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On Jewish-American Poetics

Shira Wolosky


Over the last decades, a large – one might say astonishing – number of Jewish scholars and critics have come to the fore in various fields of literature.  It is not too much to claim that their writings have effectively revolutionized literary study, not only in the sense of revising (if not shattering) earlier approaches and assumptions, but also in introducing whole new avenues and attitudes towards literary experience.  In some sense, it was their special task to pose such questions as what ‘literary experience’ even is.  That is, they moved literary investigation from critical commentary on particular texts (although they very much continued to do this too) to questions concerning what critical commentary is and does: critical commentary on critical commentary.  Theirs, in short, was the plunge into literary theory, into reflection on the premises and principles that make up literary study and literature itself.  

A number of definitions and clarifications of the terms "American," "Jewish,” and “Poetics” are in order. To begin with the second, America has a broad, bright crown of Jewish writers in a wide range of areas. These include (to name only very few) Lionel Trilling, Alfred Kazin, Philip Rahv, Irving Howe, M. H. Abrams, Leslie Fiedler, Marjorie Perloff, Stephen Greenblatt, and so on and on, to an extent that I can in no wise address here.  And of course not all literary theorists are Jewish, and not all Jewish critics are theorists.  What I will focus on is only a small group of Jewish-American scholars, working largely at Yale from the 1950’s onwards, whose writings were highly theoretical and concentrated on poetry and poetics: Harold Bloom, John Hollander, Geoffrey Hartman.  Jacques Derrida, who also taught at Yale and whose work was deeply influential there as elsewhere, I can mention only briefly, although his writing raises interesting questions about the relationship between American and a more general Jewish theorizing.  I will, however, extend the discussion to include Sacvan Bercovitch as the major theorist of a poetics of American culture generally. I focus particularly on poetry and poetics because it is here that reflection on language is most explicit and most pure; and it is a particular reflection on language that, I will claim, comprises the very core of these scholar’s theories about literature.  Theirs is, above all, a theory of figures: of the way language, on many different levels, is made of figures (or tropes) that “represent” in many different ways.  This reflection on language and this sense of its figural power is also the core of what they see as Jewish in their theories; as what ties them to traditions of Jewish interpretation –  albeit in a very special and very strikingly American way.  

Even within this constrained group, the senses of "American" vary significantly.  Some are not born (Hartman, Bercovitch) in America; nor do all centrally treat American literature.  Nevertheless, America gives them jointly not only physical site, but cultural place.  The emergence of their Jewish poetics is not accidentally American.  First and far from negligibly, the United States offered opportunity: to enter the academy and the surrounding cultural and intellectual life without having simply to renounce and repress Judaic ties.  This is unique in Western history, and did not come entirely unfought.  But America provides place also in its own intellectual and cultural traditions.  For, since its Puritan foundations, America has had its own deep and intimate ties with Hebraism, not in the sense of live Jews or living Judaism, but in the Puritans’ odd and transformative commitment to Hebrew and Hebrew Scriptures.
  When these theorists bring what may be seen as a Judaic hermeneutic to bear on American texts, this is not mere imposition and false import.  It is rather a bringing to light of the “Hebraism” that is forceful and formative within the American literary, textual and cultural tradition itself.  As to "Jewish," I intend here not only ancestral connection but also the way each of these writers has taken up Jewish topics and exhibited Jewish connections in his work.  And yet, as we will see, Judaism enters their work often in ways as “figural,” as oblique and as transformed, as the very theories they propose.


A fair amount of comment is available on these (and other) Jewish scholars in relation to modern interpretation.  Midrash and Literature, an outstanding collection of essays bringing current literary discourse to bear on Judaic hermeneutical practices, was edited by Geoffrey Hartman together with Sanford Budick of the Hebrew University of Jerusalem.  The volume includes essays on a range of Jewish hermeneutical traditions, from the tendency within the Bible itself to quote and comment on other biblical texts, through midrash -- Rabbinic commentary on the Bible – and kabbalistic mystical interpretation; and on to literary discussion proper.  The mutual relationship between Jewish hermeneutic and modern literary study is treated more extensively in Daniel Boyarin's Intertextuality and the Reading of Midrash and David Stern's Midrash and Theory, where the focus remains on midrashic interpretation.  Other books shift emphasis to the literary side, exploring Judaic hermeneutic impulses within contemporary theory.  Susan Handelman's The Slayers of Moses remains the most ambitious undertaking in this direction to date; with Jose Faur's Golden Doves with Silver Dots in many ways a similar project. Other books focus on individual writers in a more sociological framework that places them within currents of American-Jewish adjustment.  Among these works are Norman Finkelstein's The Ritual of New Creation;  Rael Meyerowitz's Transferring to America; and Susanne Klingenstein's Enlarging America, each of which focuses on different clusters of cases, constructing models of Jewish-American interpretation in terms of the tangled crossings of Jewish identity and the forces of Americanization.

