lj, w ith t he i t· defens i\e swen-e away fro m E m e rson ,  
e\·en as t h ey a ppear to celeb t·ate a n  Emersonian real iza
t io n  of '  t h e  se l L  W h it m a n ,  not a poe t -o f '- ideas l i ke Em
et·so n ,  but more t t·adi t iona l l y  a poet ( h mn.·,·e t· odd t hat 
sou n d s ) ,  seem s to haYe known i m pl ici t l y  t hat a poet ic 
re prese ntat ion o f '  a desire t e n d s  to be st ronger (t hat  is ,  
less l i mi t i n g) t han a poet ic re presentat ion o f  an act . Song 
of .\ l_vll'lj, in  i t s  begi n n i ngs, t herefore s u bst i t u tes t h e de
sires fo r u n io n  bet ween s p l i t  parts of the sel f ', and be
t ween sel f  a n d  so u l ,  for the act s o f  u n io n  pro per,  what
e \·et· t hose m igh t he . \\' h i t m a n  w ishes to  m·iginate h is own 
mode, h ut he cannot d o  so wi t hout  so me d i scont in uity  
w i t h  E m e rson ,  a p rophet o f  d iscon t i n u i t y ,  a n d  how do 
you cast o fl an i n f l uence t hat  i tse l f  denou nces all in
f l uence? E merson ianism u rges i tse lf  to breed a giant that 
wi l l  dest roy itsel f ', b u t  t h is most gigant ic  o f  its giants 
pai n fu l l y  fo u n d  h i msel f  ant ic ipated i n  nearly e \·ery t rope, 
and in  e\'ery mo\'ement of t he spirit , a pai n t hat \\' h it man 
shared w i t h  Thoreau .  

I t  is e ,· ide n t ,  bot h fro m t h e  open ing e m ph ases i n  Song 
of .\ l_r1tlj: a nd f 'mm W h it m an's co mments  in SjJaimen 
Oa_v 1 ,  on t h e  ri\'al wonls of precu rsor and ephebe ,  t hat  
\\' h i t m an's in tended swer\'e fnHn E me rson is  to deny 
Emet·s<m's d isti nct ion between t he Sou l  and :\'awre, in 
wh ich :"\at u re incl u des all  of t he :\'OT \I E,  " bo t h  nat u re 
and a rt ,  a l l  other men and my own bod y . "  \\'h i t  m an's :\ I E  
m ust incl ude h is o w n  bod y .  o r  s o  h e  w o u l d  persuade u s .  
l le w ri tes w h a t  in  I H H  I he w o u ld t i t l e  a t  last Song of 
.\ l_vvlj, and not So11g of tht' Sou l  or e \en So11g of .\ l_y Soul. 
B ut t he embrace bet ween h is so u l  and h is se l f  i n  sect ion 5,  
w h ich makes t he axis o f  t h ings appear not opaque but  
t ranspare n t ,  odd l y  ma kes "yo u m y  so u l "  t he acti ,·e part
ner, and t he sel f ', " t he ot her I a m ," w h o l l y  passi ,·e in  t h is 
co u rt sh i p. I f  we tra ns la t e  sou l  as "cha ractet·" and sel f as 
"perso n a l i t y , '' t hen we w o u l d  f i n d  it  d i ll ic u lt to iden t i fy so 
pass i\·e a pe rsonal i ty  w i t h  " Walt \\' h i t m a n ,  a kosmos, o f  
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�1an hattan t he son ,  I Turbulen t ,  f leshy ,  sensua l ,  eating, 
drin king and breed ing" of sect ion 24. Cleadv, there is a 
d ivision

' 
in  Whitman l;et ween two elements i 1; the self, as 

wel l as between sel f and soul ,  and i t  is the f i rst of  these 
divisions that mat ters, humanly and poet ically. I ndeed , it 
was from the f i rs t  or these d ivisions t hat I bel ieve Em
erson in i t ia l ly rescued Whitman ,  thus  making it possible 
f 'or \Vh itman to become a poet. The "real me" or "me 
mvse l l" in \Vh itman could not bear to be touched , ever, 
ex'cept by t he maten1al trin ity of  n ight ,  deat h ,  and t he 
sea, wh ile \Valt  Whitman ,  one of  the roughs, lean1ed 
from Emerson to e n: :  "Contact ! "  The•·e is a subl ime 
pathos in  \Vh itman n{aking h is Epicu 1·ean tli//(t /1/t'll away 
from Emerson by overproclaiming the body .  Emerson 
had nothing to say about two subjects and two subjects 
onlv, sex and deat h ,  because he was too healthy-minded 
to l�el ieve that there was much to sav about eitheL Em
erson had no sexual problems, and was a Stoic about 
death .  

I retum to mapping So11K of .\lyself: with  its implicit 
con t rast that Whit man,  gloriously and plangently ,  always 
had much too much to say about sex and death ,  being in 
t h is the ancesto1· not only of Hart Crane and, perhaps 
surpris inglv, of  Wal lace Stevens and,  t hese davs, of  Am
mons and Ashbery ,  but also of such prose obf�1scators of  
sex and death as  Hemingway and h i s  egregious ephebe, 
:\'onnan MaileL W h itman, surpass ing a l l  h is descendants ,  
makes of a l in ked sex-and-death a noble synecdoche for 
all of  ex istence, wh ich is the figurative design of  sections 
7-27  of Song of .\1_vst'lj: A universalizing Hood t ide of re
versals-into-the-opposite reaches a great climax in sect ion 
24, wh ich is an antithetical completion of the sel f w ithout 
ri \·al i n  American poetry, astonishing both f(>r its d ign ity 
and i ts pat hos, and transcending any other modern poet's 
attempt to think  and represen t  by synecdoche. The 
reader cannot know whether to admire th is proclamation 
more for its power or for its precision : 
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l f  nscrew the )()(:ks I' rom the doors ! 
l l nsr rew the  doors themsel \'es f'rom their  jambs! 

\\' hoe\·er degrades another degrades me, 
And whate\·er is done or  said ret urns at last to me. 

Through me t he a ll latus surging and surging, through me the 
current and index. 

speak the pass-word pri me\'al ,  I gi\·e the s ign or democracy, 
By God ! I w ill accept noth ing which all can not ha\'c t heir 

counterpa rt or on t he same terms. 

Through me many long d u mb \'oices, 
Voices of the in terminable generat ions or prisoners and sla,·es, 
Voices ol' t he diseas'd and despairing and or th ie\·es and 

dwarfs, 
Voices or the  t h reads that connect t he stars ,  and of wombs and 

of the Ett her-st u ll, 
And of the  rights or them t he others a re down u pon,  
or t he del(mn'd, t ti \' ial , llat , ((>Oi ish ,  despised , 
Fog in the air, beetles rol l ing balls or dung. 

We can say o l' t h is aston ishing chant  t ha t  as com plet ing 
synecdoche i t  verges on emptying-out metonymy, re
minding us ol' t he instabi l it y  ol '  a l l  tropes and ol '  a l l  psv
ch ic defenses .  Pr·imari ly ,  Whit man's defense in t h is pas
sage is a fan t asy re\·ersa l ,  in wh ich h is own fear or contact 
wit h other seh·es is so t u rned t ha t  no outward o\·enhrow 
of h is separateness is poss ible. I t  is as t hough he were 
denying denial ,  negat ing negat ion , by absorbing e\·en 
out ward sel l ', e\·ery Ol i !Cast of societ \·, hist cu·y, and e \·en of 
na ture .  To say t hat one wi l l  accept not h ing which all 
can not ha,·e t heir counte r-part of on t he same terms is 
indeed to say t hat one w il l  acce pt no o\·e n h row from 
outs ide onesel f, no negat ion or  denial .  \\' l r i tman ,  w it h  t he 
genius  of  h is enormous d ri \ e  towards  ant i t hetical com ple
t ion,  C l l l  he j udged to end t he /l'Sif' f{f phase of h is poem in 
t he remarkable t riad ol' sect ions 25-2 7 .  Fot· in sect ion 25, 
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nat u re s t ri kes back agai nst the poet , yet he is st rong 
eno ugh t o  s ust a i n  h i msel f '. hut  in 26-27  he e x h a u st ed l y  
hegins to  undergo a k ind o l '  passi ,·e s l ide-d own of '  spir i t  
t ha t  precludes t he f i e rce l!t' llosi., o r  e m p t y ing-o ut  o f ' his 
poe t hood in sect ions 2H-:)O. :\t t he end of '  27 , W h i t m a n  
con l 'esses : "To t o uch m y  person to some one e l se's i s  
about a s  m uch a s  I ca n st a n d . "  T h e  \\' h it m a n i a n  /:('1/ ll.li.l, 
in 2H-:)O ,  appears to make o f' mast u rbat ion a metony mic 
red uct ion of '  t he se l l ', whe re touch s ubst i t u t es l'or  t he 
whole being,  a nd a pat het ic sa l \'at ion is so ugh t I h ro u gh 
an exal t at ion of ' t he eart h t hat  t he poet has moist ened : 

:\ minute and a d rop or me sett le my brain,  
I belie\'e the sogg\' clods shal l  become lon· rs and lamps. 
And a compend of com pends is the meat of a man or woman , 
And a summit and f lower there is the feel ing they ha ,·e for 

each other, 
And they are to branch bound lessly out of that lesson unt i l  it 

becomes omnil ic ,  
.-\ nd unt i l  one and al l  shal l  delight us, and we them. 

T h is is  t he p re l ude to t he most  awesome re pression in 
our l i terat u re,  the greatest i n st ance yet o f' t he A me rican 
S ubl ime,  sect ion s  :H -:)H .  Rat h e r  t h a n  map the glories o f  
t h is  Subl ime,  I w il l  examine i nstead t he \'io lent  descent  
into t he abyss t ha t  c u l mi nates i t  i n  section :)H .  H a \' ing 
merged bot h  t he fat h e ri n g  force and t he u n i \'e t·sal  
brot herhood i n to h i m sel f. with t e rri fy ing eloq uence (" I 
a m  t he m a n ,  I s ulle t·'d , I was t he re";  and " A gon ies are 
one of '  mv changes o f  ga rments") ,  W h it man pavs t h e  
fearf 'u l  p rice o f ' Eme rson

'
ian Co m pe n sa t ion .  �ot h i

.
ng i n 

deed i s  got t e n  fo r n o t h i n g :  

Enough ! enough ! enough !  
Somehow I ha,·e been s tunn'd .  Stand hack !  
Gi\'e me a l i t t le t ime beyond my cuffd head, sl umbers ,  dreams, 

gapmg. 
I d isco\'er myself  on t he \'Crge or a usual mistake. 
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That I could forget t he  mockers and insults !  
That I could forget the t rickling tears and the blows of the 

bludgeons and hammers! 
That I could look with a separate look on my own crucif ixion 

and bloody cross ing. 

