
The Heraldic Vision 

Some Cognitive ModeU for Comparative Aedthetieo 

Then proceeding from the individual to the aggregate of Indi
viduals & disregarding all chronology except that of mind I 
should perfect them (my students) i) in the history of Savage 
Tribes, ii) of semi-barbarous nations. Hi) of nations emerging 

from semi-barbarism, iv) of civilized states, v) of luxurious 
states, vi) of revolutionary states, vii) of Colonies.—During 
these studies I should intermix the knoivledge of languages and 
instruct my scholars in Belles Lettres and the principles of com
position. 

—S. T. Coleridge, c. ijpf 

1. Poetry and Anthropology 

i.i) I begin with a disclaimer. This is as tentative as possible a paper for more than 

one reason. I am laying out a grid over territory without being sure of either grid 

or territory. Beginning with something apparently simple, a hunch about heraldry, 

I have been drawn into the flyways of contemporary interdisciplinary thought. 

This thought is moving at such speed that it requires total attention to navigation: 

I am a pilot, however, and not a navigator. My comfort, if there is any, springs 

1 J. Cornwell, Coleridge, Poet and Revolutionary, iyy2-i8o4 (London: Roiitiedge Kegan Paul, 1973), 

137, and cf. 159, 193, 216, 356. Since work on heraldry has not progressed further, 1 keep here the 

original tentative nature of these notes. 
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from the fact that my fears regarding this periplous mimic so well the periplous 

itself. The journey takes us eventually through the cloud-covered Scylla and 

Charybdis of closed and open poetries: the fears center on whether I now have 

enough data to begin this paper at all, or whether I will ever have enough to end 

it. We have connected reflections rather than a closely linked text: the problem of 

which disciplinary "languj^e" or "languages" (if any) in which to talk being fun

damental to the attempt. 

1.2) I have long been interested in the reasons why such a strong confluence of 

the anthropological sciences and the arts, specifically poetry, has been charaaeristic 

of our time. To document this would require a survey of, first, general relations be

tween aesthetics and the social sciences; second, the interest of modernist poets in 

contemporary anthropologists like Frazer and Harrison, followed by similar post

modernist interests down to the ethnopoetic preoccupations of many of us today.^ 

Such a survey might well begin with a catalogue of those poets and social scientists 

who have been trained, or have had practice, in each other's disciplines. I cannot do 

this now, but 1 believe that a number of agreeable surprises would emerge.^ 

1.3) While the confrontation of poets and other artists with the archaic and the 

primitive differs in detail as we pass from the likes of Pound and Eliot, through 

Dada, Surrealism, Cubism, Futurism, and others such, down to our own "ethnopo-

ets," the charter for such a confrontation is best expressed right now in Jerome 

Rothenherg's preface to Technicians of the Sacred.'^ Another way of formulating 

such a charter would involve recourse to a highly formalized discipline such as 

"poetics," a field of discourse straddling, or at least touching on, linguistics, stylis-

tics, semantics, and semiology. One view of poetry allowed by such a discipline, a 

view informed by the sciences of communication, would take the art as a cognitive 

system characterized by the presence of distinctive features, oppositions, and trans

formations, standing among other cognitive systems. 1 wish to concentrate on the 

cognitive here without in the least denying other functions such as the expressive. 

2 For a historical view, a very partial list of authors reads as follows: Herodotus, Lucretius, Montaigne, 

Hobbes, Vico, Rousseau, and Coleridge. We would deal with concepts like "savage," "barbarian," 

"natural," etc. For Vico, see M. H. Abrams, The Mirror arul the Lamp (New York: Norton, 1958), 

78-184,105-6,no, noting, incidentally, Coleridge's nuanced attitude to primitivism (120); and G. 

Tagliacoizo, ed., Giambatista Vtco: An International Symposium (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univer

sity Press, 1969). 

3 For one beginning, see my "From Anthropologist to Informant: An Interview with Gary Snyder," 

Alcheringa 4 (Fall 1972): 104-13. 

4 Jerome Rothenbetg, Technicians of the Sacred (New York: Doubleday, 1968). For an early view on 

Surrealism and anthropology, see "Andre Breron, Anthropology, and the Limits of Culture" in this 

volume. On early anthropology, I have recently found M. Peckham, Victorian Revolutionaries 

(New York: BraziUer, 1970), very useful. 
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But object-language and metalanguage inhibit each other. A ·poet, years ago, 

put it concisely to linguists !ts follows: "Thank God poets do all this by instinct 

and don't need to learn all these rules!" In addition, it is unfortunately true that 

thinking of considerable importance, in Structuralism to give but one instance, is 

also now a bandwagon to which seeming access can be had without too much trou

ble by a gullible public. 5 In view of all this, let me be clear that, here, I am talking 

to poets, as my own kind and as, Wordsworth dixit, the most readily available of 

human beings. Though like bowerbirds in their art, they may appear too often to 

be like magpies and cuckoos in their philosophy. Academic scientists and human

ists, on the other hand, so rarely take time out from their disciplines that they of

ten, like the dodo, cannot be talked to at all. I shall therefore be as colloquial as 

possible. 

2. The ANthetic.J of Cfa.J.Jijication 

2.1) A poet, then, could be interested in anthropology as the discipline dealing, ; 

amongst others, with societies which have a heavy investment in "techniques of 

the sacred" for the reasons outlined by Rothenberg. He proposes a confluence .· 

between their poets and ours on the basis of analogies involving orality (prelit- : 

erate/postliterate); imagism (prelogical/postlogical); formal minimalization/par

ticipational maximalization; intermedia-ness; somaticism; shamanism; etc. What 

interests me most, however, is somewhat different and runs thus: (a) the extent to 

which both poetry and anthropology deal with the process of classification, (b) 

the extent to which the anthropological study of classification might lead to valu- ' 

able understandings in poetics and aesthetics, and (c) the relevance of (a) and (b) 

to contemporary debates among poets on the origin, nature, and function of po

etry. By "classifying," I mean something like the activity of arranging, organizing,. 

or ordering, according to various criteria such as structure or origin, of phenom

ena into groups whose totality forms a system. I am more concerned at present : 

with structure than origin, but not exclusively. On this occasion, I will talk of, 

the aesthetic pleasure which I believe to be universally obtainable from the act •. 

of classification. I will also dwell on that act as part of an exploration of art ob-· 

jeers (seen both as wholes and as sums of parts), both at the level of the object 

5 The market abounds in books on Strucruralism of very unequal value. Due to the deep distrust of .· 
real interdisciplinary work in many parts of the academy, ~pecialists in one discipline can foist their . 
"summaries" on colleagues who are not prepared to read the primary texts. A reeent book in the art ; 

field (I abstain from naming it) has short introductions to Levi-Strauss, Saussure, Piaget, and Chom
sky which are so garbled as to be unreadable. This hardly inspires confidence in the rest of the work. 
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itself and at the level of the classifying mind in its production and consumption 
of objects.• • 

2.2) I choose to begin with the simple promptings that led to this paper. I hap

pen to be writing the third volume of a prose work provisionally entitled Atlantis: 

An Autoanthropology. This is an attempt to objectivize a structure baptized 

"Nathaniel Tarn" and uses "autobiographical" events only insofar as they seem to 

relate to the elucidation of that structure. Keys to that structure usually come in 

the form of preferential choices in a range of passions, interests, and hobbies, all of 

which seem to me to be characterized by one fundamental trait. I shall be calling 

this trait "heraldic," and the total of these preoccupations the "heraldic vision." 

This seems to have begun with the recollection of a childhood experience. I 

am looking at a beloved or favorite object, let us say a pencil or a toy motorcar. 

Whatever its actual color, I imagine it in a different color, and then another, and 

then. another. I have a yellow pencil, say, an~ I imagine the pencil is blue, or red, 

or green. I may well go on to blue with red stripes, green stripes, and so forth. 

This fantasy causes me very great pleasure, I might almost say a form of bliss. I 

seem to be what cognitive psychology calls a "color-child" and I now become in

terested, incidentally, in what happens to children who do not entirely make the 

usual passage from "color-child" to "form-child." Reflecting on all this at the time 

of writing, I note that I am enjoying a proliferation of objects in decorative terms, 

a pleasing but, as far as I can see, non-functional classificatoriness. I have in fact a 

paradigm of pencils in mind which is almo-st as real as the yellow pencil itself. 