This essay will be concerned less with questions of personal Jewish identity and biography than with literary theory itself as reflecting Judaic concerns; and, even more, as representing itself to be doing so – that is, with the way the literary theorists themselves consider their work in Jewish connection.  Bloom, Hartman and Hollander each offers a theory of figures, of literature as figural language and indeed of language itself as constituted of figures.  And this figural theory they place in terms of Jewish practices of reading and interpreting texts.  Very broadly, what their literary theory and practice involves is treating every element in a text (and more extensively and less designedly, in language as a whole) as a “figure” or “trope” representing some further sense, meaning, level, dimension, etc. The forms, shapes, and interrelationships of these figures of language do not merely record, but actively order experience. In analyzing such figural patterns, special attention is given to rhetoric, not only in terms of the traditional “figures of speech” but through a very broad range of tropes, including patterns of sound and grammar, of letters and pauses; and not only through rhetoric’s traditional purposes of persuasion but with a very broad sense of the power of language actively to shape and project orders and meanings.  This power to represent, not in the sense of a secondary record but radically as shaping experience itself, constantly points forward from figure to figure and meaning to meaning, in an ongoing, multiple, and fundamentally open process.  A radical image of this process of figures generating figures is that of the chain, in which figures are both linked and differentiated, displaced and extended.

These features, while not exhaustive, form a core of the interpretive as well as theoretical work of the Jewish-American scholars under consideration here.  At the same time, it is this core that attaches their work to a Judaic context: that is, attaches their work in their own eyes and as they themselves have theorized Judaic interpretation.  This self-recognition or self-construction of their own work as Judaic is as arresting and intriguing as the understandings it sheds on Jewish hermeneutic as such.  For it must be emphasized that their own sources and resources are far from exclusively Judaic, extending instead into many different critical, theoretical, and historical movements.  These include Romantic theory, symbolist aesthetics, New Criticism, formalism, structuralism and deconstruction, as well as a variety of religious discourses.  Their work has much in common with each of these antecedents.  Figural theory, for example, shares with symbolist and New Critical aesthetics a sense of poetry’s self-referring power, of the opacity of poetic components which do not “represent” in the sense of pointing outside the text, pointing instead back to poetic language’s own compositional elements.  And yet, there are also marked differences. Symbolist and New Critical interpretation treated the text as a closed art-object, monumental in its unity and iconicity, and transcendent of both outside connection and temporality itself.  In contrast, in figural theory the text sets in motion open-ended relationships of ever-possible and ever-multiple tropes pointing always outward and forward to further tropes.
  The artwork is no longer regarded as an icon of monumental transcendence.  It is seen instead as interactive, multiplying, and open, both representing and penetrated by temporal process. The very implication of New Criticism’s and symbolism’s 'self-referential' language thus undergoes a change.  Instead of being understood as a kind of turning away from 'reality' in a loss of reference and hence of meaning, the figural power of language is seen as representing and engaging time,  multiplicity, and the material world that characterize human experience.  Language, the poem, does not mean only “itself” and hence “mean” nothing.  It instead represents and celebrates human experience and creativity.  

 In some ways figural theory is deconstructive.  Yet I would call it a “positive” deconstruction, as against, for example, Paul De Man’s.  In the terms developed by sign-theory, "reference" or “meaning” would not be a “signified” situated beyond and outside the chain of figures. Instead, representation takes place within the ”signifiers,” the chain of figures as they interrefer in an ongoing process of articulation.  Yet this would not mean that language has fallen into its own self-reference and thus has lost all reference and meaning.  It would instead deconstruct a reference-oriented notion of linguistic meaning, in order to shift attention to the chain of figures themselves, their structure and composition, as the site where meaning takes shape and is experienced. 

The positive deconstruction of figural theory thus has a very complex history of connection to many different literary, aesthetic, and philosophical backgrounds.  Just exactly how this situates it as Jewish (or not) is a question the theorists themselves have asked – as John Hollander does, for example, in a 1958 essay on “The Question of Identity” (Midstream, 84-88).  The Jewish poet writing in English finds him/herself in a syncretist position.  “The English language is a curious blend, originally, of dissimilar Romance and Germanic tongues, yoked together by the violence of Christianity; its history is almost inextricably involved, until the eighteenth century, with the history of the Christian religion in England.”  In his essay “The Question of American Jewish Poetry” written thirty-six years later, Hollander again takes note of the Jewish-American poet’s resources in the English Bible as “a polemically Protestant translation of an orthodox Christian book called the Old Testament, which is itself a Christian interpretive translation of the Torah.”
  But it is not only that the Jewish-American scholar or poet is situated in a culture that is not Jewish, although one with complex connections to Jewish cultural elements. Jewish culture itself is deeply and constantly marked by interaction with the cultures that surround and penetrate it, the Jewish-American being just one such case.  At this point any discussion of  “Jewish,” as of “Jewish-American” character, becomes beneficially complicated.  Whatever may be “Jewish” in aspect will be a matter not of absolute boundaries but of emphasis and relative dominance, tendencies and directions, within common and overlapping territories.  Clear distinctions or stark oppositions are thus denied; but certain trends and emphases can still be assigned.   Some of these can be described as Hebraic, even when they appear within an alternative culture where they may function differently.  This will be important to considering the Hebraism of American culture.  More generally, a striking feature of contemporary thinking is the way it is rediscovering or newly emphasizing impulses that have been consistently central in Judaic culture – a coincidence especially vivid in the current work of Jewish-American theorists.