I rememhe r now, 
I resume the overstaid fract ion , 
The gra,·e of rock mult ipl ies what has been con f ided to it ,  or to 

any gra\·es, 
Corpses rise, gashes heal, fasten ings rol l  from me. 

Emerson had prophesied a Central :\lan who would 
t-e\·erse the "great De feat" of Christ ,  ins is t ing that "we 
demand Victory." \Vh itman, more audacious e\·en than 
h is precu rsor, dares to present h imself  both as a repeti
tion of the great Defeat and as the Victory of a Resurrec
tion :  " I  troop forth replen ish'd w ith su preme power, one 
of an a\'erage unending procession . "  \\'hat are we to do 
with a hyperbolica l  Sublime this outrageous? Whitman 
too is saying:  "/ a/1(1 /hf' A byss, " despite the sel f-deception 
of that "ave t·age u nending procession ." B ut \Vh itman's 
repression is greater, as it has to be , since a crucial part of 
its anteriority is a primal f i xation u pon Emerson,  a fixa
tion that I want to explore in the conclusion of th is 
chapter once I ha,·e concluded my sketchy ma pping of 
the later ratios i n  Son!{ of .\l_vsf'lj: 

Sect ions 39-49 a re an attempt at a sublimating con
solidation of the sel f, i n  which Wh itman presents us w ith 
h is vers ion of the most characteristic of High Romantic 
meta phors, his sel f  as i nside reciprocally addressing the 
natural  world as a su pposedly  answering outside. The 
final or reduct ive form of this perspecti,· izing is summed 
up in an appropriately ent itled poem of Wallace Ste,·ens, 
Tht' . ·lmnimn S ublimf': 

But how does one feel? 
One grows used to the weather, 
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The landscape and that ; 
And the sublime comes down 
To the spirit itself, 

The spirit and space, 
The empty spirit 
In vacant space. 

That is to say :  the Sublime comes down to the Abyss in 
me inhahitin� the Ahyss of space . Whitman's version of this 
co min� down com pletes h is �reat rl.,fu'sis, in  sect ion 49 :  

I hear you wh ispe 1ing there 0 stars or heaven, 
0 suns-0 grass of graves--() perpetual transfers and promo

t ions, 
I I' you do not say any th ing how can I say any th ing? 

Of the t l lrhid pool that lies in the autumn forest, 
or the moon that descends the steeps or the sough ing tw il ight, 
Toss, sparkles or day and dusk-toss on the black stems that 

decay in the muck, 
Ti>ss to the moaning gibberish or the dry l imbs. 

ascend from the moon, I ascend from the n ight, 
I perceive that the ghastly glimmer is noonday sun beams re

llected, 
And debouch to the steady and cen tral from the o ffspring 

great or small .  

The steadiness of t he central is reached here only 
t h rou�h t he rhetorical equivalent of sublimation ,  wh ich is 
metaphor, the metaphor of tWO lights, sun and lllOOI I ,  
w i th  the sun necessarily dominatin�. and takin� as  its 
tenor the Emersonian "steady and central ."  I ret urn to 
t he form ula for poetic sublimation ven tured earlier in  
th is discou rse. The sublimating ratio is a l imi tation he
cause what it concentrates is hei ng evaded, that  is, is 
rememhe1·ed only in order not to he presented . wi th 
somet hin� e lse subst it uted in  t he presen tat ion . Whitman 
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does not present what h e  i s  re membering-. h i s  dream or  
di\ inat ion, or being- a daali ng- sunrise g-reater t han the 
merely natu ral S U I I .  I nst ead or  this au tonomous splendor, 
he acce pts now a perspeni,· izing-, a balancing- of "spark les 
o l '  day awl  dusk." I l is rest it ut ion l 'or th is o 1hni1 comes in 
h is great poem's dose , in sect ions 50-52,  which form a 
mi t·acu lous 1 ra nsum ption of a l l  t hat has gone before. Yet 
t he Whit manian metaleptic re ,·e rsal di ffe t·s crucially from 
the \\'ordsworth ian-Tennysonian model , in that it places 
t he burden upon t he reader, rather than upon the poet .  
I t  is t he reader, and not t he poet, who is chal lenged 
direct ly to make his  belatedness into an earliness. \\'h it
man was to perfect t h is challeng-e in Cm.1.1 i11g /J rooldp1 
Ff'ny. appropriately called Su11 -nml'11 Poem when it f i rst 
appeared in the second Li'm 't's of (;m.ls, in  I H56. Here, i n  
So11g of .\ l_)'lf'lj, the chal lenge i s  made explicit a t  the close 
ol '  sect ion 5 I :  "Wil l  you speak before I am gone� wi l l  you 
pro,·e al ready too late�" ;\l'owhere in E merson (and I 
concede to no t·eader i n  my fanatical lo,·e of E merson) is 
the t·e so st rong a representation of the Central �fan who 
is coming as t here is in  \\'h itman's sel f-presentation in  
sect ion 52 .  I would select th is as the greatest of  Emerson's 
prophecies of the Central \fan , from the Journals,  April 
I H-46 :  

l i e or That wh ich in despa ir  or  naming aright, some have 
called the .\'l'WIIt'S.I,-as the Hebrews did not l ike to pronounce 
the word ,-he lurks, he h ides, he who is success, reality, joy, 
power,-that wh ich constitutes H ea\·en ,  wh ich reconci les im
possibi l i t ies, atones f'or shortcomings, expiates s ins or makes 
them ,. i rt ues, buries in ohli vi on the crowded h istorical past ,  
s inks rel igions, ph ilosoph ies, nations, persons t o  legends; re
,·erses the scale of opin ion , or fame; reduces sciences to opin
ion , and makes the thought of the moment the key to the 
universe, and the egg of h istory to come. 

. . . Tis al l  al ike,-astronomy, melaphpics , sword, spade, 
penci l ,  or instruments and arts vet to be in,·ented,-th is is the 
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in ,·entor, t he worth-g-i\'er, the worth .  This is He that shall 
come; or, i f  He come not, noth ing comes: He that disappears in 
the moment when we g-o to celebrate H im .  If we g-o to burn 
those that blame our celebration, He appears in them. The 
Divine Newness. Hoe and spade, sword and pen ,  cities, pic
til res, ga rclens, laws, bibles, are prized on ly because they were 
means He sometimes used . So with astronomy, m usic, arithme
tic, castes, f 'eudalism,-we kiss with de\'Otion these hems of h is 
garment ,-we mistake them for H im ;  they crumble to ashes on 
our l ips. 

The ;\/ewness is I n f lux ,  or fresh repression ,  l urking and 
h iding, i maged in depth , in burying and in s in king. Th is 
daemon ic force then projects the past and introjects the 
future, and yet IIIII 111171', but only in the real m or what 
shall OJIIIt' : " He . . .  d isappears in the moment when we go 
to celebrate H im , "  and more than h is garment would 
crumble to ashes on our l ips.  Wh itman, as t h is Newness, 
is e\·en more splendidly el usive : 

The spot ted hawk swoops by and accuses me, he complains of 
my gab and my loitering. 

I too am not a bit t amed , I too am untranslatable: 
I sound my barbaric yawp over the roofs of the world. 

The last scud of day holds back for me, 
I t flings my likeness a fter the rest and true as any on the 

shadow'd w ilds, 
I t  coaxes me to the vapor and the dusk. 

I depart as air, I shake my white locks at the runaway sun, 
I e ffuse my f lesh in eddies, and dri ft i t  in lacy jags . 

I bequeath myse lf  to the d i rt to grow l'rom the grass I love, 
I f  you want me again look for me under your boot-soles. 

You will hardly know who I am or what I mean , 
B ut I shall he good health to you nevertheless, 
A nd fi lter and f i bre your blood. 
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Fail ing to fetch me at first  keep encouraged , 
Missing me one place search another, 
I stop somewhere waiting for you .  

The hawk accuses W hitman of belatedness, o f' " loiter
ing," but the poet is one w ith the hawk, "untranslatable" 
in that h is desire is perpetual ,  a lways transcending act . 
There ,  i n  the twil ight ,  Whitman arrests the lateness of the 
day, dissolving the presentness of '  the present,  and effus
ing h is own presence unt i l  i t  is air and earth .  As the 
atmosphere we are to breathe, the ground we are to wal k,  
the poet in tJ·ojects our futu re ,  and is somewhere up 
ahead , waiting fm· us to catch up. So far ahead is he on 
our mutual quest, that he can a fford to stop,  though he 
wil l  not tel l  us precisely where .  His dominant trope re
mains the grass, but th is trope is now transumpti \·e , for it 
is grass not yet grown but "to grow." I m plicit in such a 
trope is the more-than-Emersonian promise that this Cen
t ral \fan wil l  not disa ppear " i n  the moment when we  go 
to celebrate h im."  

I end by retun1 ing to  Whitman's American Sublime of  
sections :� l -�8,  with specif ic reference to  the grand march 
of '  section 33 ,  where the poet says: " I  am afoot with my 
\"ision ."  Het ·e is a pan of th is audacious mounting into the 
Sublime:  

Sol itary a t  midn ight in  my back yard ,  my thoughts gone from 
me a long wh ile, 

Walking the old h il ls of Judaea with the beautiful ,  gentle God 
by my side, 

Speeding thro ugh space, speeding thmugh hea,·en and the 
stars,  

Speed ing amid the se\'en satell ites and the broad Iing, and the 
diameter of eighty thousands mi les, 

Speeding with tail'd meteors, throwing lire-balls l ike the rest, 
Ca rrying the crescent child that carries its own ful l  mother in 

its belly, 
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Storming, enjoying, plann ing, loving, caut ioning, 
Backing and f i l l ing, appearing and disappearing, 
I t read day and night such roads. 

I visit the orchards of spheres and look at the product , 
And look at quint i l l ions ripen'd and look at quint i l l ions green.  