This has to do with a kind of species-related totality. In view of what I have to 

say later about a wider kind of totality, let me also record this. Around the age of 

eleven or so, I imagine a collection of modeler's kits which would allow me pos

session of a private, concrete "natural history." There are to be wooden or plastic 

models of sheep, dogs, camels, bears ... in fact: all animals, all birds, all fish, per

haps all plants, etc. The collection is to be housed in a special room with thou

sands of drawers and closets. It is pleasant to note that such fantasies have now 

been embodied: some such kits can now be bought in stores. 6 

6 I am not sure, at the time of writing, whether, in the case of pencils and toys, there were prefer
ences among colors or not. I imagine there were. Nor can I remember the age, but I believe I was 
older than 4-5, probably twice older. I believe I imagined the kits before I knew about ship and 
plane kits, but I may very well be wrong. I assume I was, by kit time, at least in part a form-child. 

1 am very indebted to Dr. Tom Trabasso, who kindly listened to these lucubracions and put me 
onto R. G. Suchman and T. Trabasso, "Color and Form Preference in Young Children," Journal of 
Experimental Child PsychobJgy 3 (1966): 177-87; and R. G. Suchman, "Cultural Differences in 
Children's Color and Form Preferences," Journal of Social PsychobJgy 70:3-10 Many questions stay 
in my mind as to the subsequent careers of people in whom the color-child remains alive (our cul
ture intended). See also note 13 (below). 
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Remembering this was prompted by a consideration, while working on the 

Atlantis, of the nature and origin in me of another passion. I began to think of 

possible links between the ways in which I enjoy beauty. I have always enjoyed, 

and still enjoy, watching birds. The birds I probably enjoy watching most fall un

der Family Parulidae, the wood warblers. There are some fifty-three of these in 

North America alone. Asking myself what I love about watching them, I answer 

that the body, in a visual sense, is virtually always the same while the range of 

color and pattern within the basic body-form is different.7 I find this as blissful 

now as I found my pencil fantasies blissful as a child. 

I go on from this in a number of directions, including philately, uniforms and 

liveries, badges of identification, certain forms of packaging, etc. Heraldic systems 

continue potent until this day: they even change across the board sometimes, as 

when all airline companies change their plane-liveries at more or less the same mo

ment. 8 I'll take two more examples. 

It has seemed to me, for instance, that a strong liking for, almost to the point 

of "collecting," islands may be connected to this theme. I seem to envisage islands 

as fairly constant in form and variable in content, i.e., I imagine or fantasize some

thing round, with bays, beaches, hills, streams, perhaps a central mountain, located 

in various parts. But, while islands do have interesting ecological characteristics, 

while there may well be much actual topographical overlap (on the model, say, of 

North, South, East, West Bay), while demographic "islands" related to social strat

ification are often formed within a mainland context, something new is occurring 

here. My imagination or fantasy is strongly at work in this instance, since many is

lands (witness Britain) are not round at all. It is almost as if my fantasy were ap

proximating "archetypal" behavior: "my" islands resemble the kind of cosmic 

models archaic World views generate, together with the sacred cities that often 

embody or parallel these models.9 

7 I am aware of the division into some seventeen genera, but the visual implications seem co me neg
ligible at chis point. This may need refinement. Interest in birds goes back at least co age nine in my 
childhood; in flowers, co early infancy. For changing classifications, see, inter alia, D. A: Sibley, The 
Sibley Guitk to Birds (New York: Knopf, 2000). 

8 Banks, schools, churches, municipalities, and armies still continue to rely on some form of heraldry, 
especially in some European countries, though the fact that the U.S. prefers "seals" to shields should 
mislead no one. Transportation liveries (airlines, train companies, automobile makes, etc.) still ex
cite many hobbyists, as well as a variety of uniforms from chose of armed forces to sport teams. 
Much commercial packaging contains heraldic elements which need study: the approach would not 
be quite the same as Roland Barches's in Mythokigies (Paris: Seuil, 1957), but tJiat is an important 
text. In philately, I have become interested in the recent trend co "thematic" collecting. 

9 For Mesoamerican studies, see, e.g., E. P. Benson, ed., Mesoamerican Sites & World Views (Wash
ington, DC: Dumbarton Oaks, r981). In Asiatic studies, see the monumental work of P. Mus, 
Barabudur (Hanoi: Ecole Frans:aise d'Extreme-Orient, r935); and P. Wheatley, The Pivot of the Four 
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It has also occurred to me, to take my final example, that the way in which I per

ceive the bodid of the opposite sex may verge on the "heraldic." Primary and sec

ondary sexual characteristics seem to me an almost boundless field in which the 

interplay of what the good Lord sends our way and what we might fantasize as our 

ideal bedmate or -mates can exercise the erotic imagination (of males, of course, I 

would not wish to presume ... ) . That classification into "families," "sub-families," 

"genera," and "species" may occur in this domain also goes without saying. 

2.3) The root metaphor I propose to account for the common characteristics 

of these instances is that of "heraldry." I stress the word metaphor. As a historical 

phenomenon, heraldry originated in medieval times, predominantly in Europe and 

Japan, where men of a certain class distinguished each other individually and by 

family through the use of badges or emblems transferable onto banners, arms, ar

mor, clothes, servants' liveries, etc. The characteristic design (in the European case) 

involved a basic form gradually standardized as a shield, but easily adaptable to 

other objects. This shield remained fairly constant in catalogues and compendia: 

the contents, of course, had to vary in order to function at all. My knowledge of 

heraldry is limited at this time, but it does seem that simple shields came first 

(plain monocolored), followed by simple geometrical divisions (horizontal, verti

cal, diagonal, etc.) and then a whole array of other forms: womorphs being perhaps 

most popular. Faced with the need to develop this system by the spread of chivalry 

and tempted by the large number of decorative purposes that shields could be put 

to, heraldry flourished into an art field of great variety and beauty. 10 

What we seem to have, then, here {and in related fields such as flags, seals, tar

tans, and the like) is (a) a fairly simple form, the shield, controlling (b) a fairly 

wide field of content elements whose permutations continue to generate an almost 

infinite, or sometimes truly infinite, number of possible devices or shields. 

2.4) A pause for some clarification. We are familiar, from semiotics, with the 

notion that a surprisingly large array of variants can be generated in a sign system 

on the basis of very few variables. But semiotics may be over-metalinguistic for 

Quarters (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1971). The writings of Jung and Campbell are so 
replete with such materials that there is no point in citing particular loci. Mandalas would, of 
course, have to enter here: on this, see G. Tucci, The Theory and Practice of the Mandala (London: 

Rider Press, 1961). 

10 See C. A. von Volborch, Heraldry of the World(New York: Macmillan, 1974); and L. G. Pine, The 
Geneawgist"s Encycwpedia (New York: Weybright and Talley, 1969). We will doubtless have to deal 
with eventually i) a system of classification, and ii) an art of heraldry developed, or influenced, by 
artists-some of the caliber of Diirer. This might provide a situation not too different from that 
of calligraphic arc, as Claude Levi-Strauss discusses it in The Raw and the Cooked (New York: 
Harper & Row, 1964), 21. 
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many of us. We are responsible, I believe, for finding an operational base from 

which the majority of artists probably do start and which they share, to a major 

extent, with their public. There are grave problems here. 

Looking at a bird, say, does not normally cause me to re-question in toto the 

nature of "reality." There is reason to suppose that my sighting, and a compan

ion's sighting, will very largely overlap. The aspect of reality I begin with (even if 

I am fortunate enough to end up with Blake's universe-in-a-bird) has to do with 

the bird as recognizably (a) a bird, (b) of a certain family (warbler), (c) of acer

tain species (Yellow warbler). This is taxonomy: there is a history of taxonomy and 

now, with Foucault, we even have its "archaeology." My particular interest, how

ever, does not rest there. I am interested in the relation of (c) to (b), that is, I am 

thrilled by the fact of many species in relation to each other so as to form a family. 11 

I am also noticing that natural selection has given us a certain number of species, 

neither less, nor more. It is almost (shades of Kand) as if a god had said, Let there 

be so many species, neither more, nor less. It is as if a god had selected, from an 

imaginably infinite x, a finite quantity. 