And yet it is as Jewish that these theorists, if to different degrees, cast themselves.  Hollander as poet is not our topic here: but Harold Bloom sets out to track Jewish resources and resonances in Hollander’s poetry in his own essay on Spectral Emanations in Agon.  Much local reference emerges, in biblical figures, Genesis scenes, Rabbinic lore, and lettristic puns. But beyond these, Hollander’s very notions of poetry are in fundamental ways deeply grounded in Judaic textuality. The Figure of Echo, Hollander’s own trope for figuration itself – with "echo" as "the figurative mirror of language, of text” (17); “a central figure of representation” (19) – he  associates with the Hebrew "bat kol," signalling divine voice as it transverses into human utterance, (Echo 16-17).  When Hollander answers his own “Question of American Jewish Poetry” by quoting Paul Celan quoting Marina Tsvetayeva: “All Poets are Jews,” he is proposing poetry and Jewishness as figures for each other, with an added clue to the ways this can work in the very chain of quotation he is citing.  That is, poetry, like Jewish textual practice, is woven out of chains of reference, allusion, quotation, invocation, memory, commentary, words responding to and generating other words, figures of figures of figures.  The very letters and sounds and grammatical arrangements take on figural meanings. Hollander's books such as Vision and Resonance, Melodious Guile, and The Work of Poetry treat various components of poetic form – metric and rhyme, grammar and refrains, allusion and page design – as significant tropes creating poetic meaning.  As Hollander explains in "Hearing and Overhearing the Psalms" and "The Question of American Jewish Poetry," poetry is born out of misunderstanding, “misconstruings and reconstructions” (WP 114)
 – that is, out of ever new figural (mis-) representations. Another core figure links Hollander to Walter Benjamin.  For both, poetry is described radically as translation; a way of transposition that generates word into word and figure into figure.  Poetic creation may be thus described as a chain of displacement, where the two terms stand in almost paradoxical tension, asserting at once both attachment and transgression.  As Hollander insists in his essay on "Originality," beginnings -- even the one in Genesis -- work between a double meaning in the word origin: one which “clings to our thoughts of independence, noncontingent selfhood, privacy of our own experience, creativity;" but the other which refers back, in its very etymological body, to a prior "source," a "point of origin of a stream," recourse to which constitutes originality (WP 14-15).  These chains of meaning, chains as meaning, Hollander refers to the Hebrew Bible and its modes of interpretation. "True poetry . . . partakes of what Rabbi Ben Bag Bag said of Torah itself: Turn it and turn it over again, for everything is in it" (Question, 41).   Like Scripture, poetry is inexhaustible.  It is the very nature of poetic language always to mean more, to conjure further levels of sense, further possibilities of meaning -- that is, figural extensions.  Figural poetics is Jewish poetics.

These hermeneutic principles are more fully theorized in Bloom and Hartman, where the homology with hermeneutic principles of Jewish interpretation are also more fully insisted upon – an insistence confirmed in turn by a group of increasingly theoretically alert scholars on the Jewish side.  This mutual confirmation, however, registers not only the striking and important conjunction of Judaic and contemporary interests mentioned above, but also what amounts to a certain kind of circularity – albeit a very rich and productive one.  The theorists of Jewish interpretation have, in fact, read and collaborated with the literary theorists who in turn regard their hermeneutic as (in some sense) Jewish – a “merging,” as Geoffrey Hartman puts it in his own essay in Midrash and Literature, “between literary criticism and midrashic modes.”  The result has been a fertile mutual figuring of the Jewish and the Jewish-American interpretation in one another.  This is especially the case for midrash -- although midrash itself does not comprise an isolated method, but is rather continuous in fundamental ways with, on the one side, halakhic argument and on the other, kabbalistic mystical interpretation.
  

What, in the traditions of Judaic hermeneutic seem common with these figural theories – (which have in turn influenced their formulation)? There is, to begin, an attention to the material of language – its component letters, redundancies, even tones and accents.  These form a basis for interpretation, as first clarified by Rabbi Akiva: "not only the meaning of terms and words, but also their sound, the shape of the letters, the vocalization points and their shapes and sounds . . . the musical signs. . . the small decorative additions to the letters. . .the frequency with which words and letters appear in a verse or a chapter, the absence of one of the letters from a biblical portion. . . the numerical value of letters, words, and whole verses," and so on, all become “signifiers,” that is, significant signs inviting and sustaining interpretive activity.
 

Secondly, in midrash, as in kabbalah and, differently, in halakhic discussion as well, there is an open-endedness to discussion, in which generating further discussion seems itself to be a motive, even more than completing a topic finally and decisively.  Multiple interpretations emerge alongside each other, without the compulsion to harmonize them or render them consistent.  Such open-ended, multiple discussions take their own distinctive shape and direction in the Kabbalah’s “infinities of Torah," as Moshe Idel calls it; and still other forms in Halakhic disputation.
  Always and through all, interpretation is conceived fundamentally as text responding to text, interpretation to interpretation, a procedure that begins within the corpus of Scripture itself.
  Texts comment on texts, interpretations on interpretation, forming a chain of mutually referring figures.  Indeed, the very notion of figural chain finds an echo in the midrashic method of hazirah, enchainment.  Thus, Ben-Azzai describes his method of interpretation as “stringing words of Torah [to each other] . . . and the words were as radiant as when they were given from Sinai."  This notion of linkage or chain is, according to Daniel Boyarin, the fundamental practice of midrash, “linking texts with texts, that is, revealing the hermeneutic connection between the Prophets and Writings and the Torah."
  Michael Fishbane similarly describes midrashic practice as breaking "the ordinary connections between the letters of a word and between words of a sentence [such that] each word may encode numerous plays and possibilities; and each phrase has any number of potential correlations within Scripture."  He calls this method "enchainment (harizah) of possibilities."
 Above all, multiplicity, ongoing production, and even contradiction among interpretations are seen not as failure and confusion but as a positive service to God.  As Jurgen Habermas explains of Gershom Scholem, "the voice of God speaks through the conflict of interpretations of scripture scholars of every generation, until the last day.