I f ly those fl ights of '  a f luid and swallowing soul, 
My cou rse runs below the soundings of' plummets. 

I help mysel f' to material  and immaterial ,  
No guard can shut me off, no law prevent me. 

As an hyperbolical progression ,  t his seq uence is 
matched on ly by its misprision or sublime parody, the 
B ight of  the Canon Aspirin in .\'oft's lml'fl rrl rt S lljJIPIIIl' 
Fictio11. Wh itman's angelic f l ight breaks down t he distinc
tion bet ween material and immaterial , because h is soul .  as 
he precisely says, is " f lu id and swal lowing." Si mi larly, the 
Canon's angel ic f l ight breaks down the l imits between fact 
and thought ,  but the Canon's soul being more l imited, 
the later angelic f l ight fails exactly where Whitman's can
not fai l .  The Canon im poses orders upon real i ty ,  but 
Whitman discovers or uncovers orders, because he is dis
covering h imsel f  (even though he does not u ncover h im
self, despite h is constant assertions that  he  is about to  do 
so) . I vary an eadie1· question in order to conclude th is 
d iscou rse . Why is Wh itman's American Sublime larger 
and stronger than either t he Subl ime o f  h is precu rsor, 
Emerson ,  or the Sublime of h is ephebe ,  Stevens? I n  the 
language of  misprision,  th is means :  why and how is 
Whitman's poetic repression greater and more forceful 
than that of  the other major figu res in his own trad i t ion?  

Wh itman's ego, in  h is most Sublime t ransformations,  
whol ly absorbs and thus pragmatically forgets t he father
ing force, and presents instead the force o f  the son ,  o f  h is 
own sel f  o1·, in  \Nh itman's case , perha ps we should say or 
h is  own selves. \\' here Emerson urgt'.\ rorget rulness or 
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anteriority, Wh itman more strenuously does forget i t ,  
though at a considerable cost. Emerson says :  "/ and the 
Abyss" ;  Whitman says: "The A byss of My SPij: " The second 
statement is necessarily more Sublime and, alas, even 
more American.  
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Wallace Stevens: The Transcendental Strain 

The ancients a rc no t ra n scendental ists ;  the\ rest alwa\ s 
in t he spo n t aneous consciousness. 

1-: \ 1 1-:RSO:\ 

In t he l'req uen t ly bizarre t:rrl' Homo, :'\liet zsche has a 
s t imulat ing essay called "Why Am So Clever," 
sandwiched in bet ween "Why I Am So Wise" and "Why I 
\\'ri te  S uch Good Books." "Cleverness," in t h is sense, 
t u rns <Hll to he t he sell '-preservat ion through self-de l'cnse 
t ha t  al lows Nietzsche to ex press h is wisdom in h is own 
wri t ing wi l lJOl l l  being blocked mll by precursors : 

:'1/ot to see many t h ings , not to hear many th ings, not to permit 
many th ings to come close-fi rst  imperat ive of prudence , f i rst 
proof that one is no mere accident but a necessit y .  The usual 
word for t h is inst inct of self-defense is /a1/1'. It commands us 
not only to say :'-/o w hen Yes would be "sel fless" but also to say 
Xo m nm'�)' a.1 jms.,ibh' . . . . Schola rs spend all of their energies on 
say ing Yes and :'lio, on cri ticism of what others have thought
they themselves no longer t h ink. 

\l ietzsche's prime concern,  as he says in  h is subt i t le ,  is 
" How One Becomes What One I s . "  His answer risks t he 
paradox or double-hind,  so l'req uent in Romant icism, ol '  
ant i-sel l '-conscio usness uneasilv a l l ied to  t he dri ,·e l 'or  an 
expanding consciousness: · 

To become what one is, one n1 1 1s t  not have the fa intest notion 
what one is. From th is point o f' view even t he b/undns of lik haw 
their own mean ing and value-the occasional s ide mads and 

:! l lj  
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wrong- roads, t he delays, "modest ies ," seriousness wasted on tasks 
t hat are remote f"ront ''"' t ask . . . .  

Tlte whole surf "ace or consciousneSS---{'OilSCiousncss 1.1 a 
surface-must be kept dear of a l l  g-reat imperati\·es .  

St c Ye n s  was as ddihc rat ch· ret icent  as :\' ietzschc was 
del ihcratch· scl f-rc\·e la t o ry,  h

·
ut  he followed :\'ictzsche in 

t h is s uht k.
' 

mode o f  sc l f-� l e fensc,  so t hat  he too a t  last 
might p ro w  t hat he was no acciden t ,  b u t  a necessity ( if 
not q u ite a dest i ny,  as :\ie1 1.sche acnmttely proc lai med 
h imse l f  to he ) .  I n  The ComNiirul r11 thr' /_f'!/N C ( 1 922) , a 
des pe rate dead-end poe m des pite a l l  i t s  e x u bera n t  
grotesq ue t·ie ,  Ste\'e l l s  seems t o  ha,·e bot h praised a 1 1d  
blamed h imsel f [ ( >r  h is :\' iet zschean a 1 1 d  prudential e\·a
s ions, h is de fenses against t he pressu res of Roman t ic t radi
t ion : 

How many poe ms h e  den ied h imself 
In  h is observant  progress, lesser th ings 
Than the relentless contact he desired ; 
H ow many sea-masks he ignored ; what so unds 
He sh ut out from h is te m peri n g  ear; what thoughts ,  
Like jades a ffect ing the sequestered bride: 
:\nd what descants, he sen t to ban ishment �  

" Rele n t less con t act"  i s  t he Emerso n i a n  and \\'h itman ian 
ide;tl , but  h a rd l y  t he T ra n scende n t al real i t y .  Yet i t  i s  the 
ideal t hat Stevens set h im sel f to q uest beyon d ,  and as we w i l l  
see, t o  q uest beyond i n  vain : 

What was the purpose of his pi lgrimage, 
\Vhate\·er shape it took in Crispin's mind, 
If not , w hen all is said , to dri \·e away 
The shadow of h is fellows from the skies, 
And,  from their stale intel l igence released , 
To make a new intell igence pre\'a i l?  

The f i 1 1a l  or t ra n s u m pt i \'e form o f  t h a t  shadow in Ste\·e ns 
is t he "great shadow's last e m bel l i shment"  o f Thf' .4 u ro ra.l of 
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Autu111 1 1 .  Rather t han again map that man·elous poem,  I 
turn to a lyric of 1 954, close to the  end,  t he subtle On the Way 
tv thr' B w: 

A light snow, l ike frost, has fal len during the n ight.  
Gloomi ly, t he journalist con fronts 

Transparent man in a t ranslated world, 
In  wh ich he feeds on a new known,  

I n  a season,  a c l imate of morn ing, of elucidation,  
A refresh ment of cold a ir ,  cold breath . 

A perception of cold breath ,  more reveal ing than 
A perception of sleep, more powerl"tll 

Than a power of sleep. a clearness emerging 
From cold, sl ightly irised , sl ight ly bedazzled, 

But a perfect ion emerging from a new known, 
An understanding beyond journal ism, 

A way of pronouncing the word inside one's tongue 
Under the w in try t rees of the terrace. 

The 'journalist" is the aspect of the old Stevens sti l l  in  
continui t y  with the reduct ion ist of  a l i fetime's meditations 
and poems, a "journal ist" largely in the sense of a person 
who keeps a journal , a dai ly record of reflections, wh ich 
in Stevens's case has become h is poetry. There is a red uc
tive play, certain ly ,  upon mere "journalism" as opposed to 
l i teratu re, but there is  a l ink a lso to jou rnal ists l ike Em
erson and Thoreau ,  who con fronted dai ly "Transparent 
man in a translated world," where " t ranslated" means 
"troped." Fundamental ly On the �Vay to !hi' B us, l ike so 
many of Stevens's last poems written fmm 1 949 on to the 
end in  1 955,  i s  a revision of The Snmt• ,\1mt , a text that 011 
the WaJ' to the B us very nearly reverses. But I will come to 
th is near-reversal a fter an account  of  Thr' Snow i\ lm1 . 

The Snmo , \lau is a lyric monument to belatedness, and 
can be cons idered Stevens's most c rucial poem.  There is 
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an u n happy i rony,  clearl y ,  i n  t he s i t u a t ion o f  the belated 
st ro n g  poet ,  s ince as m uc h  as in any poet e \·er, t he spir i t  
i n  h im i n s ists u po n  priority and a u tonomy, yet  the text  he 
prod uces is condem ned to offer itse l f  for i n terpretation 
as bei ng a l ready a n  i nterpretation o f  other i n ter
pretations,  rathet· than as what  it asserts itsel f to he , an 
i n teq> retat ion of l i fe .  �o i l l usion abo ut h is status and 
hmct ion is more d i fl i c u l t  to shed , as I ha ,·e learned 
t h ro u gh bei n g  denou nced by \'i rtual ly  e\·e ry poet I meet.  
Yet I a m  puzzled by one as pect o f  t hese den u nciat ions,  
energizi ng as i t  is to be denounced . The function of 
cri t ic ism at the prese n t  t ime,  as I concei \'e it,  is to fi nd a 
m id d le way bet ween the paths o f  demysti f ication o f  mean
i ng, and o f  recol lection or restoration o f  mea n i n g, or 
be t ween li m itat ion and re presentat ion.  But the o n l y  
aest hetic p a t h  betwee n l i mitat ion a n d  re presentation is  
s u bst i t u t io n ,  and so a l l  that  crit icism can hope to teach , 
whether to the co m mo n  reader or to the poet ,  is a series 
ol s t ro n ger modes of s u bs t i t u tion . S ubst i t u t io n ,  in t h is 
sense, i s  a mode of creation - t h ro u gh -catastrophe.  The 
\·essc J s  or f i xed forms break in  e\·ery act of read i n g  or o f  
writ ing,  but  how t hey break is to a cons iderable e x tent i n  
t h e  powet· o f  each reader and of each writer. Yet t here 
are patterns in t he breaking t hat res ist the power, how
eYer st rong, o f  any reader and o r  e\·ery writer.  These 
patterns-e\'ident  as seq ue nces of i mages, or  of t ro pes, or 
of psyc h ic defe n ses-are as def i n i te as t hose of a n y  da nce, 
and as ,·aried as t h e re a re \'arious da nces. B ut poets do 
not i t l \'e n t  the dances the\' da nce, and we m11 tell the 
da nce r from the da nce. Tl{e stronget· poet not o n l y  per
forms t he dance more s k il l fu l l y  t h a n  the weaker poet ,  h u t  
h e  mod i fies i t  a s  wel l ,  a n d  vet i t  does remain t he same 
dance. I a m  a fra id t hat t het:e does tend to be one fai rlv 
def i n ite dance pat tern i n  post - E n l igh t e n mem poetn:, 
\\· h ich can be altered by stro n g  s u bst i t u t i o n ,  but st i l l  i t  
does rem a i n  t he same dance. 