Now we classify birds, and much else, on the basis of extant distinguishing . 

and contrasting features: we cut up the "real" out there as some god might have.• 

cut it up. A kindred but contrasting need concerns itself with classifying things 

which do not have existing contrasting features. Take the case of five brands of: 

pretty identical cornflakes. The seller's task is to find an emblem which will per

suade the consumer that his cornflakes are different and, additionally if possible 

(through the accompanying message more than the emblem), the only ones worth·. 

buying. This is a kind of "heraldry": medieval soldiers, reading a field of battle,: 

had to know which biologically identical male human was so socially non-identical·· 

as to be worth either killing or sparing and defending. That which signed him as; 
such was his coat of arms. A property of this kind of classification is that it: 

spreads and oozes. It generates as many contrasted shields as are needed in any 
1 

situation-while ensuring, always, a lack of overlap--and can, one assumes, always·; 

generate more. Here, man is a "god," but his creativity almost seems superior to 

the divine's in that man's imagination never need stop breeding. I'll come back to: 

this in section 4.2. 

2.5) What about my pencils, islands, bodies, etc.? Other sets of problems loom .. 

a) Some series are "natural" (birds, islands, bodies); others, "cultural" (pencils,' 

stamps, uniforms, cosmological models). 

11 See Claude Levi-Strauss, The Savage Mind (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, r966). Nore 
the non-sociological nature of "family" here. A sociological family could only be composed of 
warblers of one species! 
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b) Of the "cultural" series, some are "material" (pencils, stamps, etc.); others, 
more "ideological" (cosmological models). 

c) When fantasy comes into play, new kinds of classification appear to emerge. 
It is as if they had to do mostly with (i) an imposition of the "cultural" onto the 

"natural," and/or (ii) an imposition of the "ideological-cultural" onto the "material

cultural." Thus, the "natural" and the "material-cultural" might, in many ways, be 
similarly treated or overlap. 

d) The impositions seem to be connected with a process which involves mak

ing objects "same" or "different" (homogenization/heterogenization or identifica
tion/ discrimination). 

e) The area of overlap in (c) may relate to the fact that, whereas all "natural" 

phenomena are going, upon being perceived, to possess contrasting features, as

signment by human intervention of contrasting features to "cultural" phenomena 

is going to differ according to whether the "cultural" phenomenon be material or 

ideological. You can represent an airplane, as you can a bird, by a picture isomor

phic with the plane or by an arbitrary sign. An airline, as a company, or an air force, 

qua force, is going to have to be represented only by a sign basically arbitrary, 

however much a depictive aspect may enter into it (e.g., a pair of "wings"). Thus, 

"material-cultural" phenomena are going to behave more "naturally." When fan

tasizing about pencils (or planes), I can multiply the colors (equivalent to all war

blers) or I can multiply the one color (equivalent to warblers of one species). My 

fantasy is transforming a "cultural" into a "natural" object. The process is com

plex. I can seem to be doing this through using a "natural" feature such as color. 

But the situation is "culturally" tinged when I imagine (as I did when a child) not 

pencils in all possible "natural" colors but pencils in those "cultural" colors I knew 

to be available to pencil-makers. At the other end of the scale, I can take a set of 

all available airline or air force "logos" and note the extent to which they begin to 

look "species-like" in the sense that "wings" or an equivalent ("bird," "Pegasus," 

etc.) will stand a very high chance of inclusion in the design. I cannot exhaust the 

matter now, but it does seem as if this aspect of the selective function of con

sciousness suggests that, while everything is ab initio "cultural," much of our en

deavor comes to look like a transformation, or a "depositing," of the cultural into 
the natural. 

2.6) Let us further complicate the picture for a moment. 

a) In the warbler case, I merely recognize a member of a warbler species. It is 

isomorphic with its description in a field guide to birds. I limit myself to enjoying 
the variety of species. The same could be said of, say, stamps. I could even "col
lect'' pilots' or flight attendants' wings. 
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b) In the island case, I recognize that islands are "really" multi-shaped and iso

morphic with their description in an atlas. But I fantasize that they are all round 

with central mountains, etc. Here, I homogenize the "natural" by projecting an 

ideal-type onto it. 

c) In the pencil case, I do not start with "natural" shapes whose variety I rec

ognize, but with a "material-cultural" shape which is, by and large, standard. This 

very standardization, perhaps, is one cause of my heterogenization by projection 

in my childhood. 

d) In the female body case, I recognize, on the one hand, that women are "re

ally" multi-shaped (though noting that, in biological taxonomy, this has nothing 

to do with "species"). At this level, I might recognize that no woman is exactly 

"my type," thus that there is no "standard." On another hand, I might recognize 

or create a "type" in my head which I project onto women as they appear, thus 

creating a kind of "species" or "race" within womankind and affirming that there 

is a "standard." Within the "standard" thus made up of my idiosyncratic likes and 

dislikes, there is probably a core-standard (meeting with which might provide "love

at-first-sight") and various degrees of non-core variability, which might encourage 

or inhibit decision. The continuous rather than discrete nature of the traits in 

question makes for fluidity, no doubt, in the decision process. I now have a pro

jection of certain "requirements" while, in another sense, I also have a selection of 

a range of women among all possible women. There is probably no reason why 

this should not apply to women imaging/imagining men. 

2.7) Note the interplay between homogenization and heterogenization. "Pro- , 

jecting," or collecting, pencils of one color would be trivial. Fantasizing that a set 

of pencils of many colors were actually of one color would be bizarre, or even 

pathological. The island fantasy escapes pathology because islands are not stan

dardized in the first place. But why do I tend to standardize them by homogeniza

tion? Because I have to get them, as it were, down to a certain level of co-existence 

into a "collectible" paradigm. This suggests that I am moving my pencils up, but : 

by heterogenization, to such a level of paradigmaticity. It also suggests that I am ·. 

getting women down when thinking of a "type," that is, standardizing by homog

enization while, simultaneously, raising the "type" itself by accepting a certain range ' 

of differentials within the total possible range. The result may also be described in.· 

terms of a "band" or "frequency width" of paradigmaticity. 

Again, I am reminded that my pleasures come from the interplay of shield and 

shields and that I will interfere with reality "heraldically" by adjusting it to this 

requirement of pleasure. 

Clearly, much depends on the level at which one chooses to signify and thereby 
oroiect/select the interesting characteristics: collecting the "same" stamp, for in-
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stance, occurs often, but it occurs at the level of micro-differentiation and not ho

mogenization.12 As soon as we touch on imagination and fantasy, we have to deal 

with complexities of "archetypes," "prototypes," "preformations," "ideal-types," and 

so on at one end of the scale, and with "idiolects," "canons," and "lexicons" at the 

more individual end. I am left, at present, with some very tentative terms such 

as "real," "projective," and "selective" heraldry which continue to require further 
refinement. 13 

2.8) A possible "heraldry" not mentioned as yet: that of personae or masks (in 

poetics) or roles (in sociology and psychology), where the ego would be the shield, 

its masks the shields, might constitute a bridge toward the social sciences. We 

might wish to ask, at some point, whether the question of individual/social should 

enter into our discussion of parts and wholes: indeed, we would be repe~ting a 

12 I am under no illusions as to Freudian reactions to the topic of collection. But there are other 
questions. The formation of paradigms of any sort would seem to imply collection. On the sur
face, collection implies a consumer, but, iu rhe form of collage, does it not also imply a producer, 
especially in our day? ls collection one basic form of the artistic process? If so, would chis be true 
of random-procedure levels in composition as well? How significant is random-procedure really, 
and what is its exact relation to mimesis in the widest sense of co-relating "natural" and "cul
tural" orders? What about the objet trouvt in Surrealism and the surrealist ambivalence about 
whether anything is ever truly random: le ha.sard objectif? Is it not true that, for surrealists, there 
is always a wider sphere within which the elements of metaphor from the most disparate uni
verses of discourse (e.g., Lautreamont's sowing machine and umbrella) cease to be perceived as 
separate and contradictory? See Andre Breton, Manifestoes of Surrealism (Ann Arbor: University 
of Michigan Press, 1969); and Andre Breton, L 'amour Jou (Paris, 1937); also a badly neglected 
classic on surrealist myths, Michel Carrouges, Les Machines Celibataires (Paris: Arcanes, 1954). 