David Stern usefully sums up these convergences between what seems  “the wayward, antic features of midrashic interpretation” and modern theory:

 "The typical midrashic predilection for multiple interpretations rather than for a single truth behind the text; its irresistible desire to tease out the nuances of Scripture rather than use interpretation to close them off, and, most of all, the way midrashic discourse mixes text and commentary, violating the boundaries between them and intentionally blurring their differences, flourishing precise in the grayish no-man's land between exegesis and literature."

Conversely, Geoffrey Hartman invokes midrashic notions of text to illuminate current literary theories of "textuality," where unity gives way to intertextuality – the relationship among texts; and a principle of "frictionality" explores and affirms the frictions, gaps, traces, and other heterogeneous relationships between textual elements that generate interpretation without closure (ML 12-13).   His own critical attitudes are thus plainly placed in terms of Jewish traditions, which can be seen to frame and penetrate Hartman’s essays even when these are not overtly related to Jewish concerns.  His persistent focus on the status of criticism and the relationships between text and commentary is, as he confirms most clearly in his essay "On the Jewish Imagination" allied to "the text-dependency of the Jewish imagination."
  The Jewish mode of commentary on commentary, whose forms mix different genres, composed of chains of quotations and responses to them, and which include "divergent and adversary opinions" (208-209) – these are the features which characterize Hartman’s own critical writings.  I would call this method lettristic.  The configuration of letters and words into rhetorical patterns, etymologies, puns, wordplays become the basis both of particular interpretations and of a general approach to texts.  This occurs most extensively and theoretically in Hartman’s "The Voice of the Shuttle," where the interplay of textual units closely worked on a micro level becomes a general figure for literary imagination.
  Hartman’s attention to letter and word as material shape and generative power accords with the treasuring of every letter and tittle evident in midrash.  His description of midrash as involving “wordplay,” “close reading,” and “textual opacity;” with a resistance to “overunifying its words or unifying them in a totalizing way,” applies to his own reading practices and theoretical commitments as well.
  Similarly, his own lettristic focus accords with the "letter mysticism" of kabbalah (JI 205). Indeed, Hartman’s practice as a whole can be compared to what he calls the “Jewish via hermeneutica,” its creative commentary and its “aspectival richness that faces. . . in all directions.” 


Jacques Derrida serves as a pivotal and propulsive figure for Hartman in many of these directions.  Derrida's own Judaic references are scattered and embedded through his work – a track Harman traces, if also episodically.
  In his essay "Monsieur Texte," Hartman calls Glas a work of  "the house of Galilee;" or, he compares Derridean commentary to "gematria."
  Hartman is anxious to distinguish himself from what he calls "boa-deconstructors;" but his own approach suggests connections between deconstruction and Judaic hermeneutic. "Our essays move toward a theory of.  .  . difference, but because they retain the form of commentary they also move toward a theory of commentary.  They expose the difficulty of locating meaning totally within one textual source . . . Everything we thought of as spirit, or meaning separable from the letter of the text, remains within an intertextual sphere." 
  For Hartman, this return of the letter announces the return of Judaic interpretive commitments and conceptions.


This question of deconstruction-or-not underscores that deconstruction itself is multiform in its commitments: there is a positive deconstruction and a negative one.  Harold Bloom's essay in Deconstruction & Criticism, “The Breaking of Form,” boldly confronts this difference.  He associates what I call positive deconstruction with "a magical theory of language, as [in] the Kabbalists;" as against the "thoroughgoing linguistic nihilism" of, for example, De Man’s negative deconstruction. John Hollander in his Introduction to Bloom’s Poetics of Influence, insists that the "and" of Deconstruction and Criticism should be read as disjunctive (PI, xii).  But Bloom's approach is deconstructive in its own ways.  "The Breaking of Form" sets out to rupture creeds of unity that Bloom exposes as essentially theological, what he calls the "belief in the real presence of the literary text" (DC 8).  Against this aesthetic of unity and closure, Bloom opposes Gershom Scholem's kabbalistic hermeneutics, which he polemically sums up: "There are no texts, but only interpretations" (DC 7).  "Words . . . refer only to words," so that we live in "a world of words to the end of it." (DC 9).  