I gi ' c  Ste ,·ens's Tht' Snmt• . \lrm as an i n stance, m y  choice 
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being not a rhit t·a ry , since t he poem seem s both cen tral 
and q ui t e  t horo u gh ly original ,  and yet i t  too ren.·als i t se l f '  
a s  anot her ,·ers io n  o f ' t he a pot n>pai-c l i tany t hat poet ry has 
become. I t  begins wi t h t he i n j u nct ion of absence, for a 
man formed o f '  snow i s  one e m blem of' absence ,  a n d  a 
mind of '  w inter is necess;u·ily another. The m i n d ,  as St e\'
ens savs e lsewhere,  is i t se l f  t he great poem of '  w i nter, hut  
t h is is t he mind as one defense only ,  as  t he metonymic 
red uct ion t hat isolates and u ndoes t he ol�jen -world.  S uch 
a m i n d ,  mo\·i n g  fro m its i n i t ial  illusio of say ing " m i nd" 
w h ile i n ten d i n g  a l oss o f  cogn i t ion,  t h ro ugh the isolations 
or a rei l ied nat u re,  wo uld he con tent  to  abide in t he 
metaphor that f i nal ly perspecti,·izes an observing noth
ingness agai nst  a not h i n gness ohsened . B u t  t h is ap
paH· n t l y  least rest i t u t i \'t_' o (" poe ms mon·s  a lso tO heighten 
it s i n i t ia l  synecdoche of '  t he be holder ,  to  t he h y perbole o f '  
pat hos in t he m i sery o f '  t he Shel leyan w i n d ,  on t o  t h e  
intn dect i H· metalepsis o f  t he f i n a l  " be holds,"  where t h e  
"nothi ng" t hat is t here and t he "not h ing h i m se l f" o f '  t he 
be holder bot h  are effectual ly eq uated w ith the greatest of '  
A merican e p i p h a n ies:  " I  a m  not h i ng; I see a l l . "  That 
beholder, no Snow \ J a n ,  yet "cross ing a ha t·e co m m o n ,  in 
snow p ud d les, at twi l igh t ,  u n der a clouded sky ,"  co u ld 
end hi.1 re\ erie  hy a ll i rm i n g :  " I  am part or parcel o r  Cod ."  
S te\·ens  w i l l  go q uite as t ;u· a t  t he c l imax of '  .\'oft's lmuarrl ft 
S lljm'lllf' Fidion: " I  ha \·e not b u t  I am and as I a m ,  I a m . "  
Thf' Snmu . \ Ian ,  hack in 1 92 1 ,  aba ndons us to i t s  t i t l e :  to 
J i \'t' with t he t ro pe of' pathos, w ithout  t h e f 'a i Jacy ol" a t 
tr ib u t ing l i fe to the o l�ject world,  i s  t o  l i ,-e only  as and how 
a bod y or w inter would l i ve .  

Plot i n us l i ked to c a l l  t he Gnost ics "dece ived deceivns," 
w h ich seems to me a lso a good desc ri ption or s tmng 
poets .  To be a Snow \fa n  is not  to  be deceived , h ut ol "  
co u rse it is a l so not to be a s t rong poet , hu t only a 
'jo u rn a l ist . "  .-\ st rong poet is st rong hy \'i rt ue o r  "a per
fect ion emerging !"rom a new k now n , "  indeed rro m "an 
underst a n d i n g  beyond j o u m a l i s m . "  On h is way to t he 



bus ,  1 he \·e ry old St e\·e n s  not only beholds but luum•s a 
new IH.' ITe pt ion,  and t h is knowled ge , as bel i ts a poet ,  i s  "a 
way o r  p ronouncing t he word . "  T h is i s  not the orator's 
word , t he tra nsparency as proclai med by Eme•·son,  but is 
rat her a private per fection ,  " ins ide or one's tongue."  Yet 
i t is  on the way to the Emerso n i a n  word of oral tradit ion, 
a way that  is c harted i n  many of the f inal poems, as  here 
in TIJ {' S {/ i I {) / l r {)•.\.\{'.\ ." 

The great Omn iu m descends on us 
As a free race. \Ve know i t ,  one 
By one, in the right of all. Each man 
Is an approach LO the \'igilance 
I n  which the Iiller  of truths becomes 
A whole, the day on which the last star 
Has been counted, the genealogy 
Of gods and men destroyed, the right 
To know established as the 1ight to be . 

This is Stevens returning, a century later, to the pri
mary ,  early E merson of 1 839 who could assert tl1at 
"Adam in  the garden , I am to new name al l  the beasts in  
t he field and al l  the gods in  the sky ."  The motive for 
destroying the genealogy of  gods and men is t he same in  
both the  see1·s , t he  more extravagant maggid of  Concord 
and h is more circumspect specu lator of  Hart ford .  We 
have seen how strained the Transcendental strain was 
even in E merson and W h itman ;  of the three I wou ld 
j udge it to be the least s tra ined i n  the very old Stevens, as 
here again in  The Sail of U�)'.ue.1 : 

I n  the generations of thought, man's sons 
And heirs are powers of the mind, 
H is only testament and estate. 
He has noth ing but the truth  to lea\'e. 
How then shall the mind be less than free 
Since only to know is to be free? 

That is noble verse , and of course i t  is a Transcendental 
idealization,  and of course it is a lie, not j ust against t ime but 
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even more audaciously against the condition of our ex
istence as knowers. I n  the generations of thought ,  man's 
sons and heirs are men and women, ot!trr men and wo
men, men and women who come after. The testament and 
estate handed on is tradition , and man leaves not the truth, 
certain ly not in l i teratu re ,  but cumulative error, a legacy of 
tropes. Only to know is hardly to be free, but is indeed an 
acknowledgment of contingency. Stevens, necessari ly ,  is 
never more Emerson ian than when he declares the free
dom or w ildness of h is own knowing, for here too Em
erson ianism breeds the giant that destroys i tself. 

What shal l  we call th is strain in  Stevens,  unless i t  be a 
Transcendental one?  I t  was there always, but from about 
I 949 on it dwarfs e \·ery other element in  the poems. The 
canon ical misreading of Stevens has its prophetess in the 
bri l l iant Helen Vendler, for whom Stevens is wholly an 
i ron ist, whose one t rue  su�ject is dessication.  I do not 
recogn ize th is Ste\'ens in the poetry. Mrs. Vend ler cal ls her 
analysis of . 1 11 Onlin rl l)' f: I •ening in Xr'w Hrwe11 "the total 
leaflessness," thus seeking to red uce the entire poem to i ts 
least characteristic section ,  t he lament for old age that fai ls 
to dominate e\'en section x v t ,  where it occurs. More charac
teristic, I would say,  is sect ion X X I I I :  

The sun i s  hair the world, half everything, 
The bodiless half. There is always th is bodi less half, 
This i l lumination, this elevation, th is  future 

Or say, t he late going colors of that past, 
Effete green,  the woman in black cassimere. 
I f, then, �ew Haven is half sun,  what remains, 

At e\·en ing, a fter dark, is the other haiL 
Ligh ted b)· space, big over  t hose that sleep, 
or the single fut ure of nigh t ,  t he single sleep, 

As of a long, inevitable sound, 
A kind of cozen ing and coa:xing sound, 
And t he goodness of lying iu a maternal sound, 
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Lnfretted hy day's separate,  several sel\'es, 
Being- part of C\'ery th ing- come tog-ether as one. 
I n  th is identi ty,  d isemhodiments 

Sti l l  keep occurring-. \\'hat is, uncerta inly, 
Desire prolong-s its ad\'en tu re to create 
Forms of farewel l ,  furt i\'e among- g-reen ferns. 

I t  should he said of Ste vens t ha t ,  t h roughout h is poetic 
c1 1·eer ,  he co uld not t rope wit h o ut the s 1 1 n .  I l i s  Fi rst I dea 
is an idea of m a n ,  but for h im "we are men or s u n , "  and 
so t h e  Fi rst I dea in Ste \"ens is  a l ways also an idea o f  t he 
s u n ,  and the s u n  re-imagined is t he re fore the ce ntral  
image of h is poet ry . I s t t spect t hat  Zarat h ustra's solar 
tr;�jectory, i n  :\' ietzsche, was a large com ponent i n  Ste\"
ens's t·e- imagini ngs of the s u n ,  from Sul/(la)' .\lont i11g i n  
1 9 1 5  o n  to .\'ot ldm.1 about tlu' Thi11g but tlu' Thi11g Itself; 
nea rly forty years lateL B ut the anteriority of the i m age is 
\"cry nearl y end less, s ince :\' ietzsche,  E merso n ,  \\' h itman 
t hemsel\"es e x p loited a n  i m mense t radition of solar re\'i 
s ion is m .  I n  Ste\·ens,  the image o f  the s u n  is so com
prehensi\"e as to defy s u mmary,  but if a s ingle passage 
can be selected as bei ng rep resentati\'e , i t  migh t  be t h is ,  
from J 1 'm •illg .-ldit' U, Adieu, Adit'u:  

. . .  E\'er:jubi lan t ,  
What  i s  there here but weather, what spirit 
Ha  ,.e I except it comes from the sun? 

I f  t h is rheto rical q uestion i n tends to be answered : " :\'o 
s pirit , exce pt it co mes fi·om the s u n , "  as I t h i n k  it i s ,  the n  
sect ion X X I II o r  Al l  Onlilll/ 1)' Ei 'l'll illg ill .\'1'"11' Hm•r'll begins 
w i t h  a tlilla /IU'II from t ra nscendence, from E merson i n  
.\'atun' i ns is t ing:  

To speak tru ly ,  few adul t  persons can see nature. :\lost per
sons do not see the sun.  At least they ha\·e a \'ery superficial 
seeing-. The sun i l l uminates only the eye and the heart of the 
child. 
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The Ste\'ensian swene from origins reacts also against 
Whitman at h is most defiant,  in Song of ,\lyst'lf: sec t ion 25 : 

Dazzl ing and tremendous how quick the sun-rise would kill me, 
If I could not now and always send sun-rise out of me, 

We also ascend dazzling and tremendous as the sun,  
We I(>Llnd our own 0 my soul  in the calm and cool of the 

daybreak. 