13 I have been keeping such words as "projective" and "selective" quite loose here in the conviction 
that I am not well qualified in the psychological approaches which would help. It is clear that 
Gestalt psychology must have its say here, possibly through such work as R. Arnheim's Art and 
Visual Perception (Berkeley: University of Califarnia Press, 197 4} in aesthetics. I confess to a de
plorable ignorance at this time of Piager. My debt co Dr. Trabasso (see note 6, above) extends ro 
his putting me in touch with the work of E. H. Rosch and K. Nelson; see E. H. Rosch, "Natural 
Categories," Cognitive Psychology 4 (1973): 238-50; and K. Nelson, "Concept, Word and Sen
tence," Psychological Review 81 (1974): 267-85. Telescoping unforgivably, I am prompted to want 
to know more about views in which cultural categories seem to be less arbitrary than had been 
thought and Euclidian space comes to us initially structured. This must have implications 
for the respective roles of "nature" and "culture" in classification. I would wish ro know more 
about. the implications for a "heraldic vision" of Rosch's analog, as opposed to digital models. 
Nelson's thesis that concept develops out of experience of a single instance, chat perceptual analy
sis (detotalization?) is derivative (often in terms of color and size) from a conceptual core-meaning 
whose essence is function, seems to allow a translation in which "function" would come before 
"decoration." In terms of "heraldry," this might read, "Shield for defense comes before shields for 
beauty": see section 2.8. D. E. Berlyne, Conflict, Arousal and Curiosity (New York: McGraw-Hill, 
1960); D. E. Berlyne, Aesthetics and Psychobiology (New York: Appleron-Century, 1971); and D. E. 
Berlyne, Studies in the New Experimental Aesthetics (Washington, DC: Hemisphere, 1974), would 
be material, for instance, to the question of saying neither coo much nor coo little in a poem: the 
problem of "stimulus complexity" (see section 4.3. of this paper). 
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Durkheimian journey were we to do so. I note, in passing, such things as the fact 

that I never seemed to fantasize about functions in my pencil case (by giving the 

pencils different colored leads, for example). I note too that the question of function 

must be gone into for "heraldry" in general insofar as there does seem to be a prob

lem in developmental psychology regarding the exact relation between function and 

decoration. If we imagine two men roaming the forest, do they fight on meeting be

cause they want to and have swords and shields, or because their shields are of a dif

ferent color? Such a nai:ve question reminds us that shields seem to identify 

individuals before they identify groups and lineages: or is this an illusion? Such a rag

bag of references to anthropology implies no more than further questions at some 

later date. For the time being, let me pass to the problem of shield/shields or 

whole/parts in recent anthropological research. 

A major area of attention paid to classificatory procedures has been in the 

anthropological work on so-called primitive classification of Durkheim, Mauss, 

and Levi-Strauss. These procedures are associated, in tribal contexts, with 

"Totemism."14 Simplifying grossly, 'Totemism" has to do with selection among 

natural objects (often but not exclusively zoological or botanical) by a tribal group 

such that the differences perceived between the objects selected will be reflected 

back on the group in order to establish different sub-groups within it. The dif

ference between eagle and crow, for instance, will be used to establish a difference 

between biologically identical sub-groups now sociologically non-identical as Eagle

people and Crow-people. This allows the division of the group into sub-groups for 

all sorts of purposes, including, eventually, the division of labor. Natural species, 

then, are not just "good for eating," as anthropology held before Levi-Strauss, but · 

they are also "good for thinking." Classification of the universe around men, both 

natural and cultural as well as material and ideological, is necessary to the very 

function of society. 

Provisionally, however, I point out that, whether we take the "totemic" symbol · 

as emblematic (with Durkheim) or as archival (with Levi-Strauss), it is not required : 

of anthropological theory that the symbols be "good for beauty" in addition to be- i· 

ing good for eating and thinking. Now, even if I were dealing only with one poetic ·• 

14 See Claude Levi-Strauss, Totemism (Boston: Beacon Press, 1973); Levi-Strauss, The Savage Mind; : 
and Levi-Strauss, The Raw and the Cooked. I must reserve for another occasion any attempt to 

consider Levi-Strauss's specific statements on the arts. His treatment of "nature" and "culture" in 
each of the arts obviously requires special attention; c£ M. Foucault, The Order of Things (New 
York: Vintage, 1973), xix-xxi. See also E. Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life 
(New York: Free Press, 1968); and E. Durkheim and M. Mauss, Primitive Classification (Chicago: 
Universiry of Chicago Press, 1963). 
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imagination, my own idiosyncratic one, I would hope to be suggesting that there is 

a primary aesthetic component to the act of classification, both in the production 

and consumption aspects of the "heraldic vision," which cannot be reduced to any 

form of function other than the aesthetic. This hypothesis, and I would not like to 

think of it as more than that at present, may have implications for the study of art. 

3. Cla.J.Jification and Totalization: The HeralJic Vuion 

in Bfalce 

3.r) I now want to give this discussion some badly needed content by looking into 
the "heraldic vision" as I perceive it at work in Blake. 

First, however, I refer to an important mechanism identified by Levi-Strauss in 

his discussion of the classificatory aspects of "Myth" and "Totemism."15 A classi

ficatory system of the "totemic" type establishes, by means of a series of species 

abstracted from the known world, a group of referential categories such that each 

species, together with much that pertains to it, will form a category until the ex

haustion or saturation of that world. Further, these categories will form a system. 

The "totemic" symbol acts within the grid so formed as a transformational opera

tor capable of being moved between extreme poles of universalization/generaliza

tion and individualization/particularization. The movement would seem to be most 

often expressed as a process of totalization or detotalization (putting together and 
taking to pieces) of the totemic operator. 

Let it be so that the whole world for Tribe X is divided up between three sub

groups known as Bear-people, Seal-people, and Eagle-people. Many items from 

the environment, habitat, food, habits, etc., of the bear, the seal, and the eagle will 

fall into the category constituted by each animal-so much so sometimes that the 

whole known world will be divided up between the three. The three creatures will 

also be taken to pieces: head of bear, head of seal, head of eagle, etc., all the way 

through the anatomy. Each zoomorph could, then, for various purposes be seen as 

a run from, say, all bears/certain kinds of bears/certain colors of bears/a local 

group of bears/the food, habitat, etc. Same with seal and eagle. Totalization would 

then tend to involve any movement to the generalization pole, while detotaliza

tion tends to move toward the particularization pole. Processually, to use a term 

in this context from the anthropologist Victor Turner, detotalization might be the 

taking to pieces of a system for dialectical purposes, normally with some form of 

15 Levi-Strauss, The Savage Mind, 146--49, 151-54, 169, 175-76, 178, 250-62. On the "totemic opera
tor," see especially the diagram at 152. 
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re-totalization in view. 16 This seems to me to be paradigmatic of artistic creation. 

But let's get to Blake. 

3.2) What, then, is the content of such great Prophecies as The Four Zoas and 

Jerusalem? What Northrop Frye has identified as the essential Romantic myth 

might be read as follows. 17 An entity, Albion, exists in a state which seems like re

pose. It is not clear whether Albion is equal to, or coterminous with, the universe 

(view one), or whether he is smaller or lesser than the universe (view two). A per

turbation, not unlike the Fall in Genesis, occurs in Albion as a result of which he 

is menaced with disintegration or actually disintegrates. Follows a long conflict or 

set of conflicts which are the matter of a poetry with as high a degree of redun

dancy as one finds in any major art. Whether certain divine forces remain outside 

of Albion (view two) or whether they are internal to him (view one), goody forces 

eventually prevail over baddy forces, integration over disintegration. Albion falls 

into parts but returns in the end to totality. 

This echoes totalization and detotalization in Levi-Strauss. In effect, the dis

integration of Albion, the Cosmic Man, is not unakin to a society (or, more pre- · 

cisely, its "ideal" image, which I'll here call ecclesia) breaking up into its .: 

component parts and then uniting again. We remember our school day images: 

the breaking up of Israel and the Diaspora, or the division of the map between 

White, Red, Yellow, and Black "races" or various empires. (Again, as in the case · 

of "real heraldry," we work from the total to the part, from society, here, to 

totem as it were: let's note in passing that this, for art, may imply an inversion, 

of what happens in Levi-Strauss, for Totemism). Albion breaks up into Al

bion 1•2•3•4 · · · n serving, if you like, as "totems" to sub-groups named after them ' 

(Israel ~ tribes of Israel): the sons and daughters of Albi~n in their manifold 

complexity. This is a model for other detotalizations-tribes but also counties, : 

cities, cathedrals, and universities of Britain; revolutionary nations of Blake's 

time, etc.-and generates the matrix in which the "Human Composite" can be 

apprehended diachronically. Blake follows a process, familiar from primitive 

classification, of dividing up the world among the lineages of Albion so that we•:· 

get embarrassingly detailed lists in the Prophecies whose function, when total-\, 

ized, is to produce a reduced model of the cosmos. 18 Here I should note that one · 

of Levi-Strauss's most convincing arguments relating to the visual arts (in The· 

16 On Victor Turner's contributions, see section 5.2 of this paper. 
17 N. Frye, A Study of English Romanticism (New York: Random House, 1968), ch. r. 
18 Blake is, of course, highly aware of the systematic nature of his enterprise in his sense that he must . 

create his system in order not to be enslaved by another's. The Prophecies that I am dealing with 
are mainly The Four Zoas, Milton, and Jerusalem. For derailed lisrs of the type I discussed here, see 
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Savage Mind, chapter l) specifies the role of the reduced model in the definition 
of aesthetic experience. 

