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Preface

“What do you want to know now?” asks the doorkeeper, “you are insatiable”. “Everyone strives to attain the Law”, answers the man, “how does it come about, then, that in all these years no one has come seeking admittance but me?” The doorkeeper perceives that the man is at the end of his strength and that his hearing is failing, so he bellows in his ear: “No one but you could gain admittance through this door, since this door was intended only for you. I am now going to shut it”.

Franz Kafka

Then one day I reached those city gates where angels are servants, where planets and stars are slaves, a garden of roses and pines girded round with walls of emerald and jasper trees, set in a desert of gold embroidered silk, its springs sweet as honey, the river of paradise: a city which only virtue can aspire to reach, a city whose cypresses are like the sabres of intellect, a city whose sages wear brocaded robes of woven silk. And here before these gates my reason spoke: “here within these walls, find what you seek and do not leave without it”. So I approached the guardian of the gate, and told him of my search. “Rejoice”, he answered, “your mine has produced a jewel, for beneath this land of Truth there flows a crystal ocean of precious pearls and pure clear water. This is the lofty sphere of exalted stars; aye it is paradise itself, the abode of houris”.

Nasir Khusraw

William Bradford describes the Pilgrim Fathers as quieted spirits; his Of Plymouth Plantation lies at the beginning of American history. The quietude of the Pilgrims figures an instant of repose, when the power and grandeur of their Atlantic crossing, if you will, their shooting of the gulf, their darting of an aim, had been accomplished. This quietus constitutes a provocative place to start my book because it reminds of the very passage that first inspired Harold Bloom to play Plotinus to Ralph Waldo Emerson’s Plato. The Emersonian clinamen away from Europe represents the origin of a significant portion of Bloom’s rhetoric but I wish to suggest that the latter’s belief that Emerson founds an American religion adumbrates the limit of Bloom’s opacity, the flaw in his gem of transparency. To comprehend why requires a short introductory examination of Bloom’s treatment of Walt Whitman and Herman Melville, in order to demonstrate the importance of the figure of iconoclasm in his work. Therefore, I want to contrast Bradford’s pacific pilgrims with the iconoclastic disquiet of later arrivals, who felt cramped under theocracy and, as W. C. Martyn underlines, “sustained with intense fanaticism the paramount authority of private judgment.”1

Martyn records that the settlers would not let “I would” wait upon “I dare not,” a phrase that has unexpectedly pacifistic connotations. I write this because a most truculent passivity is to be found in the aftermath of the English Revolution and in chiasmus that saw George Fox swap the Lion’s war of Cromwell for the Lamb’s war of meekness. Stephen Marx outlines that, while the founding father of the Quaker movement began a covenant of peace, he advocated speaking truth to power: “In 1654 Fox wrote to Cromwell, ‘My weapons are not carnal but spiritual and “my kingdom is not of this world,” therefore with a carnal weapon I do not fight’. ”2 The figure of peaceful rebelliousness is one that teases Bloom in this meditation upon Ahab’s war-like vitality, “There has to be . . . some peculiar inverse ratio between the trope of whiteness in this book and the horrible paradox that these killers—including the gentle Starbuck, still the best lance out of Nantucket . . . and the fearful Ahab—are Quakers: opposed to war, to this day, opposed to conscription.”3 A potential answer to Bloom’s conundrum is provided in Abiezer Coppe’s visionary Fiery Flying Rolls where the carnal room of the body is progressively depopulated of temptations: “Upon this the life was taken out of the body (for a season) and it was thus resembled, as if a man with a great brush dipt in whiting, should with one stroke wipe out, or sweep off a picture upon a wall, &c. After a while, breath and life was returned into the form againe.”4 Andrew Collier interprets this ranting passage from the Interregnum as deriving in Isaiah, “though your sins be scarlet, they shall be as white as snow” (1:18), and then adds that it “suggests the practice of contemporary iconoclastic vandals in whitewashing over the pictures of church walls.”5 He goes on to propose that this swapping of material hardness for the purity of spiritual metaphor resembles “the mystical practice of clearing one’s mind of thoughts and images, the ‘inner silence’ essential to Quaker worship.”6 The peaceful puritans that Bradford celebrates vandalized Anglican churches on their way to Plymouth and Southampton, leaving in their wake a trail of destruction, as they left the depravations of Europe for the American strand. If the laws of England did not follow them to the ends of the earth, then a truly radical soul might begin to struggle against self-limitation, since did not a law-giving God make the world, coin Adam in his own image, and place man in the belly of Leviathan? Bloom insists that “Ahab is an Emersonian who has broken beyond all limits into the Terrible Freedom of a hunt for the absolute adversary, the sanctified king over all the children of pride.”7 Ahab strikes at the white whale because it symbolizes the tyranny of the sun and a Creator; therefore, I complement Bloom’s insight with the further observation that the anti-hero of Moby Dick represents the iconoclast in Melville’s Quakerish background. As Collier argues, in the silence of the Quaker meeting-house, worldly icons must be carefully removed by tranquil reflection: “the all-importance of the inner light is incompatible with outward observances, which form the chief obstacles to its pre-eminence.”8 Collier is peculiarly insightful into the spiritual alterations of what Karl Marx would unconvincingly figure as the meekness of opium visions: “The Quaker form of worship corresponds closely to this inner iconoclasm: silence, particularly inner silence . . . because thoughts are necessarily directed towards outward particulars.”9 In this extreme version of Protestantism, outward thought equates to idolatry because the mind has to be emptied of its exterior idols, so that quiet, inward belief in Christ might triumph.10