Bloom is here asserting the relationship of word to word and text to text at the heart of Judaic interpretive practices to be the heart of his own theory and practice. Hartman’s Judeo-critical interest often takes the form of a defense of commentary. Bloom’s tends instead to be structured around the notion of tradition, again seen as relation between text and text, but now through the tracks of literary history and as the very impulse of artistic creation itself.  It is important to emphasize that Bloom does not simply reject tradition, does not offer an ethos of mere heresy and rebellion against it.   T.S. Eliot, in "Tradition and the Individual Talent," calls on the poet to renounce emotion and personality; but adds that “only those who have personality and emotions know what it means to want to escape from these things.”  Similarly, of Bloom it can be said: only those with tradition know what it means to want to escape from it.  As Hartman observes of the Jewish imagination, tradition can seem “a suffering burden."  Bloom, clearly from his own Jewish experience, knows full well the potentially crushing weight of a tradition that may seem to make overwhelming claims.  Thus he glorifies "the freedom to have a meaning of one's own;" but he  immediately insists: "Such freedom is illusory unless it is achieved against a prior plenitude of meaning, which is tradition" (DC 3-4).  His is an "antithetical," "agonistic" hermeneutic, in which "all critical reading aspiring towards strength must be as transgressive as it is aggressive” (DC 7).  But it is not a hermeneutic of repudiation.  Nor is it a blind cry for the autonomous and self-sufficient self. Bloom's theory, on the contrary, finely gauges how the self emerges from a past not its own; with the dream of autochthonous birth at once most far-fetched and yet also most necessary.  "What happens," Bloom asks in "The Dialectics of Tradition," “if one tries to write, or teach, or to think, or even to read without the sense of a tradition?" And he answers: "Why, nothing at all happens, just nothing."  "The concept,” he adds, “deeply derives in the Hebraic Mishnah, an oral handing-over, or transmission of oral precedents, of what has been found to work, of what has been instructed successfully" (PI 109-110).

Poetic originality, then, is not creation from nothing (except perhaps in a special, kabbalistic sense) but rather creation from something – a project in some ways equally mysterious and difficult. For tradition both makes new creation possible and yet threatens to overwhelm it.  Hence the need for an “antithetical” stance – positive and negative at once.  Positive generation wrestles with the negation that frees.  This is agon, contest, rebirth as transgression, and not passive homage.  New creation is not the harmonious and cumulative result of what has gone before.  It is, rather, aggressive, competitive, even violent.  To inherit and to conquer are mutually entangled.  Devotion acquires the surprising but necessary face of revisionism. 


Bloom's is a theory of tradition; but it is no less a theory of figures. Its notions of tradition are figural and its charts of how tradition evolves, is inherited, and is transformed, proceeds by way of figures. "Poetic knowledge," he writes, "is necessarily a knowledge by tropes" (DC 15). "Freedom of meaning is wrested by combat, of meaning against meaning," such that "works are bound to be misread, that is to say, troped by the reader" (DC 5-6).  Bloom offers a number of schema for these processes of “misreading” or “revisionism,” each of which describes relations among figures which also function as figures for each other. He works with terms from literary history and criticism, from psychology, from rhetoric and from religion.  But each of these act as figures for the others, just as each is made up of relationships among figures. 


Bloom's series of works, from The Anxiety of Influence through The Map of Misreading and Poetry and Repression, transformed the understanding of tradition and influence from a cumulative and contained transmission of allusions, to a sense of dramatic trajectories of confrontation, appropriation, repression, and denial.  Indeed, the strongest influences may be those which have been repressed and therefore are absent, or present as negations, in the text; for they are the most threatening to creativity. The most accessible figures for this process are therefore probably psychological ones.  These provide reasonably familiar terms for the aggressive ambivalence that in many ways makes up the core of Bloomian creativity.  The processes of transgression/transformation that propel creative misreading are, on this level, described in Oedipal terms, as poet-sons contending against poet-fathers (how this would work for women writers is a large, separate topic). 
 Attachment and resistance, dependence and independence, awe and aggression – such Oedipal ambivalence becomes the very model of literary creativity.  

Yet the psychoanalytic model remains but one in a series which in turn mutually figure each other. Bloom also elaborates the complex transformations that is poetic creativity as a set of rhetorical relationships, called "revisionary ratios." This use of rhetoric is, of course, openly figural, since rhetoric is the study of tropes.  Most important to our immediate interest, however, is the specifically Judaic set of figures, which Bloom often associates with Gershom Scholem's work.  These become the central figural system in Kabbalah and Criticism.   Hollander describes these figural overlays and the place of kabbalistic figures in them: 

The peculiar function of Bloom's little book on Kabbalah was to reinforce this connection between trope and psychic defense.  By analyzing the  . . . phases of Creation as poetically treated in the Zohar and, with important revisions, centuries afterward by the Safed Kabbalists, he found a basic rhythm of contraction, filling and breaking, and restitution, which he rushed to diagram into his prior schemata as areas of what he termed limitation, substitution, and representation” (PI xxv - xxvi). 

Bloom elaborates in his essay "Poetry, Revisionism, Repression." The Lurianic account of creation as contraction (zimzum), destruction (breaking of vessels), and subsequent restitution (tikkun) becomes for Bloom a figure for poetic creativity, as also for its psychic and rhetorical figurations. 

The Lurianic dialectic follows its initial irony of Divine contraction, or image of limitation, with a process it calls the breaking-of-the-vessels, which in poetic terms is the principle of rhetorical substitution, or in psychic terms is the metamorphic element in all defenses, their tendency to turn into one another, even as tropes tend to mix into one another.  What follows in the later, regressive Kabbalah is called tikkun or "restitution" and is symbolic representation" (PI, 131-3). 