3-3) The term I oppose in my own usage to the Edenic "ecclesia" is sparagmos: a 

rendering, tearing, or mangling applicable, as I learn, to the dismemberment of fer

tility gods as well as to the Crucified Christ. 19 I probably got it from Frye,20 though 

my usage is, I believe, different. Sparagmos here is detotalization. Now, there is every 

reason to believe that Blake saw the sparagmos of Albion as occurring over and '" 
over again, either within a cosmic Fall and Redemption (if we take the view 

Albion= Cosmos) or not (if we take the view Albion< Cosmos). This constant re" 

currence would follow from the notion that each reader of the Prophecies is himsdf 

or herself Albion, as well as their writer, Blake himself: indeed, that all men and 
women are potential Albions. 21 From this point of view, it becomes immaterial t0 · 

discuss whether sparagmos comes before ecclesia or the reverse: as far as the ideology. 

David Erdman's The Poetry and Prose of William Blake (Garden Ciry, NY: Anchor-Doubleday,, 
1965), 158-59, 181, 206-8, 223-25. But this is an initial suggestion (the process is ubiquitous in 
Blake), and I have made no anempt to catalogue all the lists. For charts of category ascription, see 
S. F. Damon, A Blake Dictionary (New York: Dutton, 1971), 212. 

An excellent study of &lzacian cosmic models is M. Butor, "Balzac et la realite," in his 
Repertoire I (Paris: Editions de Minuit, 1960). My "The Created Creator and the Agony of Time: 
Balzac's La Peau de Chagrin," is in manuscript. · 

19 Re theological considerations, it would be interesting to open a digression here starting with 
Coleridge on the Greek gods and going on to consider why there has been such a persistence of 
classical pantheons in the thematics of poetry down to this day. For now, I would guess that so~ 
form of polytheism (rather perhaps than pantheism) is necessary to the kind of "vision" I am pos
tulating here, a societal one in that the gods of a polytheistic situation are, de facto, a society. The 
poem no longer viewed as machine, or plant, but as society. Recent poets have tended to bring 
other pantheons into their work: I guess that Maya and Buddhist pantheons (they seem to pre
dominate) are fulfilling the same function as the Greco-Romans do as late as Pound and Eliot. G. 
Davenport's Pound studies like "Persephone's Ezra," in New Approaches to Ezra Pound, ed. Eva 
Hesse (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1969), show quite clearly that at least twa sub
groups in Pound's "society," the goodies and the baddies, are represented by two different setS of 
gods standing for different social values, and there are probably more than two. 

20 N. Frye, The Anatomy of Criticism (New York: Atheneum, 1965), 148, 192-93· 222. 

21 I shall want to look at 1) being torn apan, and 2) falling apan. There may be little difference. The 
Bacchae may be a good place to start. The very degree of redundancy in the Prophecies is one as
pect among many of Blake's generalized view of the basic scenario. We might also decide that the 
uncertainry about Albion= Cosmos I Albion< Cosmos may be one of the ways in which Blake 
deliberately sets up tensions within the text in order to leave open a very difficult question. One 
formulation of "view two" could run as follows: Albion is an emanation of the Cosmos, but not 
the only one-since, for every individual, every nation, every cosmos, there is an "Albion" in the 
same sense in which there is a Buddha in Buddhism for each such class. Should "view one" pre
vail, Albion would probably have to be equated with the Absolute, Eternal Reality, the Unwob
bling Pivot, Atman, Nirvii11a, and other such. The radical contradiction here at one level is 
resolvable at another level: see section 5 of this paper. 
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behind the poem, or the process the poem is trying to promote, is concerned, this is 

chicken-and-egg-land. What is very important, however, concerns the fact that the 

formal constraint on this ideological matter tends to operate in one direction and not 

in its reverse. The form of a prophecy given by Blake will in effect tum out to follow 

the sequence ecclesia-sparagmos-ecclesia (nova) (or initial total, detotalization, re

totalization) rather than either (a) sparagmos-ecclesia-spamgmos or (b) an endless 

chain which could only exist in virtuality. An art object, both then and now, can only 

exhibit a certain cut in reality, a certain portion of it, and we do have to look at what 

we actually have in hand. 22 This is far from meaning, of course, that Blake does not 

do his best at most times to mask this constraint: I'll pick up on this in a moment. 

I would argue from this that closure (initial total) is a sine qua non of the art 

object in its initial moment or "genesis" (in Zen terms: its original face) and that 

most such objects will work or be worked back toward closure as a terminal reto

talization as well. This argument may be unsympathetic to partisans of a totally 

"open" poetry. Would they be more likely to accept a dialectical view in which, 

working out of initial closure, detotalization would stand for the processual, "open" 

element in poetics? This question takes us into our next section. 

4. Structure and Proce.J.J: The Contemporary Debate 

4.1) We come out here onto the fertile delta of contemporary poetic debate. I am 

not far from thinking that the closed-open dialectic just suggested is, in fact, the 

root transform of a whole series of problems including, among others, whole/part, 

content/form, space/time (or synchrony/diachrony), visual/verbal, written/oral. At : 

a higher level of abstraction, we might have a parallel run of pairs such as culture/ 

nature, discontinuity/continuity, paradigm/syntagm, metaphor/metonymy. A long' 

hard look is needed at each of these pairs: by their very nature they resist such reg

imentation. 23 But let's give them a trial flight. 

22 k it passes from process back into structure, the poem would immediately open up again into 
paradigmatic scope. Taking Dante's Commedia at this moment would then involve, at least: (a) ' 
Dante's trip as pilgrim, from which he does not return until the moment we read the last line of · 
Paradiso; {b) Dante's trip as scriptor, from which he has returned the moment we approach the , 
poem; (c) Dante's rehearsal of his trip at the time of his death, upon which he has not yet set out; 
(d) Dante's no longer being among us; and {e) the application of all this to Everyman. This can · 
be refined. Admittedly, such considerations have not been foreign to Dante scholarship. l am in
debted here, of course, to the theory of narrative from Propp on down. 

23 I might be tempted to place another pair, "Structuralismfserialism," among the "higher level of 
abstraction" pairs here listed if I could be sure of understanding Uvi-Strauss's discussion in The 
Raw and the Cooked, 23-26. 
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+2) The great issues of our episteme revolve around the issues at stake be

tween Structuralism on the one hand and Phenomenology on the other.24 The 

criticism frequently leveled at Structuralism (it would be more correct to speak of 

Structuralisms or structuralist methods, and the same may be true of Pheno.llle

nologies) is that it detracts from the value of human time by denying its sequen. 

tial character, the conditions of its freedom, by organizing it for us, very variously 

of course, in a predominantly spatial manner. "Organization," here, may well he; 
or mean, imprisonment. The reply to such criticism, if I understand it correctly, 

generally involves the claim that, in order to perceive time at all, and certainly in 
order to present it, discontinuities have to be introduced into the sequence which<. 

will eventually lead to some form of spatial presentation. As Foucault puts it, st·f 

quential arrangements are foreign to representation, hence his stress on such pairs , 

as taxonomia and genesis, rhetoric and grammar, etc.25 As Gombrich and Gooct;: 

man insist, there is no innocent eye: "The eye comes always ancient to its work; 

obsessed by its own past .... "26 "History," as Levi-Strauss puts it, is always "his

tory for" a particular human purpose or viewpoint and, as such, can never be 
seized in its sequential purity. 27 

My own training happens to have been in Structuralism rather than in "Process" " 

philosophy or Phenomenology. Structuralism and the "heraldic vision" share many 

elements: what is chicken and what is egg here I will not debate just now. Let me see 

how I fare in trying to accommodate both viewpoints. It is not more than a trial. 

