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VALA

There is no denying it: we live in an era of   
pandemics, natural disasters as well as break-
downs of  social and political structures. The  
disruption of  tested systems, rapid changes to how 
we live (and feel), is challenging but seems to offer 
opportunities. Might this be the voice of  an invet-
erate optimist?  

There is a sense that something is not quite 
right and that we are approaching an irreversible 
turning point. The carbon footprint for VALA #3 
was small because we worked online, losing, at 
the same time, the dimension which makes work-
ing together fun: meeting up. Talking face-to-face 
is empowering because it takes place in a social 
space that allows for communication to grow in all 
directions. With that in mind, I have found myself   
wondering whether to opt-out of  the paper version 
of  this issue on Blake and nature/Nature.   

If  there has been a fundamental shift, such 
as ‘think global, act local’, we should do things  
differently and this is where Blake comes in. To 
understand (which is what we need academics for) 
and not allow ourselves to forget that everything 
is connected (and this is why collaboration is so 
important), we can find inspiration in each other. 

VALA, in a way, is one of  those emerging  
systems, where relationships between parts and 
components stay the same, are interactive and 
alive. I was struck by how many contributors 
turned to ‘The Tyger’ or quoted from Blake’s letter 
to the Reverend Dr John Trusler, when following 

Newton’s 
Sleep
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our invitation to think through approaches to and at-
titudes towards nature (the natural world) and Nature 
(the cultural construct of  nature). Each contribution 
offers a different point of  view, and yet, there are also 
many points that map across. Might we be able to turn 
things around and leave feelings of  despondency and 
powerlessness behind?  

I think that this issue of  VALA exudes inspiration: 
I think that we need — and radically so — to reframe 
our hardwired problem-solving mindset. We need to be 
courageous in how we create language and use words 
that can fill the silence that has been accumulating 
around human experiences of  disconnection during the 
Lockdowns and in the times of  Covid.  

Blake, and this is 
also a firm belief, 
can help us to find a 
common language 
for the future, a 
language that pays 
equal respect to the 
environment and 
the human and non-human life within it.  

Blake coined the expression ‘mind forg’d manacles’ 
(‘London’, l. 8, E27) to talk about narrow-minded peo-
ple. I think we can all choose to challenge our mental 
infrastructures; our contributors show how this is done 
in what they have co-created in dialogue with Blake. 
Preparing this ‘green’ issue of  VALA, I have felt less 
disheartened. Trust in what can be achieved, when we 
all pull together, has been an important factor during 
the production of  every single VALA, and, this trust 
has once again led to a unique opportunity to celebrate 
Blake. This VALA will show what connects us as hu-
man beings as well as to the non-human, dead and alive. 
It illuminates the many possibilities in which academ-
ic, artistic and creative ways of  approaching Blake can 
make his work relevant and ‘mean’ in interesting ways.  

When you read this VALA, consider taking it out-
side. Can you picture yourself  moving your eyes  
between pages and the land or the sky near you? What 
we have created is another colourful VALA — and 

there is no one colour that dominates. How much hope 
is there for what lies ahead? I think of  this VALA as 
a rainbow. The colours of  the rainbow are a power-
ful symbol, recently invigorated through repetition in 
the windows of  our homes. The rainbow symbolizes  
emotional connectivity and support, hope as well as 
religious, social or political tolerance. Since medieval 
times, it has been represented with at least four colours: 
red, yellow, green and blue. This tradition carried over 
into Blake’s time and practice. Newton’s revolutionary 
contribution to optics, however, ‘added’ more colours. 
They have always been there for us to see; Newton 
identified them for us. Thanks to Newton, we have 
more mental concepts of  colours; though in reality the 

rainbow is a spectrum 
of  light with no bands 
of  any kind. Blake 
talks about ‘Newtons 
sleep’ and associates 
it with ‘Single vision’ 
and hope that ‘God 
keep[s]’ us safe. I have 

always wondered if  Blake knew of  Newton’s religious 
tracts. I am not suggesting that we need to bring every-
thing together and make peace between religion and sci-
ence. Allow me to put this simply — perhaps the most 
important colour is ‘green’?      