Collier’s perspicuous insights into Quaker religious practice open casements on the dawning American poetry of Walt Whitman and in particular, “As I Ebb’d with the Ocean of Life.”11 Whitman was a Hicksite Quaker and we find the figure of silence in arguably the most mysterious passage of spontaneous Quaker confession in his poetry:

O baffled, balk’d, bent to the very earth,

Oppress’d with myself that I have dared to open my mouth,

Aware now that amid all that blab whose echoes recoil upon me I

have not once had the least idea who or what I am,

But that before all my arrogant poems the real Me stands yet

untouch’d, untold, altogether unreach’d,

Withdrawn far, mocking me with mock-congratulatory signs and bows,

With peals of distant ironical laughter at every word I have written,

Pointing in silence to these songs, and then to the sand beneath.

Whitman’s arrogant poems are idolatrous creations and the real Me disparages them as a form of selfishness, castigating them as “Held by this electric self out of the pride of which I utter poems.” Leviathan is the king of all the children of pride and Whitman, though more meek than Ahab, is nonetheless stung by nature, and all the blab of outward observances that quarrel with inner light. Whitman has dared to utter poems and the outside world’s echoing recoil opposes what roughly equates to a far-withdrawn silence that baffles his displaced individualism that once heard the Word of the Lord but which now dares be lordly. The symbolism of the tide-smoothed shore would seem the greatest triumph of the poem, since it figures not only the never-to-be-touched untold richness that needs to be cleansed of the dross of outward earthly backwash, but also the clearing away of the influence of idolatrous Old England. Whitman is mothered by the Atlantic and falls upon the shore as if it were his father; the sands are teraqueous; Whitman’s sexuality was just as ambiguous. There is more than a hint of self-disgust at Whitman’s stand-up-to-speak autoeroticism in the phrase, “See, from my dead lips the ooze exuding at last.” But this image can usefully be compared with lines from Coppe:

No psalm shall be sung but the Lord our Song.

No Holiness,—but the Lord our Holiness.

No righteousness,—but the Lord our Righteousness.

Reprobate silver shall all other be called, as it is; yea, dung, dross, dogs meat

—Menstrous rags,—worse than the filth of a Jakes house.

Collier comments on the ambiguity between saying that all is pure sacredness and then that all is reprobate foulness; in contrast, Whitman loves too much what he should hate and more often preaches that what is good is perfect and what is bad is just as perfect. The same kind of listed flotsam and jetsam is to be found in Whitman’s poem, albeit his inventory of tide-dumped odds and ends has a certain lascivious musicality:

Chaff, straw, splinters of wood, weeds, and the sea-gluten,

Scum, scales from shining rocks, leaves of salt-lettuce, left by the tide,

. . .