Telescoping Albion and the Divine Imagination, as Blake, I believe, gives us 

license to do, let Albion stand for the state of a poet's mind at the outset of a ere-

24 Thanks for a discussion with William V. Spanos at Binghamton in early 1975 and for a subse
quent reading of his criticism, especially "Literary Criticism and the Spatializacion of Time," 
Journal of Amhetics and Art Criticism 29, no. 1 (Fall 1970): 87-104. Some aspects of chis con
frontation may be an extension of a crucial confrontation in the first half of the century, that 
between Surrealism and Marxism. For a 1964, much too conservative, formulation of some of 
these issues in terms of private! public poetries in relation to scientific thinking, see Nathaniel 
Tarn, "Poetry and Communication," in Nathaniel Tarn, \llews from the weaving Mountain (Al

buquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1991). 

25 Foucault, The Order of Things, 70, 82, 84-85, n3, 132-38. 

26 E. Gombrich, Art and Illusion (New York: Pantheon, 1960). The quotation is from N. Goodman, 
Languages of Art (New York: Bobbs-Merrill), 7. I have not paid enough attention here to art his
torians and aestheticians. Arnheirn and Gombrich spring to mind; there are many others. Spanos 
indicates W. R. Worringer, Abstraction and Empathy (New York: International University Press, 
1967), as an important master. S. Nodelman's extremely useful piece, "Structural Analysis in Art 
and Anthropology," in Structuralism, ed. J. Ehrmann (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 
1966), calls attention to the struktuiforschung school of such scholars as Rieg! and von Kaschnitz
Weinberg: unfortunately, not too much of this seems available in translation. 

27 Levi-Strauss, The Savage Mind, 257. 
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above ground in the full view of day; now I can look at her and face the new struc

ture. She can now be deposited into nature so that she becomes the new lover 

from whom I, or another poet, male or female, may move forward again.31 

Note that the poem here is in no way different from a sexual act seen in and 

for itself, as well as in its aspect as an act in a chain of acts. We have been asking, 

after all, not only for an aesthetic of the individual art-object but also for an aes

thetic of the run of all existing or virtual art objects. The lovers start as structures 

for each other. As the act progresses, they sparagmatize vis-a-vis each other into a 

kaleidoscope of bodily parts. After climax, they fall gradually back into them

selves and into the unity of their faces, but it is a condition of ever-renewing love 

that these faces be not the faces they were before: a re-cotalization has occurred 

which will carry each of them into the next sexual moment. 

Three other notations. First: the property of process is to cause one to believe, 

while it is moving forward, that nothing but process exists, and this may be fed in 

no small measure by the pretence that art is life. Yet process is moving inexorably 

back toward re-totalization, toward structure. This too could be taken as an aspect 

of "living" if death were also: but death is the last thing we want to look at. How

ever this may be, I report here another fact of my experience which is that, at the 

height of the creative act, I experience the wonderful feeling that nothing I can 

possibly utter is or could be non-poetic. I attain, in other words, total virtuality at 

the apex of the processual function. I find, however, that it is precisely then, in 

that golden moment, that I become aware that the flow has stopped, may indeed 

have stopped days before. We are back in that which has been done, in structure. 

But we have noted the extraordinary "naturalness" of the processual experience.32 

Second: in regard to the "shield" and its variants, I would argue that the het

erocosmic view of the art-object (that which makes us refer to world-models and 

their elements) arises from the fact that we establish, "heraldically," a metaphor of 

pantocratic power in the poetic process. Contradictions between the many and the 

one, the whole and its parts, are resolved by men into "heraldic" systems in order 

that they might partake of the pleasure of knowing what the one form is which is 

behind a plethora of contents. We give ourselves godhood in the deadly serious 

games of art by miming the pleasure we think a god enjoys in his total knowledge 

31 Another take: Orpheus "looks back" at regret for Eurydice and can pay no attention to the Bac
chames. They tear him to pieces and throw him into a river (process). A "selected" Orpheus, 
composed of head and lyre, will land on Lesbos, originating future shrines from which the god 
will speak again as oracle. 

32 I hope to develop a model of "litanical," "idyllic," and "elegiac" (later lyric/idyll/elegy) as an out
come of this. 
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of his creation. Our religions may be no more than projections from the aesthetic 

pleasure we derive from the "heraldic vision" in our arts. 

Third: there is an aspect of sparagmos we have not yet considered and that has 

to do with the flying apart of culture we seem to be experiencing in our time. 

Much of our major poetry has tried to deal with this in a conservative sense, the 

sense of "these fragments I have shored against my ruins." It is perhaps for this 

reason that it seems to be the form that mimes the cultural sparagmos, whereas the 

content continues to proclaim a desire for the whole.33 Does this desire continue in 

the more progressive, radical processual poets of the new "metapoetries"?34 Do 

their works "return to structure" or not? What is the present status of the aesthetic 

of the fragment, the aesthetic of unendlichkeit? What is the role of Rothenberg's 

criteria of multi-medianess and maximal participation in this debate? The love of, 

and miming of, origins and genesis in our search for the "primitive" I may have ac

counted for. The set of this paper has not allowed the same attention to some of 

Rothenberg' s other criteria. 

5. The Veil of the GoddeM 

p) I must press on. What we now have to consider is a crucial determination of 

the role of time and space in the poetic imagination. I have tried to review, albeit 

with a bias, the respective positions of Structuralism and Phenomenology. There 

may, however, be another option, one which has always had a great appeal for the 

poetic imagination. This option may be termed Hermeticism, or, as I prefer to 

call it, with a sociological echo in mind, "Initiation." I would not be the first to 

perceive a kinship between this and some aspects of Structuralism.35 It has caused 

antagonism toward "Initiation" on the part of certain literary critics, especially those 

who stress the importance of historicity. 

It would be simple indeed to say that "Initiation" radically spatializes time in 

the sense that the repetitiveness of Albion's detotalization and retotalization is 

equivalent to circularity. Circularity, as Poulet has amply demonstrated, is arche

typal spatialization.36 But I have tried to show that re-totalization is never identi

cal with totalization: the "fruit" in culture, if not in nature (and who is to tell, 

33 See, for instance, Davenport, "Persephone's Ezra," r73. 

34 See George Quasha, "Metapoetry: The Poetry of Changes," in Open Poetry, ed. Ron Gross and 

George Quasha (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1973). 
35 G. H. Hartmann, "Structuralism: The Anglo-American Adventure," in Ehrmann, StrUctumliim, 

160; and Spanos, "Literary Criticism and the Spatialization of Time," 97. 
36 Georges Poulet, Studies in Human Time (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1966). 
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above ground in the full view of day; now I can look at her and face the new struc

ture. She can now be deposited into nature so that she becomes the new lover 

from whom I, or another poet, male or female, may move forward again.31 

Note that the poem here is in no way different from a sexual act seen in and 

for itself, as well as in its aspect as an act in a chain of acts. We have been asking, 

after all, not only for an aesthetic of the individual art-object but also for an aes

thetic of the run of all existing or virtual art objects. The lovers start as structures 

for each other. As the act progresses, they sparagmatize vis-a-vis each other into a 

kaleidoscope of bodily parts. After climax, they fall gradually back into them

selves and into the unity of their faces, but it is a condition of ever-renewing love 

that these faces be not the faces they were before: a re-totalization has occurred 

which will carry each of them into the next sexual moment. 

Three other notations. First: the property of process is to cause one to believe, 

while it is moving forward, that nothing but process exists, and this may be fed in 

no small measure by the pretence that art is life. Yet process is moving inexorably 

back toward re-totalization, toward structure. This too could be taken as an aspect 

of "living" if death were also: but death is the last thing we want to look at. How

ever this may be, I report here another fact of my experience which is that, at the 

height of the creative act, I experience the wonderful feeling that nothing I can 

possibly utter is or could be non-poetic. I attain, in other words, total virtuality at 

the apex of the processua1 function. I find, however, that it is precisely then, in 

that golden moment, that I become aware that the flow has stopped, may indeed 

have stopped days before. We are back in that which has been done, in structure. 

But we have noted the extraordinary "naturalness" of the processual experience.32 

Second: in regard to the "shield" and its variants, I would argue that the het

erocosmic view of the art-object (that which makes us refer to world-models and 

their elements) arises from the fact that we establish, "heraldically," a metaphor of 

pantocratic power in the poetic process. Contradictions between the many and the 

one, the whole and its parts, are resolved by men into "heraldic" systems in order 

that they might partake of the pleasure of knowing what the one form is which is 

behind a plethora of contents. We give ourselves godhood in the deadly serious 

games of art by miming the pleasure we think a god enjoys in his total knowledge 

31 Another rake: Orpheus "looks back" at regret for Eurydice and can pay no actenrion to the Bac
chantes. They rear him to pieces and throw him into a river (process). A "selected" Orpheus, 
composed of head and lyre, will land on Lesbos, originating future shrines from which the god 
will speak again as oracle. 