Bloom’s "map of misprision" – that is, of critical-creative (mis)reading – thus offers a chart of Lurianic “limitation/ substitution/ representation" as another figural representation of the rhetorical relationships and psychic tropes of poetic creativity (PI 139). 


Bloom’s Judaic involvement, however, goes beyond any specific kabbalistic reference (as it goes beyond the flamboyant introduction, in Bloom’s first book, of Martin Buber as a prism for reading Shelley).   Bloom's psychological imagination is itself vehemently Freudian, where Freud (against psychoanalytic orthodoxies) is himself viewed as a great creator of figures. Freud is also, for Bloom, a great Jewish creator.  Freud, Kafka and Scholem together emerge as the outstanding writers of modern Jewish culture: and this is exactly because each is a great writer of figural creativity.
  The psychological, the kabbalistic, the poetic all thus intersect, with the creation of powerful figures central to each. Indeed, this figural power comes to be the core Jewish impulse connecting these figures to each other.  Judaism itself becomes the life of generating, multiplying, echoing figures.  Kabbalah thus becomes a poetics, and literary interpretation, a figure for Judaism:  "A poem is a dance of substitutions, a constant breaking-of-the-vessels, as one limitation undoes a representation, only to be restituted in its turn by a fresh representation.”  As in Jewish interpretation, “Every strong poem [knows] that there is only interpretation, and that every interpretation answers an earlier interpretation, and then must yield to a later one" (PI 141).


But what will prevent such figural multiplication from merely dissolving into an abyss of language, of words referring to words? Or, what will regulate the chain of figures, to keep it from losing all connection and direction?  Such dissolution is the threat deconstruction has seemed to pose.  Bloom addresses this danger in the concluding essay of Kabbalah and Criticism, "The Necessity of Misreading:"
 "Tradition is itself then without a referential object," he writes dauntlessly. "Tradition is now for us, the one literary sign that is not a sign, because there is no other sign to which it can refer" (KC 98).  Here he seems to let go all anchors.  But this denial of a stable object to which we can refer – including tradition itself – entails not nihilism and collapse, but the taking up of the burden of meaning within the process of representation itself.  "Texts don't have meanings,” he continues, “except in their relations to other texts, so that there is something uneasily dialectical about literary meaning . . . A text is a relational event, and not a substance to be analyzed" (KC 106).  Meaning here is not denied, but located in relations, generated through a chain which is constantly refiguring itself, discontinuous and continuous in dialectical tension.  Or, to use another figure for this chain of figuration, "meaning is always wandering around between texts" (KC 108).  Bloom's "wandering" parallels Hartman's "error," (MTE 148) describing “a conservative mode of transgression” in which exegesis would “extend the meaning of Torah without displacing its symbols and words” (Other, 97, 100).  Hollander, as we saw, calls such figural multiplication and extension “echo.”


But is it not extraordinary to claim that Judaic hermeneutic is radically figural, when, through the entire history of the Christian West, it has been specifically relegated to the "letter" and denounced as "literal"?  In his essay, "Before Moses was, I am," Bloom insists on the irony that "St. Paul accused the Jews of being literalizers . . . which of course the great rabbis never were" (PI 392-3).   Here indeed the contest is joined.  The return to lettrism in figural theory is (as Derrida’s work also displays) in many ways a restaging of an ancient quarrel, a reassertion of ancient Hebraic culture against western metaphysical system.  The new stage is contemporary thought itself, with its expanding critique of traditional metaphysics and in particular its protest against the splitting of experience into a metaphysical spirit as against body, temporality, and materiality. The Jewish attachment to the letter never, of course, denied spirit; but rather, conceived of spiritual meaning as generated through and experienced within the concrete material reality of daily conduct and of history.  As Geoffrey Hartman puts it, Judaism is characterized by “the hermeneutic character of its spirituality” which revises “the relation not only betweem primary and secondary literature, but between letter and spirit.” (Other 96-7). Its “spirit has become textualized.”
  Figural theory’s return to the letter thus recovers the letter not as dead body, but as generating ever new dimensions of meaning, the possibilities of further figural senses. 

Yet if the quarrel is old, the terms have changed.  Bloom, it is true, loudly insists that what is called the Old and the New should by all rights be called the Original and Belated Testaments, with the latter an anxious set of competitive figures for the former.  Yet he also insists on the syncretism – the dynamic interaction and exchange among different religious traditions – deeply embedded in Jewish culture.  Even Judaism’s commitment to study has sources in the legacy of Plato (PI, 371). Our (English) reading of the Bible, Hollander muses, is indelibly experienced through “the complex relations between the Hebrew Bible, the strange and powerful tendentious reading of it called the Old Testament, and the various vernacular translations (WP, 113).  Features that are prominent in Judaic culture emerge, Hartman points out, in the religious and literary works of Christian culture, the New Testament parables, William Blake, Dante (JI 207-8).  Indeed, the figural imagination, the imagining of figures, obviously asserts itself in every culture, every society, every religion.  Stark boundaries cannot be drawn.  Differences will not be absolute, but rather a matter of emphasis, dominance, concentration, role, and also structure.  