Whitman displays a material spiritual sublime, the division between descriptive lists of detritus washed up on the scummed sands that almost seem to ooze with the same fleshly yet fascinated disgust at outward things that the poet later describes as “dead” and the distant but very much alive peals of laughter of the real Me. Inner silence is golden but the poet’s breath profane. The word “real” is here an inversion of corporeal and invisible, poetic breath that ironically reveals the untold since “there is nothing covered, that shall not be revealed; and hid, that shall not be known” (Mt. 10.26). Whitman’s father was in real estate and presumably could easily reckon the worth of a thousand acres of grass; Hicksite Quakerism was agrarian and schismatic against the perceived materialism of orthodox Quakers. The white whale, as Bloom never tires of telling, symbolizes the universal blank, Melville’s version of the Emersonian ruin of created nature: “That inscrutable thing is chiefly what I hate; and be the white whale agent, or be the white whale principal, I will wreak that hate upon him.”12Ahab’s intemperance vividly contrasts with Whitman’s temperate, almost antithetically compassionate, loving words, since the blank canvas of creation is figured by the washed clean shore of rippling Paumanok waves, where Whitman

Was seiz’d by the spirit that trails in the lines underfoot,

The rim, the sediment that stands for all the water and all the land of the globe.

To populate this blank with tropes is to manufacture icons: to create like God the Father, when the earth was without form and void, and the Spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters. Iconoclasm means to break religious images and, in the Quaker tradition, to clear a silence for inner worship, or what it means to know Jesus within, a gnosis that Bloom christens the American Religion; it means to replace the God of the Hebrews with the living water of Christ.

There can be no more contentious subject to write criticism about than iconoclasm; in 2006, the secular world was rocked by world-wide protests against the depiction of the Islamic Prophet in Danish cartoons. Although a book on Bloom is no place to rehearse all the arguments associated with the Islamophobia of this controversy, it is worthwhile to note that Christopher Hitchens thought the iconoclasts vandals:

. . . nobody in authority can be found to state the obvious and the necessary—that we stand with the Danes against this defamation and blackmail and sabotage. Instead, all compassion and concern is apparently to be expended upon those who lit the powder trail, and who yell and scream for joy as the embassies of democracies are put to the torch in the capital cities of miserable, fly-blown dictatorships. Let’s be sure we haven’t hurt the vandals’ feelings.13

The mocked-at protestors in the Muslim world are perfectly antithetical to the balked American poetic persona of Whitman but nevertheless share something in common with American religionists. Whitman states that he feels oppressed (just as the Danish artist fears for his life), his feelings hurt by the mocking real Me. Whitman’s self-deprecation is reminiscent of a biblical passage from John that occurs just after the behold-the-man mockery of the King of the Jews: “The Jews answered him, We have a law, and by that law he ought to die, because he made himself the Son of God” (19:7). The incarnation of Jesus as a co-substantial God is viewed as blasphemous by the Jews because such a claim breaks the jealous injunction of the Second Commandment, that is not to make graven images. My final point draws from personal experience of sharing some “good news” with regard to a recent publication in a poetry magazine with an ex-student who had himself published two books of poetry. The budding young poet bowed in just such a mock-congratulatory fashion as described by Whitman; he was envious and obviously thought me boastful. In Whitman’s poem of psychological introspection, the clash between the upright heart and pure and that element of superbia, that in Bloom’s Miltonic allegory of the modern poet challenges the God of cultural tradition, throws the would-be national poet into disconcertion. He is caught between the selfish devil of back-handed, strong-as-a-buffalo-but-wanting-good-morals compliments and the mothering deep blue sea of Emersonian congratulation, the welcoming of a gentle but genuinely American poetic and the protestant suspicion of this hardening into an icon representative of a priestly caste. What follows attempts to trace just such radical undecidability—not of America’s primal shore ode—but as reflected in the dark glass of Bloom’s prose, because I believe that similar dialectic lurks therein; or at least what sometimes seems like a refusal to acknowledge that American poetry is more Christian than Judaic.