32 I hope to develop a model of "litanical." "idyllic," and "elegiac" (later lyric/idyll/elegy) as an out
come of this. 
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of his creation. Our religions may be no more than projections from the aesthetic 

pleasure we derive from the "heraldic vision" in our arts. 

Third: there is an aspect of sparagmos we have not yet considered and that has 

to do with the flying apart of culture we seem to be experiencing in our time. 

Much of our major poetry has tried to deal with this in a conservative sense, the 

sense of "these fragments I have shored against my ruins." It is perhaps for this 

reason that it seems to be the form that mimes the cultural sparagmos, whereas the 

content continues to proclaim a desire for the whole.33 Does this desire continue in 

the more progressive, radical processual poets of the new "metapoetries"?34 Do 

their works "return to structure" or not? What is the present status of the aesthetic 

of the fragment, the aesthetic of unendlichkeit? What is the role of Rothenberg's 

criteria of multi-medianess and maximal participation in this debate? The love of, 

and miming of, origins and genesis in our search for the "primitive" I may have ac

counted for. The set of this paper has not allowed the same attention to some of 
Rothenberg's other criteria. 

5. The Ved of the Godde,M 

p) I must press on. What we now have to consider is a crucial determination of 

the role of time and space in the poetic imagination. I have tried to review, albeit 

with a bias, the respective positions of Structuralism and Phenomenology. There 

may, however, be another option, one which has always had a great appeal for the 

poetic imagination. This option may be termed Hermeticism, or, as I prefer to 

call it, with a sociological echo in mind, "Initiation." I would not be the first to 

perceive a kinship between this and some aspects of Structuralism.35 It has caused 

antagonism toward "Initiation" on the part of certain literary critics, especially those 

who stress the importance of historicity. 

It would be simple indeed to say that "Initiation" radically spatializes time in 

the sense that the repetitiveness of Albion's detotalization and retotalization is 

equivalent to circularity. Circularity, as Poulet has amply demonstrated, is arche

typal spatialization.36 But I have tried to show that re-totalization is never identi

cal with totalization: the "fruit" in culture, if not in nature (and who is to tell, 

33 See, for instance, Davenport, "Persephone's Ezra," 173. 

34 See George Quasha, "Metapoetry: The Poetry of Changes," in Open Poetry, ed. Ron Gross and 
George Quasha (New York: Simon & Schuster, r973). 

35 G. H. Hartmann, "Structuralism: The Anglo-American Adventure," in Ehrmann, Structuralism, 
160; and Spanos, "Literary Criticism and the Spatialization of Time," 97. 

36 Georges Poulet, Studies in Human Time (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1966). 
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with mutation possible?), is always at a step removed from the "seed." The truth is 

that there are two Hermeticisms, one in which, yes, human nature really is eter

nally the same, human problems likewise, and there is nothing new under the sun; 

another in which some form of accommodation with History becomes possible by 

postulating an evolutionary factor in human consciousness and problematics. The 

writings of Owen Barfield spring to mind here and cause us perhaps to look at 

re-evaluations of the relative weight which Western and Eastern initiatic systems 

should have among ourselves as poets today.37 In any event, it would seem possi

ble for the poetic imagination to escape from the stark alternative of i) a point of 

view from which History is impossible and ii) another from which nothing but 

History is possible. Perhaps we have a both/and situation rather than the depress

ingly familiar either/or; perhaps we have, too, a possibility of coming to terms with 

both the closed and the open factors in our arts as Makers. 

5.2) Before I try to draw the implications of this, let me insert here the recog

nition of a new direction in anthropology that poets ought to welcome. Symbolic 

anthropology, in the hands of Victor Turner for example, calls for close attention 

to the "unacknowledged legislators of mankind" as "possessed by spirits of change 

before changes become visible in public arenas."38 It is especially pleasing co see 

how often Turner invokes Blake. Turner's notions of "structure" and "communi

tas'' move in the direction, unthinkable a few years ago, of bringing within the so

ciological consciousness, if not the conditions of a balancing asociality, at least 

those of a creatively oriented anti-sociality-or, as he phrases it, "liminality."39 

Coming to his work after the main formulation of this paper, I have found with 

excitement marked correspondences between Turner and myself on a variety of 

questions. 40 

37 Owen Barfield, Saving the Appearances (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1965); and Owen Barfield, 
Unancestral Voice (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 1965). 

38 Victor Turner, Dramas, Fields and Metaphors (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1974), 17-18, 28. 

39 Ibid., 47, 52, 268-69, 298. 
40 Ibid. on "temporal'' and "atemporal" structures and "the cybernetic effects of cognitive and nor

mative structural models," 35-36; on "Metaphor," 24-25; on a sociological view of "sparagmos," 
234; on the "Edenic" quality of" communitas," 237; and on the relation between naturelcommuni
tas and culture/structure, 252-53, 256-57. On symbolism in general, see Forms of Symbolic Action, 
ed. Robert F. Spencer {Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1969), 8-9. On the problem of 
the anti-social and the asocial (while recognizing that, methodologically, Turner might refuse 
such a view), I still prefer the model set out in "Initiation and the Paradox of Power" in this vol" 
ume, and "Primitive Secret Societies," in Tarn, Views from the Weaving Mountain. The corre
sponding arguments in Turner would be found in Spencer, Forms of Symbolic Action, 5; and 
Turner, Dramas, Fields and Metaphors, 238-41, 259, 275-76, 287, 292. I have not yet pondered 
properly Turner's material on color symbolism. The arguments in Victor Turner, The Forest 
of Symbols (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1967), especially 88-91, obviously require 
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There is no doubt that, in conjunction with structuralist anthropology, an 

Anglo-American symbolic and/or cognitive anthropology alive to both Structural

ism and Phenomenology is developing rapidly with exciting interdisciplinary im

plications for cognitive psychology, linguistics, and aesthetics. I hope to continue 

looking in this field co such names as Leach, Geertz, Douglas, Fernandez, Ted

lock, Hall, Hymes, Munn, Gossen, and Crapanzano among many others, without 

forgetting such teachers as Griaule, Firth, and Redfield.4 l If I may put in a per

sonal note here, I find it ironic chat anthropology was beginning to take this di
rection just as I was giving it up in despair of it ever doing so! Whatever my 

"prophetic" powers may be, this says little for my predictive ones! 

5.3) I go back to the matter of 5.2. Poetry in our time is required to be cklsedin 

that it is now, after the demise or near demise of formal religion, one of the chief 

depositories of our culture's traditions. I don't know whether shamans need eru

dition, but priests probably do, and the names of Pound, Eliot, H.D., Rukeyser, 

Zukofsky, Olson, Duncan, Dahlen, Guest, Blackburn, Economou, Mac Low, 
Schwerner, Irby, Kelly, Dorn, Johnson, and Waldman, among many others, hardly 

warrant a view that poetry and scholarship belong to different worlds. Poetry, with 

us, is also required to be open, however, in the accepted sense that no uadition can 

be tradition at all unless it is always making itself new. Here already, there is no clo

sure without openness, nor openness without closure, and while, processually, we 

must always be "open on the forward side" (in David Antin's words)42 in order to 

believe in our operation at all, the danger of bathos alone would prevent us from 

saying that we go the way of all flesh like all flesh all the time. 

Time and Space are both dimensions of all experience which can be and are 

shaped by the mind both individually and socially. There is unlikely to be 

pure space or pure time in our experience, but there can be transformations in 

which space and time might be apprehended by the mind, indeed the whole be

ing, as reduced to zero, whether by the greatest magnification, on the one hand, or 

this. Turner's discussion of orectic/normative referential polarization in symbols-in the general 
context of a statement such as Gehlen's that "man is by nature a culcural creature"-seem to me 
co bear sttong relationship to what I say here regarding the role of any art object in the produc

tion of another; see Spencer, Forms of Symbolic Action, 9, 17, 23. 
It is part of the imbalance of this paper that anthropologists critical of a lack of historicity 

receive less attention: see Stanley Diamond, Eric Wolf, and the authors included in Rethinking 
Anthropology, ed. D. Hymes {New York: Panrheon, 1972), among many others. 