This syncretism and mutual influence is particularly potent and consequential in the practices of biblical typology.  The figural extensions of Judaic hermeneutic deeply penetrated Christian interpretation, residing there as a Hebraic element and connection to its Judaic grounds.  The New Testament in its very construction incorporated figures and structures from the Hebrew Scriptures, although reduced them to foreshadowings for its own prophetic claims, so that the “Old Testament” became of figure and type for the “New.”  Yet this Christian typology, with its  four levels of meaning that casts the Hebrew figures as “fulfilled” in the Christian ones, remains intimately bound both to the material and the hermeneutic of the Judaism it swallowed.  Bloom takes this sacred bull by the horns in his attacks on this sort of typology: “I am moved to reject the idealized modes of interpretation . . . from early typology on to the revival of figura by Erich Auerbach and the Blakean Great Code of Northrop Frye.  No text, secular or religious, fulfills another text, and all who insist otherwise merely homogenize literature” (PI 402; cf. Hartman, (JI 214).  Auerbach, so responsible for introducing the figura back into twentieth century literary discourse, was himself Jewish.  His account of Christian typology as a hierarchy of figural fulfillment is in fact descriptive and not apologetic. Yet Bloom is pointing up a difference that is pivotal.  As Auerbach himself elucidates, the Christian figural system is essentially vertical.  It layers figure on figure upward in a hierarchy that finds its fulfillment (and abolishment) in the overdetermining, culminating, and concentrating figure of the Christ.  The Judaic figural impulse, in contrast, remains horizontal.  Figures generate figures in ongoing chains that are never “subsumed and completed,” as is the case in New Testament figuration (JI).

Nowhere are the claims and consequences of these typological patterns more gripping than in the context of American culture.  In and through them, moreover, emerges the particular and somewhat amazing embraiding of Hebraism with America itself.  This cultural story is most fully disclosed by Sacvan Bercovitch.  Bercovitch’s interpretation of American textuality and its Puritan origins is a most complex, most sophisticated, most elaborate investigation into figures, their patterns, transformations, energies, and claims.  He recovers, to start, the rich imaginative venture that was American Puritanism.  As he shows, this was at once a theological, historical, and literary, with the Bible and its interpretation in many ways the lattice supporting and propelling diverse commitments.  From (indeed even before) The Puritan Origins of the American Self, through The American Jeremiad and The Rites of Assent, Bercovitch re-traces the web that translated a specific and essentially marginal undertaking into a cosmic, universal, momentous turning point in the (sacred) history of all mankind.  The links between sacred and secular, transcendent and historical, immediate and cosmic; between the individual, the representative, and the corporate, run through the biblical figures, typologies, and correlations by which the Puritans understood themselves.

In this recovery of Puritan imagination, Bercovitch pursues the Puritans themselves back to their Hebraic sources.  This is the case, first, through Bercovitch’s uncovering of the complex architecture connecting figural levels, sequences, and extrapolations in the Puritan interpretation of biblical text as historical venture and historical venture (and each individual’s place in it) as biblical text.  But beyond the impressive mechanisms of figural elaboration, Bercovitch also unveils the force of figural imagination itself in Puritan writings, presenting, for example, Cotton Mather’s Magnalia Christi Americana as “important work of the figurative imagination” that “recasts fact into image and symbol.” 
  This works like a doubling of Bercovitch’s own Hebraic figural imagination on the Puritan one.  Against a view of Puritan writing as a literary presentation of theological or cultural positions, Bercovitch shows how the presentation itself – the language, images, rhetorics deployed – shape the vision and understanding in enduring and enduringly powerful ways.  Again, attention shifts from a sense of representation as a passive transmission of prior understandings, to its being an active shaper of meaning through the composition, dynamic, structure and elements of the acts of discourse themselves. 

Hebraism is evident, then, in the Puritan return to Old Testament texts and emphases, forms and models, including the whole notion of federal theology as binding individual with community in a secular-sacral, spiritual-historical trajectory.  But as Bercovitch’s writings probe, not the mere use of the Hebrew Bible or even figuralism, but also its peculiar thrust forges America’s bonds with Judaic/Hebraic modes.  The American venture, as he reveals, presents a moment of transformation in what had been the uses and directions of figural understanding.  This difference is underscored in “The Ends of Puritan Rhetoric” (The Rites of Assent), in that, in Bercovitch’s exposition, American figuration commits itself to time, to temporal trajectory, in distinctive ways. Its markers are process, project, a “visionary history of the future” (83), the New World as figura “directed toward the future” (81), America itself seen as “errand “ and “defined (in opposition to Old World “motionlessness”) by the preposition into: into the future as into the wilderness” (85).  The Puritans, that is, rehistoricized the figura after medieval Christendom had countered such Judaistic historical dimension by restructuring biblical typology upward as transcendent fulfillment beyond history. The Puritans, seeing their own concrete and communal venture as projected “promise” rather than fulfilled “providence” (81) restore to biblical figuration its radical historicity.  One might say that the Puritan’s redirected the Christian transformation of figures from vertical ahistoricity back into horizontal process (without of course ceasing to be Christian).  What had been considered signs of eternity became instead signs of and in history.  This historical impulse became even more pronounced for the Puritan’s later American inheritors, translating – to use Emerson’s and Whitman’s term – into endless, horizontal extension of figures as ongoing energy of invention, possibility, opportunity.  The figural chain in all its open-ended energetic power becomes the mark of an American poetics itself claiming to enact American cultural identity.