My book of Bloomian fresh starts is divided into seven sections. The first explores the influence of Judaism and Protestantism upon Bloom and defines his Gnostic response. The second looks at the influence of the same on Bloom’s Scene of Instruction. The third compares Bloom’s work to that of Jacques Derrida. The fourth contrasts Bloom’s criticism with that of Paul de Man’s legacy. The fifth grasps the nettle of Bloom’s response to the so-called School of Resentment. The sixth charts Bloom’s writings on Judaism and Kabbalah. The seventh examines what Bloom has written on the topic of Protestantism, Post-Protestantism, and displaced Protestantism. Bloom’s answer to Derrida turns on his speculation that Derridean discourse substitutes the Judaic word davhar for the Greek logos. My treatment of de Man suggests that the detergent of deconstructive irony attempts to bleach clean the sins of misspent youth by scourging the philosophical fabric of totalitarianism. Such a reading implies, but cannot be sure, that de Man experienced deep feelings of guilt with reference to the Holocaust. The ticklish subject of resentment casts Bloom as an Abdiel refusing to join what he figures as the rebel hordes of deserting angels. Here I again ponder the aftermath of Puritanism and the question of free speech: whether we are over-determined by societal energies and historical background, or whether it is possible to express dissent and speak one’s mind freely without fear of reprisal. All in all, Bloom’s criticism is read as a form of spiritual autobiography that I recapitulate as dialectic between Christian and Jewish civilizations.


Introduction: Bloom’s Gnosis

This book turns on the interlinked gyres of the Jewish and the Gentile that one discovers in Bloom’s American criticism. Judaism is taken as a religion that originates in the Near East, while Gentile indicates western and more particularly Greek in the sense of agonistic, but then Protestant in the senses of competitive and therefore quintessentially American. I write this because in the Hebraic tradition, Bloom asserts that one must honor one’s father and mother, but, in the Greek tradition, the most important quality is to be agonistic:

Nietzsche remains the best guide I know to the clash of Greek and Hebrew cultures. In Also Sprach Zarathustra, he ascribed Greek greatness to the maxim “You shall always be the first and excel all others: your jealous soul shall love no one, unless it be the friend.” That certainly describes Achilles in the Iliad. Against this Nietzsche sets the maxim that he says the Hebrews hung up as a tablet of overcoming: “To honor father and mother and to follow their will to the root of one’s soul.”1

Much if not all of Bloom’s writing can be accurately classified with reference to this palpably incongruous Kulturkampf that ever leans toward Dr Johnson’s judgment that fathers aim for power, while sons struggle for independence.2 One could almost write Europe aimed for power and America for independence, since Johnson’s definition of power is activated by struggle, which is why I see Bloom as Mr Self-Invention, a questing critic from a poor background, who came to the ivory tower of Yale, an iconoclast who left behind the Orthodox Judaism of his Bronx family background to redefine himself as an American Gnostic.