Seeing t he sun , for Eme1·son,  was a compos ite t rope in 
which t he Emersonian eye and t he sun blent  i n to one 
val ue.  Seeing the sun, for Whitman,  was to foster the 
rising o f  a counter-s un,  in  h imself. Stevens begins sect ion 
X X I I I  with a repressed desire for wholeness and t ranscen
dence, while overt ly i nd ulging in a rhetorical irony :  "The 
sun  is half the world ,  ha lf  every th ing, I The bodiless 
hal f."  H e  says "ha lf' but means "al l  t he world ," means 
that the sun  is e \'eryth ing. The "bodiless" fi guration re
caJis t he opening of The Auroras of . -l utumn, and here as 
there is a d ialectical image of absence and presence. The 
sun is present as " i l luminat ion" and "elevation" but absent 
because i t  is always " fu ture." I n  the next tercet ,  Stevens 
defensive ly t urns-against-the-sel f, by attacking the past as 
an "effete green,"  t he Hrmnonitllll world now being viewed 
as colo1·ed belated ly. New H aven becomes the  rest i tut ing 
synecdoche or antithetical completion , the whole of which 
the sun and n igh t are only parts. I f  one hal f of  New 
Haven is sun,  and is Stevens's invent ion or discovery, t he 
n igh t-ha lf  belongs to Whi tman's The Sll'l'/Jl'n, the world 
where n ight is an ident i ty  wi th the mother and so wi th  
death and birt h ,  and where t he long, inevitable sound 
m ust be the sound of the sea, cal l ing i ts castaways home: 

. . .  what remains, 

At even ing, a fter dark, is the other half, 
Lighted by space, big over those that sleep, 
Of the single fuLUre of n ight, the single sleep, 
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As of a Ion!{. ine\'itable sound,  
A k ind of cozen in!{ and coaxin!{ sound,  
And the !{OOdness or l y in!{ in a maternal sound . . .  

I n  t hese ce n t ra l  tercets o r  sect ion X X I I I ,  t he alternation 
follows V\' h it man's  characterist ic  pat tern . The word 
"single, " by a catachresis of m e tony my, becomes a l i g u ra
t iYe red uct io n to e m p ti ness, a regressi,·e ret u rn to origins .  
The ful lness o f  space , big over t he ch i l d l i ke s leepers ,  
em pties o u t  i n to the s ingle fut u re o f  n ig h t  a n d  s leep, 
wh ich is necessa ri l y  death . B u t  t h e  daemon ic res ponse, I ll 
a n  ex traord i na ry repress ion i n to a Counter-Sublime, is a 
l(>rge t t i n g  o f  death and a re me mbet·ing, subst i t u t i n g  rep
resentation of t h e  mot her and of her good ness,  w h ich 
poetical ly  means an ass u mption of t h e  powers of the 
Transcendental  m u se .  The precise apotropaic pattern o f  
the Roma n t ic crisis-poem t h e n  re peats i tse l f  a s  a n  ins ide/ 
o utside metaphor of " ident i t y "  does t he work of s ubl im a
t ion,  exq u i s i tely con veyed by t h e  image of fre t t i ng, o f  
s hadow ing or lat t ic ing a pat tern o f  d isplacement ,  between 
separate selves and a co m pos i te bei ng, n igh t or t h e  
mother:  

L: nfretted by day's separate, se\·eral seh·es, 
Being part or  e\'eryth ing come together as one. 

B u t  s uch a metaphori cal  identi ty  is e p istemo logical ly  
u n re l iable, a nd SteYens moves i n s tead to a t rans u m pti \·e 
t rope, po ised w i t h  del iberate u nce rta inty  between fres h
ness and belated ness : 

I n  t h is iden t i ty ,  d isembodimen ts 

St i l l  keep occurring. \\'hat is ,  uncerta inly ,  
Desire prolongs i ts  ach·en tu re to create 
Forms of farewel l ,  furt i \·e among !{reen ferns. 

l le rc farewe l l  has been projected,  i f  only i n to the ,·ari 
ety of forms, a nd des ire has been in t n�jected, if  o n h· i n to 
a pro lo ngation rather than i n t o  an a pot heosis. As a n  
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adven t u re,  desire shades o ff furt ively into the "effete 
�t"Ccn ,  t he woman in  black cass imcrc," wh ich were "t he 
lat e �oin� colot·s of that pas t . "  Desire hardly could be 
praised more ambi�uously. and yet i t  docs remain desire. 
There is a dark link in t he hyperbo lic t rope of the " ion�. 
inevitable sound" of n i�ht and the mother, and t he pro
lon�in� of the furt ive ach·cnt urc ,  h int in� that desire is 
l inal lv a desire for death .  But I do not t h ink i t  accidental 
that t

'
h is and so manv other sect ions of :Ill  Orditta n· [·; , ,f' l l 

illg i l l  .\'('((1 1 /m 'f'l/ ro
'
llow the patterns of ima�cry

' 
of  the 

I I i�h Romant ic p;u·ad i�m. and i t  is to t he al most con
t in ual presence of such patterns in Stevens t hat  I now 
d irect t h is discourse . 

I have discussed elsewhere Stevens's contemptuous at
t i t l ldc towards poetic in f luence. Was there c\·cr anot her 
poe t or h is ach ievement who could write t h is blindly and 
scl f-dccci,· in�ly about t he relation of a new poet to an
tcriori ty?  

r r  we were al l  al ike; if we were mi l l ions or people saying do, re, 
mi in un ison , one poet would be enough and Hesiod h imsel f 
would do very welL Everyth ing he said would be in no need of 
expounding or would have been expounded long ago. B ut we 
;u·e not al l  a l ike and e\'erything needs expounding al l  t he t ime 
because, as people l ive and die, each one percei\' ing l i fe and 
death for h imself. and most ly by and in h imself, there de\'elops 
a curios ity about the perceptions of others .  Th is is what makes 
it possible to go on saying new th ings about old t h ings.  The fact 
is that the saying or new th ings in new ways is grateru l  to us. I r 
a bootblack says that he was so t i red that he lay down like a dog 
under a t ree, he is saying a new t h ing about an old t h ing. in a 
new way. I l is new way is not a l i terary no\'e l ty ;  it is an una l'
fected statement of h is perception or the t h ing. 

\\'hen I t·cad t h is passa�c. I am moved by t he qual i ty  or 
Ste,·cns's exasperat ion, yet I am reminded also of  Em
erson's ins i�h t ,  i n  h is cssav " l l is to t·v ,"  when he remarks: 
" B ut i t  is t l;c Ll l l l t of our ,:hetoric t l �at we cannot s tron�ly 
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state one fact without seem ing to belie some ot her. " I 
remember also :'\ietzsche's aphori sm :  "One is not f in ished 
wit h one's passion because one re presents i t : rat her, one 
is f in ished wi th  i t  u •hr'll one represents ic" Ste \·ens, i nsist
ing upon the percept iveness of his  f ict ive bootblack, is 
represen t ing h is own anxiet ies about anteriorit y ,  and his 
own rhetoric belies the fact of  a belated poet's deepest 
rear, wh ich is that increasingly we do become al l too 
much al ike .  Ste\·ens  can say, pugnaciously and effect ively ,  
that "one poet would be enough and Hesiod h imsel f 
would do very wel l ,"  hut how would i t  ha\·e seemed, to 
St e\·ens or to us, i f  he had said that "one poet would be 
enough and Wh itman h imself  would do ,·cry wel l ,"  let 
alone a contemporary r ival l i ke E liot or Pound or Wil
l iams? 

In t he same in t rod uct ion to a new poet t hat I ha,·e just 
ci ted, Ste\·ens proceeded to obfuscate American Transcen
dental i sm.  with t he same zest for misprision that he fre
quently manifested towards Romantici sm.  To he ant i
Transcendental ,  Stevens said,  i s  to take as your subject "the 
part icu lars of experience."  Without bot hering to cite 
Thoreau or  Whitman against  t h is un in teresting fals i f ica
t ion , I am content to cite Emerson from the not irrelevant 
essay cal led The Tm /l.l(('lu!mta/i.,t: 

The idealist, i n  speaking of events, sees them as spirits. He 
does not deny the sensuous fact : by no means;  bu t he will not 
see that alone. He does not deny the presence of this table, th is 
chair, and the walls of this room, but he looks at these th ings as 
the reverse side of the tapestry, as the othn f'l/(1, each being a 
sequel ot· completion of a spiritual fact which nearly concerns 
him. This manner of looking at things transfers e\·ery object in 
nature from an independent and anomalous position without 
there, into the consciousness. 

Or as Ste\·ens's returned mariners say in An OrdinmJ 
E1•eni11g i11 Xr'u' Hrwen ,  "\Ve are back once more i n  the 
land of the el m trees , I B ut folded o\·er, turned round," a 



lt'al/a('(' Sli'<'t'lls: Tlu' Trrl /l.ltf'IU!t'lllal Stmi11 

turning or "alteration I Of words that was a change of 
nature ."  Grand fu lf i l ler as he was of the Emerson ian 
program,  ye t  less grandly fulf i l l ing than Whitman had 
been , Stevens suffered more even t han Whitman the in
tolerable Transcendental version of the anxiety of in
fluence. Rat her than continue to wander between Stevens
ian texts, I wi l l  concentrate the t·est of th is d iscourse 
upon one strong text, t he attempt by Stevens to ap
propriate for h imself the Emersonian-Whi t manian cen
ter, Xolt's /ou •ard a Sujm'lllf' Firtio 11 . What is the fate of the 
Transcendental strain in  th is most stren uous of Stevens
ian a pot ropaic l i tanies? 