41 For a complete bibliography, see the original version of this paper in Alcheringa n.s. 2, no.2 (Fall 

1976): 39-4!. 
42 See his major work in David Antin, "Modernism and Postmodernism: Approaching the Present 

in American Poetry," Boundary 2 l, no. I (1972): 98-133. 
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the greatest reduction, on the other, according to the model (via positiva or via • 
negativa) employed. The spatialization of time is then but one such transforma

tion, and I would suspect that a temporalization of space might well coexist with 

it: indeed, this may be one possible reading of the art of music. These transfor

mations will usually serve a function: they will be "for" in the sense of geography 

"for" or history "for." 
But again, not necessarily. In regard to "Initiation," I would add that, as we 

move from the world of input and output, or from the world of self-other reci

procity, through the world of self-self reciprocity, toward the world of non

reciprocity, everything happens as if the categories of space and time as normally 

known to us cease to be relevant. The passage from reciprocity to non-reciprocity 

is total, immediate, and, in the final moment, irreversible. To the best of our i 

knowledge, the rules of the world of reciprocity govern us until that moment. Af
ter it, if we are to take informants' exegeses seriously, they cease to be binding. 

Here the accepted borders of the sociological would be transcended. For what ' 

occurs when the mountains which have been mountains, and then have not been 

mountains, become mountains again (Zen saying) is strictly defined as non

reciprocal. It is interesting, however, that a new nonreciprocal "sociology" arises , 

immediately on the symbolic level, characterized by the absolute coterminousness · 

of whole and parts and the summation of all time and all space. Thus the assem

bly of Buddhas and Bodhisattvas in the Mahayana, the great white rose of Dante's 

Paradiso, Blake's "Great Harvest and Vintage of the Nations," among others. I 

read this transform, at any level on which we might require a metaphysics, as · 

equivalent to the deposition of the art-object by culture into nature, so that a new, 

and as yet unheard of culture might be chartered with a genesis. ' 

5.4) The concept of a "heraldic vision" might appeal to poets because the aver- ' 

age view of human time produces something slower than the scientific view of .. 

time. Even if culture is on the move with ever-accelerating speed, something in; 

the human condition appears to require a continued defense of "human univer-. 

sals." These universals pretend that the human condition is timeless, that human 

happiness/unhappiness have never really varied much, that knowledge and beauty . 

serve as consolations for the near-impossibility of our condition, that the world of , 

the senses is steady, that the sun will come up tomorrow as it came up yesterday .. · 

and today, and that it will be recognizable as the sun. What matter if these views , 

are in one way or another patently untrue, false, mythical, and inauthentic? If they 

have always been so? Our dilemma lies in the fact that we only have to say they are 

to feel a terrible anxiety: it is also true! we want to shout: it is not only untrue, it is 

also true! 
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There would seem to be something permanently archaic then in man's re
quirements (including the aesthetics of cognition) which expresses itself through 

the poet as guarantor of these universals. It has been pointed out that the arche

typal and the primal (structure) are different from the archaic and the primitive 

(event). The archetypal and the primal pretend at an origin or genesis: it is the con

dition of their efficacy that they cannot believe their pretence. The most beautiful 

contradiction in art is that it will be authentic to itself only by being inauthentic to 

nature. Ars longa vita brevis, but art must pretend to be brief if life is going to tol
erate it at all. We live forever and die forever exactly in the same moment.43 

5.5) In describing a waterfall, Coleridge, that great precursor, spoke of the 

eternally similar form and the endless variety of content: "the continual change 

of the Matter, the perpetual Sameness of the Form. "44 Coming upon this re

cently, how could I not recognize the essential precondition of the "heraldic vi
sion"?45 

Insofar as the widest universe has always been there from the beginning, inso

far as we do not ever discover but only re-discover, we adhere to the primal and 

the archetypal, that is, to closure. Insofar as, by our poetic acts alone, in that one 

scandal of the creative process, we have our only becoming, we move forward out 

of the primitive and archaic into history to "make it new." That the existential 

contradiction is absolute here is implied and accepted by what I've said before. 

43 5-4 obviously requires refinement. I would certainly like to consider all this in the light of Barthes's 
view in Mythologies, that bourgeois culcure's fundamental inauthenticity springs from its trans
formation of "culture" into "nature" precisely in order to avoid change. Nacure, involving "hu
man nacure," if seen as invariant, inhibits any desire or motivation for social change. From his 
point of view as a Marxist at that date, Barthes criticizes this. My own view, inspired by the im
possibility of Baudelaire's "N'importe ou pourvu que ce so it hors de ce monde," to which I would 
add "pourvu que ce soit hors de cette langue," as well as its ecernal desirability, seems to be moving 
in the direccion of a radically schizoid thesis regarding arc and nacure only capable of being re
solved ac the level of what I here call "iniciation." As men, we experience genesis, living, and dy
ing. As artists, we creace what we are compelled co see as a deathless order. The order must 
pretend to be subjecced co genesis, however, in order that we can tolerate the discrepancy be
tween ourselves and our creations. Thar is, while Barches's "inauthencicity" may be deplorable 
from a political point of view (and I would so deplore it even in myself), it may be a basic hu
man requirement on some other level. The "beautiful contradictions" continue to puzzle us, 
sometimes ludically, sometimes incolerably. The view that modern literature is a recurn to a pre
classical episteme is found at large in Barthes: my most recent reading of it is in Foucault, The 
Order of Things, 43-44, 81, 89, 96, u8-20, and especially 103. I bring chis up in connection with 
our consideration of the archaic and the archetypal. 

44 See E. L. Griggs, ed., Letters of S. T. Coleridge (London: Oxford University Press, 1956-71), 2:853-54; 

and K. Coburn, ed., The Notebooks, vol. 2 (London: Routledge Kegan Paul, 1961), item 2832. 

45 Goethe would occasion similar reverence. For two suggestions, see C. W. Hendel, "lncroduc
tion," in E. Cassirer, The Philosophy of Symbolic Forms (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 
1955); and Arnheim, Art and Visual Perception, n 
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Whether the widening of the universe of discourse, the process of poetic dis

covery, will ever re-totalize us into Eden or not, it is forever too early to say. Here 

the full beauty of homo ludem, the player, trickster, or joker, stands at the gate 

whipping us on sometimes, gently dancing with us at others. As we move toward 

whatever awaits us, into whatever freedoms, it remains a fundamental poetic task 

to keep alive the ideas of unity, of the shield, the emblem of that wholeness, ini

tiatic or not, which we wish for ourselves and for others. My notion is that it is 
ultimately initiatic and that it would square with a cosmic heraldry which pro

vides, universally, the basic model of human security. The "Human Composite" in 

Blake is the image of this: I am a good enough Durkheimian to accept that we are 

all one man. For the rest, the tribe has always been there, fellow tribesmen, and it 

is also true that the tribe has only just begun. There is that mysterious call, at the 

end of Faust, to the eternal Shekhinah. Let us now convene each other to the eter

nal narrative and commentary on the eternal Shekhinah. 

Archaeology, Elegy, Architecture 

A Poet'.! Program for Lyric 

To Michel Deguy, Hans Ten Berge, Roberto Sanesi; 

poets, critics, friends. 

r) I want to look with you today at the conditions for existence of the poem, espe

cially the lyrical poem, in three of its most important states. First, as POEM, a unit 

which has a first line, or beginning, and a last line, or end, and appears to enjoy an 

independent existence in the world of poems among other poems. Second, as this 

unit, POEM, now considered in its aspect as one member of a chain of poems, also 

with an apparent beginning and end, the chain being the totality of poems writ

ten in a lifetime by a poet, something I shall call OPUS. If the poet in question be 

dead, OPUS is closed; if s/he be alive, OPUS is still open-ended. One problem then 

is the nature and extent of OP us' s meaningfulness to the poet at the moment of 

writing POEM. Third, this unit OPUS may be said to have a place in another unit, 

vast this time, which might be defined, with Robert Duncan, as the "Symposium 

of the Whole," but which I shall here specify as the totality of all poems written 

thus far as well as yet to be written, the possibility of poetry if you prefer, and call 

PAGE. With PAGE, since humanity is not yet extinct, we are also likely to remain for 

This piece was designed as an oral presentation and was first given at the University of California, 
Santa Barbara, on November 8, 1978. A modificarion might have to be introduced in future as a resulc 
of more recent achievements by poet-critics. 




