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Blake's Laocoon andJob: 
or, On the Boundaries of Painting and Poetry 

The interaction between the verbal and visual media in Blake's illuminated 
works is mercurial and, as most critics have confessed, often baffling. While 
they sometimes illustrate or interpret, the illuminations often augment and 
enhance the text. Frequently, Blake problematizes the cross-references be­
tween his two sign systems, so that the connections between signifier and 
signified are disrupted by irony and paradox. In America, for example, a scene 
of peaceful tranquillity (plate 7) illustrates the indictment of revolutionary 
atrocities: 

Art thou not Ore, who serpent form'd 
Stands at the Gate of Enitharmon to devour her children; 
Blasphemous Demon, Antichrist, hater of Dignities: 
Lover of wild rebellion, and transgressor of Gods Law; 
Why dost thou come to Angels eyes in this terrific form? (America 7) 1 

Because the "Angels eyes" see something radically different from what the 
scene depicts, Blake forces us to doubt the accusations of Albion's Angel. 

The very fact that Blake has two media at his disposal enables him to shift 
inobtrusively from an open to a closed system of referentiality. According to 
the distinction derived from Plato's Cratylos,2 the visual sign is "natural" 
because it attempts to replicate the objects of external nature while the verbal 
sign is "artificial" because it refers only through an arbitrary system of lan­
guage. In either case, an assumed referent for the sign is supposed to exist in 
the external world. As Hegel was to point out, however, signs may be only 
sclf-referential.3 To the extent that discourse elaborates a symbolism, its 
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