Like Peer Gyn t ,  we must go round about,  to get beh ind 
Sten·ns's defenses here, and t h is circuitous route leads 
t hmugh the  most im portant of twentieth-century in
l l uences upon Ste,·ens, Pa ul Valet·y, by w h ich I mean 
\'alery as prose speculator upon poet ry .  rather than Val
ery as poet . I l et·e, in  t he dialogue Dan('(' and lht' Soul. as 
noted by Frank 1\.ennode, are the f irst two phases of 
S te\ens's d ialect ic :  t he t·educt ion to the First Idea, and the 
t·eal ization that t he hu man can not long sun· ive such re
duct ion :  

Socm/e.1 . . . . te l l  me then , do you not know some specific 
remedy. or some exact ant idote. for that evi l  amongst all evils , 
t hat poison or  poisons. t hat venom in imical to al l  nature? . . .  

Plwrdru.1 . What venom? 
.\ocm/1'.1 . . . . \\'h ich is cal led : the wmrint'.\.1 of li< •ing?-1 mean , 

understand me. not the pass ing weariness, the ted ium which 
comes or f;uigue, or I hat of wh ich we sec the germ or  the l imits ;  
hut t hat perfect tedium,  t hat pure ted ium which docs not come 
rr01ll misrort Ul le or in f i rmity,  and which is COlll pat iblc with  I he 
happiest or  al l  condit ions t hat we may contemplate-that 
tedium.  in l ine ,  whose substance is none other than l i fe itself. 
and \rh ich has no other second cause t han the clcar-s ightedness 
of t he n1an who is alive. This absolute tedium is in itsclr noth
ing other than l ife in it s nakedness, when it sees itse lf  dearh". 
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/�'ryximrul/ 1/s. It is most t rue t hat i f  our soul purges itself of all 
f;t (seness, and depri \·es i t se lf  of e\·ery fraudulent addition tO 
<l 'llrlt i.1 , our existence is at once endangered by this cold,  exact , 
reasonable , and moderate conside rat ion of h uman l i te  as it 
IS . . .  , 

\\' hy cure so reasonable an i l l �  l\'o doubt there is noth ing 
more morbid in  i t sel f'. noth ing more i n imical to nature ,  t han to 
.\('(' thing.1 r1.1 thi'V " ""· A cold and perfect clarity is a poison 
impossible to combat . The rea l ,  in its pure state,  stops the heart 
instantaneously . . . .  One d rop of that icy lymph sull ices to 
relax in a soul the  springs and palp itations of des ire, ex
terminate all hopes, ruin al l the gods presen t in our blood . The 
Vi rt ues and the most noble colors pa le before it, and arc l i ttle 
hv l i tt le consumed . To a handfu l  of ashes is the past reduced , 
and the future to a t iny  icicle. The sou l  appears to itself as an 
empl\ and measurable form .-Here, then , t h ings as they are 
come together, l im i t  one another, and are thus chained to
gether in the  most rigorous and mortal fash ion . . . . 0 Socrates, 
the uni\'erse can not for one instant endure to be only what it 
IS . . . .  

The mistakes, t he appearances, the play of the d ioptrics of 
the mind deepen and q uicken the world's miserable mass . . .  . 
The idea introduces into what is ,  t he lea,·en of what is not. . .  . 
But truth somet imes �hows its hand after a l l ,  and jars i n  the 
harmon ious system of phantasmagorias and errors. 

We can obsen·e that the Eryximach us of \'alery is him
sel l ' strongly in f l uenced by Schopenhauer and by 
:\' ietzsche, and part icularly by the latter. Ste,·ens's w inter 
or snow man , · is ion,  the red uction to the First Idea, th us 
reaches back to :\'ietzsche through Valery .  The th ird 
phase ol ' Ste,·ens's d ialectic, the re-imagin ing of  the in
tolerable Fi rst Idea through the fabrica t ion of a Supreme 
Fict ion,  a lso seems to reach back to :\'ietzsche, in th is case 
through \'a ih inger's Thl' Phi/o 1DjJh_)· of ·.·Is If', with its last 
chapter on ":\fietzsche's \\' i l l  to I l lus ion' '  wh ich Frank 
Dogget t  est  ablishcs Ste,·ens as h<l\·ing pondered . From 



l l 'a/la('{' Slf'i 't'll .l: The Tn! IISU'IIdt'lllal .\tmi11 

Vaihinger-on-:'\l ietzsche, Stevens took " the idea I Of this 
in ,·en t ion ,  t h is i tnen ted world"  and,  more crucially even ,  
the notion that  t he world in w h ich we l ived was i t sel f a 
fiction ,  _ j us t as our autonomous self ot· identity was only a 
f ict ion or a "su preme i l lus ion . "  

Valery ,  lor  a l l  h is debt to ;\; iet zsche,  was a subt ler gen
ealogist () r in f l ue nee than ;-.,; ietzsc he was, if only because 
Valery had pondered his  relation to h is prime precu rsor, 
:\tal larme, less blindlY than ;\;ietzsche had considered his 
own relation to Sch�>penha uer. I n  h is tfllf'f a bout  .\lal

lo nnl' ,  Valery verges upon the realization that poet ic in 
f luence is essential ly misprision and revisionis m :  

Whether i n  science o r  the arts , i f  we look for the source of an 
ach ievemen t ,  we can observe that what a nwn does either repeats 
or refutes what sonu'ollf' e/.1t' has done-repeats i t  in other  tones, 
rel ines or ampli f ies or s implifies it, loads or overl oads i t  with 
mean ing: or else rebuts, overturns,  destmys and den ies it ,  but 
therclw assumes i t  and has invisibly used it. Opposites are born 
from opposites. 

Stevens,  as a theorist of  poetry, is l i ttle more than a 
sel f-deceiver, wh ile Valery is certa in ly as profound a 
speculator upon poetry as our century has p1·od uced . Yet 
Stevens, more than Valery , Ri lke, Yeats, wel l  may have 
been what Eliot j udged Valery to have been , the centu ry's 
truly indispensable poet. How can such an assertion be 
vindicated? Stevens does not begin to match Valery in  
subtlety of mind or clarity of  consciousness. Stevem, 
compared to Ril ke ,  has  an inadequate sense of vocation, 
and a fearful  poverty of i nvent ion .  Set against Yeats, 
Stevens lacks dramatic intensity and nearly all co lor and 
f l amboyance of sel f-pt·esentation. W hat dot's Stevens have, 
bes ides endless persistence and preternatural  eloq uence, 
the qual i t ies he had inherited from the Emerson
Whitman tradition? Does he have h is poverty and noth
ing more? Is it only h is terrible American imaginative 



need , h is enormous sense o l ' belatedness, t hat dis
t inguishes h im among h is m;uor· con temporaries? 

The cu rious answer is that  Ste\·ens is t he au thent ic 
twent iet h-century poet of the Sublime, surpass ing even 
Ri lke in  t hat h ighest of modes. I call t h is answer curious 
only because i t  contradicts all merely canonical misread
ing

.
t hat cont in ues to give us Stevens its an i ron ist , as a wry 

celebrant or a d imin ished vers ion or Romantic 01" Trans
cendental sel lhood. Perhaps no other modern poet was as 
unl i kely to revi nd icate t he Sublime as Ste,·ens was, and 
yet the

. 
actual burden of h is major poetry is  the mo,·e

ment both toward s a possible w isdom and toward s a pos
s ible ecs tasy,  bet ween wh ich Stevens refuses to choose, 
t hough Ye;;t s  had ins is ted t hat an individual could hope 
to move only towards one or the other. The Ste\·ens I am 
sketch ing can be conveyed i n  a rapid and arbit rary cento 
of  a few Arnoldian or B lackmurian touchstones. I f  there 
is a moden1 Sublime at a l l ,  then this  is i t ,  and you need 
but hear it to recogn ize its giant aut hori t y :  

. . .  Evening, when t h e  measure skips a beat 
And then another, one by one, and all 
To a seeth ing minor swift ly modulate .  
Bare n ight is bes t .  Bare eart h is best .  Bare, hare, 
Except lc>r our own houses, huddled low 
Beneat h the arches and t heir spangled air, 
Beneath the rhapsodies or fire and fi re, 
Where t he voice that is in us makes a t rue response, 
Where the voice that is great wit h in us rises up, 
As we s tand gazing at the rounded moon.  

I n  the far South the sun or autumn is passing 
Li ke Walt Whit man walking along a ruddy shore. 
He is singing and chanting the th ings that are part of him, 
The worlds that were and wil l  be , deat h and day .  
:-\oth ing is l ina l ,  he chants .  :\fo man shall see the end.  
I l is beard is or l ire and his sta ll· i s  a leaping flame. 
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l f earth  dissol ves 
I ts evil after death ,  it d issolves it wh ile 
\Vc l ive .  Thence come the f inal chants, the chants  
o r  t he brooder seeking the acutest end 
or speech : to pierce the heart's residuum 
And there to  fi nd m usic for a single l ine, 
Equal to memory. one line in which 
The vital music form ulates t he words. 

Behold the men in helmets bon1e on stee l ,  
Discolored , how the\· arc going to defeat . 

This is noth ing unt i l  in a single man contained, 
:'l.:oth ing unt i l  t h is named t h ing nameless is 
:\nd is destroyed . l ie opens t he door of his house 

On I J ames. The scholar or one candle sees 
An A rctic e ffulgence flaring on t he frame 
Of' e\·eryt h ing he is. And he feels afraid . 

I n  a confusion on bed and books, a portent  
On the chair, a mm·ing transparence on the n uns, 
:\ l ight on t he candle tearing against the wick 
To join a hovering excellence, to escape 
From l i re and be part only of that of wh ich 

Fire is the symbol : t he celestial possible . 
Speak to  your  pillow as i f  it was yoursel f. 
Be orator but  with an accurate tongue . . .  