I wish to outline those elements in Bloom’s work that explore his Gnostic relationship with important Protestant and American figures like Blake, Whitman, and Emerson. I suggest that many of the parallels that Hans Jonas draws between Gnosticism, Existentialism, and Nietzsche’s remarks on the death of God influenced Bloom’s reception of this ancient heresy. The Gnostic Religion seems richly scattered with gems that Bloom cuts in his own idiosyncratic way, and hence it is fascinating to ask the question: to what extent does Bloom’s gnosis interrogate Orthodox Judaism, Pauline Christianity and especially later American versions of Christianity? For me this question revolves around arguably the three most central works of Bloom’s career, which I take to be The Anxiety of Influence, The American Religion and The Book of J. Such a claim is not meant to devalue his work on Blake, Shakespeare, Stevens, Yeats, or any of the myriad authors he has written short treatises on, but instead crystallizes the proposition that the anxiety of influence is a Gnostic formulation that can be broken up into Jewish and Gentile narratives, as a short consideration of the inspiration for The Anxiety of Influence reveals: “On my 37th birthday, I woke up from a terrible nightmare, something almost out of Blake’s Four Zoas. It featured a covering cherub pressing down upon me. . . . I spent the next three days writing a ferocious dithyramb, which . . . became the first chapter of The Anxiety of Influence.”3 The dream was an amalgam of imagery drawn from Blake’s Gnostic usage of Hebrew figures which were themselves tapped from an idiosyncratic Protestant reading of the Bible, or as Bloom outlines with specific reference to the winged creatures that guarded the Ark of the Covenant: “In Genesis he is God’s Angel; in Ezekiel he is the Prince of Tyre; in Blake he is fallen Tharmas, and the Spectre of Milton; in Yeats he is the Spectre of Blake.”4 The Covering Cherub cannot be dissociated from Bloom’s nostalgia for his Orthodox Jewish upbringing because as Bloom baldly states: “the cherubim . . . symbolize the terror of God’s presence; to Rashi they were ‘Angels of destruction’.”5 This reference to the nightmare of God’s presence could not be more significant because I believe the very heart of Bloom’s work, the concept of the anxiety of influence, to be based upon the prohibition of the Second Commandment:

You shall have no other gods before me. You shall not make for yourself an idol, whether in the form of anything that is in heaven above, or that is on the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth. You shall not bow down to them or worship them; for I the Lord your God am a jealous God, punishing children for the iniquity of parents. . . . (New American Standard Bible, Exod. 20.3-4)

But to say that fear of being punished by an Old Testament God equates to the anxiety of influence is merely to touch the tip of the Bloomian iceberg, since in “The Covering Cherub or Poetic Influence” essay-draft, we discover Calvinistic discourse that was elided from his argument in The Anxiety of Influence; here Bloom writes that “Poetry may or may not work out its own salvation in a man, but it comes only to those, who are Reprobate.”6 Reprobates would seem Bloomian shorthand for young poets trapped in the Blakean hell of rebellion; thus, “the Reprobate” exist in a binary opposition with “the Elect,” whose poetic universes “are the frame for the Tyger’s picture, the horizon against which he moves,” though, Bloom is not interested in the frame but more the Covering Cherub, who is “Milton . . . the Tyger; the Covering Cherub blocking a new voice from entering Paradise.”7 The Tyger is a synonym for Leviathan, itself a stand-in for the power of God; the youthful poet rebels against an Old-Testament Deity. A study of Bloom’s esoteric Blakean imagery adumbrates the religious implications of Bloom’s usage of Blakean coinages like Tharmas or the Pauline natural man: “Before the Fall (which for Blake meant before the Creation, the two events for him being one and the same) the Covering Cherub was the pastoral genius Tharmas.”8 The Anxiety of Influence has a Protestant dimension that is illuminated by Max Weber’s writings on Puritanism. In The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism Weber analyzes this quotation from the Westminster Confession that treats of the natural man fallen into the state of sin: “Man, by his fall into a state of sin, hath wholly lost all ability of will to any spiritual good accompanying salvation. So that natural man, being altogether averse from that good, and dead in sin, is not able, by his own strength, to convert himself, or to prepare himself thereunto.”9 Weber comments that with the repudiation of Catholic confession and the Catholic machinery of salvation came the pressing consciousness of sin from which “only a life guided by constant thought could achieve conquest over the state of nature. It was this rationalization which gave the Reformed faith its peculiar ascetic tendency.”10 Reinhard Bendix helpfully notes that precisely this point of Weber’s argument infers “a psychological condition—the feeling of religious anxiety”: “Puritan believers felt deep anxiety because the absolute certainty of their salvation had become an article of faith, and as a result they sought to relieve their anxiety by intense and self-disciplined activity.”11 In The Anxiety of Influence the ascetic temperament is associated by Bloom with metaphor, Whitman, Stevens, and the mind/nature dialectics that characterize Wordsworth’s poetry, but as well the mental struggle to purge away the fripperies of precursive influence where the rebellious-Orc Wordsworth figuratively quarrels with that mortal god Milton: “This askesis yields
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