This is of course not to claim – as Bercovitch does not – that the American is Jewish and the Jewish American.  Yet it is surely out of his Jewish sign-system that Bercovitch describes the Puritans as a “self-declared people of the Book” and their identity as a “process whereby a community could constitute itself by publication, declare itself a nation by verbal fiat, define its past, present, and future by proclamation” (69-70).   What Bercovitch’s figural analyses uncovers is powerful common cause substantiating how contemporary Jewish-American scholars can see in American writing hermeneutic commitments that coincide, or overlap, or extend with Jewish ones: that is, because historically they did so coincide in special ways.  On this ground it makes a certain sense when Bloom says of Hollander’s poetry that it “succeeds in being American by being Judaistic, and vice versa” (Agon 293); or when he reads Emerson, Whitman, Stevens as a figural poetics in which trope generates trope in open chain.  Bloom is not arbitrarily imposing a Hebraic hermeneutic on alien, unrelated, and illegitimate objects.  Emerson, Whitman, Stevens are writers in a Hebraic strain, because the American, Puritan culture which they inherited and radicalized was itself profoundly Hebraized.   The chains of figures that fundamentally characterize their poetic are thus revealed to be both American and Jewish, especially for these Jewish-Americans now interpreting them – but with implications that extend deep into contemporary thought, its critique of metaphysics and its rethinking of history.


Ultimately, the central figure for this figural theory is history itself.   In some sense these theories of figures reconfirm the old cliche that Judaism is a religion of history.  Midrash itself emerges, as its interpreters insist, from the need to reweave text with history.
  As Geoffrey Hartman observes of the old typological conflicts, Rabbinic interpretation 

stands in a “negative” relation toward the Messianic event as a fulfillment of time and of the Word . . . What we learn from and against typology is the temporal complexity of the text-reality nexus, even the temporal complexity of signification generally.  The meaning of signs is always being displaced or revised by the mythical and seductive image of a grands temps.” (MET 147)

Hartman seems at times a bit nervous about the relativism that historical immersion also opens.  But he seems even more suspicious of  claims to absolute knowledge, closure, and finality that seek to transcend historicity.  To embrace the figural nature of words is to accept partial, fragile conditions, which also frame our lives. “Partial knowledge is the normal condition, then, of living in the context of words.  Words themselves help us tolerate that state”  (ST 137).  And, if this life of words seems precarious, it is also creative, life-affirming: “The structure of words within words, while complicating the process of understanding, also founds the possibility of interpretation or of exchanging word for word . . .  Writing goes on and on, and always at risk.  “I write and write and write,” says Mme. Blavatsky, “ as the Wandering Jew walks and walks and walks” (ST 144). 

The issue seems finally an ethical one.  Against absolute claim, total command, and final closures, against the “desire for reality-mastery as aggressive and fatal,” (ST 96), stands the commitment to ongoing figural displacements.  This delight in figures signals not the loss of meaning but its refinding within acts of signification: or rather, loss as inextricably bound up with finding.   It stands against final fulfillments and claims to them, the apocalyptic claims which Bercovitch analyzes and defuses into ongoing, constantly renegotiated temporization, and which Bloom faces head-on in  “Apocalypse Then.”  Describing apocalyptic desire as “angry wish-fulfillment” (PI 381) and a “despair over the here and now,” (PI 374) Bloom opposes it to what he describes as “the Way of the normative rabbis” in their commitment to “right action” (PI 375), which never abandons the material world of history.   While insisting on complex penetrations of gnostic impulses into Jewish mysticism, Bloom still defines normative Judaism as “an ethical way of life based on sacred texts as interpreted by Rabbinic authority” (PI 370).  This involves a commitment to the provisional that apocalypse betrays and repudiates.
  Indeed, in his suspicion against finality, fulfillment, apocalypse, Bloom may be, to his own dismay, more normative than he would like to think.  He, moreover, suggestively links this Judaic impulse to a radical Protestantism such as founded America:  “Protestant dissent, which has roots in normative rabbinicism, [defends] the Talmudic insistence upon right action and deep study” (PI 379). While pledging himself in many ways to radical discontinuity, contest, negation – in which figural systems can contend against each other as well – Bloom embraces transgressive chains of creativity whose shape and meaning, however, may finally be evident only after the fact.  In the end, Jewish identity may be only post-facto; clarified, even defined, only “when viewed retrospectively” (PI 357).  But this is to give to history the last word, recognizing the full claim of the actual, what Bloom calls “facticity.”  Identity itself emerges not as fixed and final, but as the unexpected triumph of claims that at first challenged tradition; but which over time have taken their place within it, even “conceal[ing] its changes under the masks of the normative” (PI 353).  What is excluded is final closures.   In Bloom, as in Bercovitch, Hartman, Hollander and many others, Jewish textuality emerges as both resource and image for figural meanings, creative, surprising, and multiple; and “set against apolcalyptic [in] counterpoint to such yearnings for finality, such wish-fulfillments carried to the outer edge of history”  (PI 385-6). 
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