\Vhat does it mean to recogn ize i n  t hese passages, and 
scores l i ke t hem in Stevens,  the  cu lmination of t he 
American Subl ime, or even of the  Sublime in  modern 
poetry� Al l  thmugh these cha pters, I ha\·e been arguing 
t hat the poe t ic S ubl ime is ident ical wi th a part icular kind 
o l ' re pression ,  or rather repress ive t roping, and I have 
been a t tem pting to define that  kind in relat ion to some of 
Freud's ideas about repress ion .  There is a very d i fl iru lt 
sense , st i l l  to be s tudied, in wh ich Freud's concepts o f  



repression are misprisions of  Schopen ha uer's theories of 
the Sublime. Ste\·ens is \·cry much in  the tradition of 
Schopenhauer and of Freud;  how deeply he read either, 
we ca n not know, but he is the most o\·enly Freud ian of 
modern strong poets ,  and Schopenhauer and ;\;ietzsche 
are h is European ph ilosoph ical precu rsors, even as Wil
l iam James and Santayana are h is Amet·ican forebears. 
Ste,·ens was a more acute poetic psycho logist than he was 
a pro f<HJ nd ph ilosoph ical poet ; Frank Kermode rightly 
warns us that " i t  i s  better to feel the pecul iar l ines of  force 
that dominate .Volt's than to fi t it into a ph ilosophy 
founded on all the other poems."  But scholars l ike 
Richard P. Adams are right also in  being reminded con
tin ual ly of  Schopenhauer wh ile they feel the force that 
dominates Stevens's Notrs. I risk sounding iron ic when I 
a ffi rm that Stevens's greatness rose out of the scandalous 
force of  h is re press iveness, but I mean only to be descri p
tive, and I fi nd Schopenhauer's descri ption of the Sub
lime to be the best aid I know in understanding what 
Stevens was able to . do with h is powers of repression . 

Schopen hauer grounds h is Sublime upon forgetting. 
One m ust give the whole power of one's mind to percep
t ion ,  and then s ink into that perception .  Then one 
" forgets CYen h is ind ivid uality,  his wi l l ,  and only  con 
t inues to  exist a s  the  pure subject , the clear m irror of the 
object ."  In th is sel f-los ing, one becomes "Jmrr, w il l-less, 
pain less, t imeless subject of lwowiNlgr. "  And,  lost to sel f, we 
attain the Sublime :  

If w e  lose o u rselves i n  the contemplation o f  t h e  infin ite 
greatness of the universe in space and t ime, meditate on the 
thousands of yea rs that are past or to come, or i f  the heavens at 
n ight act ually bring be fore our eyes i n n umerable worlds and so 
fo rce upon o u r  consciousness the i m mensity of the universe, we 
feel ourselves dwindle to noth ing; as indi viduals, as l iving 
bodies, as t ransient phenomena of will ,  we feel ourselves pass 
away and van ish into nothing like d rops in the ocean. B ut at 
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once there tises against th is ghost of our own nothingness, 
aga inst such lying impossibi l ity, the immed iate consciousness 
that all these worlds exist only as our idea, only as modifications 
of the eternal subject of pure knowing, wh ich we find ourselves 
to be as soon as we forget our individuality. and which is the 
necessary supporter of all worlds and at  al l  t imes the condition 
of thei r possibi l ity. The vastness of the world which disquieted 
us before, rests now in us; our  dependence u pon it is annul led 
by its dependence upon us. 

Schopenhauer's Sublime rises, we can surmise, only 
when the objects of  contemplation have a host ile relation 
to the wi l l ,  when the power or objects menaces t he wi l l .  I 
want to transpose Schopcnhaucr into the domain of poet
ic in l l uence ,  beca use I th ink Stevens acco mplished such a 
t ransposition through h is apotropaic dialect ic of: reduc
ing to a First I dea, f i nding the red uction intolerable, and 
then re- imagining the First Idea. The zt >lwt that Ste,·ens 
reduces is  eq ui ,·alen t to Schopenhauer's object of con
tem plation in its hostile relation to the wi l l .  For a poet, 
however, t h is H •lwt is not a natural sublimi ty ,  but is the 
ach ievement of  the precu rsor. The object of contem pla
t ion that has a host ile relation to the wil l  is lht' fnem no r's 
f)()elll ; it is the power of the precu rsor's poem 1 hat 
menaces the ephebe's w il l .  

Transposing Schopenhauer into the  situation of poetic 
inH uence, we would get something l ike th is :  The sig
n ificant forms of the earlier poem im·ite the new poet to 
pure contem plation of a possible poetic act . Yet these 
forms are host i le to the wi l l  as the wil l  exh ibits itse lf  in its 
poetic object ivity, wh ich would be the poems of the new 
poet . These poems are menaced by the greatet· power of 
the older poems or, as Schopenhauet· says ,  "s ink into 
insignif icance before t heir im measurable greatness . "  On 
th is Schopen hauerian or ideal iz ing ,·iew, i f  t he new poet 
recogn izes and pet-cei ves t h is danger, and conscio uslr 
turns away from it, fot"Cibly det ach ing l t imsc l r  rrom his 
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wi l l  and i t s  relat ions, then the  new poet could surrcnde1· 
h imsel f to knowledge. The ephehe q uiet ly would con
template t hose parent -poems t hat are so terrible to h is 
own w il l .  and he would co mprehend only t heir  deepest 
meaning ( t ho ugh such a meaning,  being as he concei\'es 
it , necessarily would he a mispris ion) .  Th is meaning 
would he foreign to al l  relat ion ( incl uding, presumably, 
t he i n f l uence relat ion) ,  and as the ephche gladly l ingered 
o\·er i ts con tem plation , he would he ra ised ahoYe al l  wi l l  
i n to the st ate or the Subl ime.  Or,  as I would say ,  the 
ephche would ha\'e made the Subl ime in t he pren�rsor's 
poem . 

I belie,·e t hat  some such t ransposit ion of  Schopenhauer 
on the Sublim e was a v i tal clement in  S te\·ens's m;�jor 
attempt to surmount  t he anx iety of in f l uence, t he a t tempt 
being t hat cl uster of ideas about the Fi rst I dea wh ich is at  
t he cen ter of much of Ste,·ens's wo1·k . I t u rn to .\'olr's 
loH•a nf fl S ujm'/1/(' Fit1io 11 as text, where no reading can go 
far wi tho llt an i n terp1·e tat ion of the Fi rs t  Idea. 

In Ste ,·ens ,  the necess i ty for poet ry-the "pm·ert y"
rises out  of a spir i t  t hat den ies ' ' the poetic," const rued as 
t he unconscio us i l lus i ,·e clement  t hat yet gi,·es us the 
poison of social happiness. Poet ry is t hus the  gift of t he 
pen·cJ·sity of  t he spirit ,  because poet ry rises O llt of the 
reduct i ,·e impulse,  or the profound desire not to he de
cei ved. The des ire goes too far, and st rips subject and 
object to the in tolerable, to the Fi rst I dea .  What is most 
important about  the First Idea i.1 t hat it is i n tolerable : we 
cannot J i ,·e with i t. Re- imagin ing the Fi rst Idea is for 
Ste\'cns t he oufy act of the poet , and s ince we arc men of 
sun ,  the First I dea is both an u nacceptab le idea of \Ian 
and an unacceptable idea of the  sun .  The m;uor ermr in 
Ste\·cns-cri tici sm is to fol low SteYcns too closely in  h is 
H 'tnhillg a utt llljJ/iou ( 11ol his deepest com·ict ion) t hat the 
Fi rst I dea is t he Trut h ,  al be i t  in tolerable .  The Fi rst I dea 
tfl ll llol he t he Truth , ror if i t  were. then \\ C would he 
content to l i ,·e w i th  nat ure as t he an imals l iYe w i th  nat ure .  
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For Stevens,  the truth necessari ly is a f ict ion, the fict ion 
that resu lts from feel ing, or the re- imagin ing of the Fit·st 
Idea. Even the First Idea is an inwgittNI th ing, and not a 
th ing only .  I would summarize t h is difficult mat tet· in 
Stevens by saying that the reductive act of w intry vision , 
the Snow Man stance, is not imaginati ,·e in  its imjml't' and 
yet is imaginative in i ts  e ffect . Th is is the odd balance 
Stevens sought to maintain when he remarked of h is own 
ach ievement that : "The author's work suggests the possi
bility of a su preme fiction , recogn ized as a f ict ion ,  in 
wh ich men co uld propose to t hemselves a ful fi lment . "  

What does Stevens forget ,  i n  h is poet ic re pression , in  
order for h im to he able to presen t  h is dialectic of  the 
Fi rst I dea i n  the place of  what is being l<>rgotten?  I would 
say that he forgets the darkest in sight ach ieved by our 
native s tra in ,  by the Transcendental trad i t ion of  Ameri
can Romantici sm:  /11 tltt' hl'gitt lli ttg i('(/.\ tht' 1)1'. All later l ies 
are made agai nst t h is giant Lie at the origin,  and so all 
s trong American poems whatsoevet·, being later lies, l ie 
agai nst t ime.  But what was the Primal Lie ,  i n  an Ameri
can imaginative context? Surely ,  it was the E merson ian 
denial o f  .\'achtriiglichlil'il. of being as a nation "after t he 
e\·en t . "  Th is den ial is our national revision ism,  that made 
of al l previous cultural  h istory only a deferred action that 
prepared for our  new stage o f  development .  But I am 
entering here u pon yet another aspect of  Freud's bewil
deringly complex concept of repress ion,  and I w il l  try to 
clarify the notion of  .\'achtriiglirhhf'il before analyzing its 
den ial and repression in  .\'otes /mm rd r1  S ufm'ntt' Fictio 11 . 

.\'adttriiglichlit'il, in Freud,  rhetorical ly considered is a 
metaleptic or t ransum pti ve notion. The memory-trace is 
revised belatedly so as to a(�j ust either to new experience 
or to a new vision  of experience. Freud's crucial state
ment here comes in an I H96 lettet· to Fliess : " I  am work
ing on the assu mption that our psych ical mechanism has 
come into being by a process of strati fication : the material 
present  in the form of memory-traces being sul�jccted 



from t ime to ti me to a n)-a rrangemml i n  accordance with 
fresh ci J'C l l  msta1 1ces-to a rl'-l ra 1urrijJtion . "  

This appears to mean tha t  memory-traces tha t  have 
u ndergone the defense of isolation tend to be revised 
after-thc-e\·ent .  Presu mably, the motive for the re,·i s ion is  
that isolation yields to another defense, wh ich I assume 
must be a greater repression . Since sexual  development 
tends to prm·ide the model for Freud's idea of Narhtrrig
lirhlu)it, we can s u rmise that i t  is the tern poral oddity of 
sexual  maturation that suggests the temporal oddities of 
cu ltural and in tel lectual maturation, or the tempora l  vag
aries of all i nsight .  

The defense of isolation i s ,  rhetorical ly cons idered , a 
rei fying k ind of  metonymy, wh ich tropes against context, 
and Freud seems to i mply that Sarhtriiglirhkeil ri ses in 
response to s ituations where impu lses and impressions 
sense that they m ust reserve themseh·es for another t ime, 
"loftier and more secluded,"  as Stevens remarks i n  h is 
late, rather Paterian essay cal led Tu•o or  Th rel' ldms. Soil's 
ch;1nts the same burden of being  after-the-e\'ent ,  of  being 
out of context :  

From th is the poem springs: that we l ive in a place 
That is not our own and, much more, not ou rselves 
And hard it is in spite of blazoned days. 

I am not going to offer a complete com mentary upon 
Soil's here,  resen·ing that  for a long-gestating book on 
Ste\·ens .  But I want to dissent ,  as before,  from earlier 
canon ical readings and, again ,  my own included. The 
cri tics of Ste\·ens have misread h is in tricate e\'asions as h is 
\·ersion of \fodemism, yet the study of  mispri s ion wi l l  
reveal how traditional and m·erdetennined are the pat
terns ol" h is defensi,·e tropings. I t  is the pecu liar t ri umph 
or Ste\·ens's poetry that he constructed, out  of  h is  \'Cry 
in tense anxiety or belatedness, the S ublime of his 
s trongest poet ry .  H is i solati ng metonymies arc rest i tu ted 
by t he personally constructed pattern ( largely following 
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Valery) in wh ich he re- imagines h is i ron ical ly conceived 
Fi rs t I dea, a re- imagining that brings back again the 
Transcendental s train of A merican poetry. 

In sect ion ,. or  It .\ I lls! Ht' :lhstmd, the f i rst mm·ement of 
Xolt'.l , Stevens contrasts l ion ,  elephant , and bear with h is 
ephebe ,  to t he d ialect ical advantage a wl disadvantage of 
t he hu man. I t  is splendid to be defiant ,  to  roar a t  the 
desert with t he l ion ,  to  blare a t  t he darkness w ith the 
elephant ,  to snarl a t  t he th under w it h  t he bear. To be a 
h uman poet is ra t her less defi ant ly  splendid : 

B ut you, ephebe,  look rrom your att ic window,  
Your mansard w ith a rented piano. You lie 

In si lence upon your bed . You dutch the corner 
Or the pil lo"· in your hand. You writhe and press 
A hitter utterance from your wri th ing, dumb 

Yet Yol uble dumb \ iolence. You look 
Across the roofs as s igil and as ward 
And in your  cent re mark them and are cowed . . .  

These are the heroic ch ildren whom t ime breeds 
Aga inst the first idea-to lash the lion , 
Caparison elephants, teach bears to juggle . 

The roofs are seen as by a s igil ,  hence a seal or signet, a 
magical image of what i t  means to be an ephebe ,  an 
indoor being.  Seen also as by a ward , the roofs mark the 
saving l imit�ttion of  the epl{ebe , who does not confront 
nat ure direct lv, as the animals do. In the next sect ion, t he 
weather is ":\'

,
ot to I Be spoken to, without a roof, " again 

t he mark of  "the d umbfoundering abyss I Between us and 
the objec t , "  as Stevens's later Soint John and tht' Hark-Arhl' 
w il l  ph rase i t .  The ephebe J i ,·es in pm·eny,  in a rented 
roof. and wi t h an instrument neit her h is own nor h imseiL 
His  utt erance comes hard,  yet is at  least " voluble," s ince 
l ike the song of t he girl at Key West it is ut tered "word by 
word." Time breeds no more hero ic chi ldren t han i ts 
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bela ted poets, howe\·er ridiculous t hey may seem, for t he 
poets do not merely cry out a/ , but more strongly rtKain.ll 
the Fi rst I dea. The re-imagined l ict ions are no more than 
circus act s. gTa nted, yet rhetorical ly  th is is tt ·ansum ption 
rat her t han irony,  project ing the past, in troject ing a fu
ture ,  wh ile admitt ing the loss of a grotesq ue present .  But 
how is this  a t ranscendence, a new atta inment of the 
American Sublime? That is surely t he question that t he 
canon ica l ,  ironiz ing crit ics of  Ste,·ens would venture,  in 
challenge to t h is apparently d ubious heroism .  

For a l i rst answer, I would give t he poem's next sect ion , 
with its great revi val of the Transcenden tal fiction ,  t he 
giant of the A merican Sublime: 

Without a name and noth ing to be desired , 
I I ' only i magined but imagined well. 

My house has changed a l ittle in the sun . 
The fragrance of  the magnol ias comes close, 
False f l ick,  false form, but falseness close to kin.  

I t  must be vis ible or invi sible, 
I n  visihle or visible or both : 
A seeing and unseeing in the eye. 

The weather and the giant of the weather, 
Say the weather, the mere weather, the mere air:  
An abstraction blooded, as a man by thought. 

Kermode points to the resemblance between this sec
t ion and a passage in Stevens's prose book ,  The .\'eressal)' 
.i liKe I: 

It is as i f '  a man who l ived indoors should go outdoors on a day 
or sympathetic weather. His  realization of the weather would 
exceed that of  a man who l ives outdoors. I t  might, in fact, be 
in tense enough to convert the rea l world about h im into an 
imagined world .  In short , a sense of reality keen enough to be in 
excess or the normal sense of reality creates a reality of i ts own. 
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The prose is more equivocal than the verse, for the poem 
speaks of more than a "sense of reali ty" y ield ing to "an 
imagined world" or "real ity of its own ." I n  the poem,  the 
house has changed a l i tt le,  and the falseness of  the f l ick  of 
change is  a N ietzschean or necessary falseness. The "false 
form" is thus i ndeed a trope, and there is no weather with
out the giant ,  because there is no poetic mean ing without 
the trope, here the repress ive trope of hyperbo le or the 
giant of transparency. The giant is the only th inker of, and 
so the on ly begetter of, the Fi rst Idea. Or, to req uote Valery, 
the giant saves "the un iverse [ that] cannot for one instant 
end ure t() be on ly what it is." The "false H ick ,  false form" is 
identical w ith Valery's "the m istakes, the appearances, the 
play of  the d ioptrics of t he mind ."  For it is the Emerson ian 
giant who, li ke Valery's idea, " introd uces into what is, the 
leaven of what is not." 

Emerson's names for t hat giant included "spontaneity," 
" inst inct," and "Self-Reliance," and any other name that 
would deny being a fter-the-event. The giant of transpar
ency is ident ical w ith the repress ion of .\'arhtrii�lirhlleit, 
the repression of the necess ity for deferred revis ion ism.  
But to repress the American sense of cult u ral  belatedness 
demanded a more primal repression than earlier poetic 
repressions or ach ievemen ts of the Sublime had t·eq ui red . 
A nd primal repression returns us to the f i xat ion of a 
primal Scene of Instruct ion ,  wh ich means to an inaugural 
act of consciousness in which the poet overtly makes h is 
own covenant w ith the gad-in-h imself. That , I th ink now, 
is why Stevens had to bring Xolf's to an apotheosis in 
wh ich the poet h imself displaces Jehovah :  

What am I to  believe?  I f  t he  angel i n  h is doud, 
Serenely gazing at t he violent abyss, 
Plucks on h is st rings to pluck abysmal glory, 

Leaps downward through even ing's re\'elat ions, and 
On his spredden wings, needs noth ing hut dec p space. 
Forgets the gold cen tre, the golden dest iny. 
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Crows warm in the motionless motion of h is fl ight ,  
r\m I that imagine t h is angel less satisfied? 
A re the wings h is ,  the lapis-haunted air? 

I s  i t  he or is i t  I that experience th is? 
Is it I t hen t hat keep saying there is an hour 
Filled with expressible bliss, in  which I ha,·e 

:'l:o need, am happy, f(>rget need's golden hand, 
Am sat isfied without solacing m;�jesty, 
:\nd if there is an hour t here is a day, 

There is a month ,  a year, t here is a t ime 
I n  wh ich m;uesty is a mi rror or the sel l': 
I ha,·e not but I am and as I am,  I am.  

The repressed anteriority here partly belongs to 
\Vordsworth ,  whose cl imactic passage in Tht' Prf'ludt', 
Book X I \' , l i nes 93-1 1 4 , is ·  being echoed, quite uncon
sciously I t h ink .  The re i s  def i n ite a l lus ion not only to 
God's naming of l l i msel f  to Moses, but  a lso to Coleridge's 
f()rmulation of the Primary I magination .  B ut a l l  th is  an
teriority is subsumed by Transcendental in f lux ,  by that 
Sublime re-begetti ng of the poetic sel f  that is un iquely 
and desperately A merican . Hyperbole, in  a post-Christian 
con text, could not go much beyond the poet's saying: " I  
ha\'e not but I am and a s  I a m ,  I am."  To haYe not i s  also 
to ha\'e no past, and to ha\'e no future.  I t  is TO BE in  the 
supposed presence of the present .  Li ke Emerson and 
Whitman before h im,  Ste\·ens persuades h imself  by his 
own rhetoric that momentari ly ,  in  his poem,  h is on
tological sel f  and h is empirical sel f ha,·e come together. 
Nietzsche, u nti l  he went mad, cl icl not con fuse h imself 
with h is own Zarathustra. The Transcendental stra in in 
Stevens is the nati\'e stra in  in our poetry, and it exactecl 
of Ste\·ens a rich ph ilosoph ical con fus ion upon wh ich 
eYet·yt hing that is strongest in  American poe t ic tradi t ion 
is founded. Nothing is got for nothing, and i t  need not 
su rpt·ise us that Ste\·ens's last poem sublimely celebrates a 
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"Mere Being" that is beyond not only reason but also 
beyond al l  "human meaning" and even "h uman feeling." 
The A merican Sublime ends as the abyss, as the void 
beckoning just beyond the pal m at the end of the mind. 
There is  a g1·eat chi l l  _ in Emerson ,  and in h is ch ild ren 
voluntary and involuntary-in Whitman, Thoreau, Dick
inson ,  as in Hawthorne, \1elvi l le ,  James . But there is no 
ch il l  in al l of these so absolute and so Sublime as in the 
final vision of the Transcendental strain in Wallace Stev
ens : 

The bird s ings. I ts feathers sh ine. 

The palm stands on the edge of space. 
The wind moves slowly in the branches. 
The bird's l ire-fangled feathers dangle down.  
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