In the preface to Milton, in the section known as  
‘Jerusalem’, Blake ties his message about the fight for 
a better world into a reminder of  the beauty of  the  
English landscape: ‘Till we have built Jerusalem, | In 
Englands green & pleasant Land’ (ll. 15-16, E96). Green 
is the colour of  nature. Thinking of  green as paint, in 
representations of  Nature, we can — if  we apply our-
selves — create the most beautiful shades of  green. So, 
if  this VALA counts as the green issue, you are invited 
to mix and match what you will find inside and outside 
of  your own mind. There is much to see and learn and 
to celebrate with Blake.    

Sibylle Erle 
Editor of  VALA: The Journal of  the Blake Society

‘May God us keep | From Single vision & 
Newtons sleep’ (Letter to Thomas Butts 22 

November 1802, ll. 87-88, E722)
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We are part of  the earth and it is part of  us. 
The Earth is our mother. 
What befalls the earth, befalls all of  us. 
The earth does not belong to man, man belongs to 

the earth. 
 
All things are connected like the blood that unites us 

all. 
Man did not weave the web of  life, he is merely a 

strand in it. 
Whatever he does to the web, he does to himself. 
Continue to contaminate your bed and you will one 

night suffocate in your own waste. 
This is the end of  living and the beginning of  dying. 
 
The Earth is precious to us and to harm the earth is 

to heap contempt on its Creator. 

 
Note: This poem is inspired and edited from  

‘Message to the Modern World’ written by a  
Native American Chief  in 1855.  

Illustration by Richard Hemmings
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Blake, in a passage from his Descriptive Catalogue, speaks 
to the value of  the bounding line, indeed of  all that is 
definite and determinate, asking us how else we could 
distinguish, not just ‘the oak from the beech’ or ‘the 
horse from the ox’, but even ‘honesty from knavery’, 
except by means of  a ‘hard and wirey line of  rectitude 
and certainty’ (p. 64, E550). He warns us, ‘Leave out this 
l[i]ne and you leave out life itself ’ (p. 65, E550). 

I couldn’t read this without also thinking of  anoth-
er Blakean bounding line, or limit: that of  Reason.  
Reason, in Blake, is strongly linked to Negation, and 
so a straightforward way to think of  the difference be-
tween these two kinds of  line would be to imagine it in 

On the Inside-
outline
Sam Knot

personal terms: the living line would be the natural ex-
pression of  one’s identity — in the sense of  one’s being, 
form, or spirit — a purely positive ‘I am’. Any particular 
creature, be that a human being or a flower, is singular 
by virtue of  its being what it is. That individuals cannot 
be the same as each other is not negation, so much as 
a special kind of  silence: whatever we are need have 
nothing to do with what someone else is not. 

The bound of  Reason, the act of  Negation, on the 
other hand, always seems an imposition. In Milton, Blake 
tells us how, ‘the Divine Humanity & Mercy gave us a 
Human Form | Because we were combind in Freedom 
& holy Brotherhood’ (pl. 32 [35], ll. 14-15, E131), and 
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line between these contraries is it-
self  a site of  exchange, and thus 

even a way they can be confused. 
We need only think of  our own 

skin, of  the way in which it 
both closes us in, and allows 
us to open. Indeed the skin is 
another way we breathe, and 

this act of  breathing is more 
than a metaphor for how fuzzy 
and interchangeable, and yet how 
very definite, how very real, this 
boundary must be. 

The boundless intrigue of  the 
line between, the supernatural 
loopiness of  this self-

answering question: 
How could it ever be or not be 

dis/continuity in transformation?

this being in contrast to those who were ‘combind by 
Satans Tyranny’, becoming, ‘Shapeless Rocks | Retain-
ing only Satans Mathematic Holiness: Length, Bredth 
& Highth’ (pl. 32 [35], ll. 16-18, E132). Now, I like to 
imagine that nice shapely rocks might be alive almost 
as much as the next man, but as a metaphor for dead 
nature, or mere materialism — point taken! 

I hope that these organic knotworks of  mine resonate 
with the concepts of  Blakean Life & Energy, though 
perhaps with a focus on extending the idea of  the  
Human Form Divine to all life. After all, ‘to the Eyes of  
the Man of  Imagination Nature is Imagination itself ’ 
(Letter to Revd Dr Trusler, 23 August 1799, E702). Ad-
mittedly, some might find it ridiculous to impute quali-
ties like mercy or love to Nature, but then perhaps they 
have just been strolling in the wrong woods? 
Quite contrary, at least, we must concede! 

If  there is one particular con-
trary that fascinates me, it 
is inside and out-
side. I love the 
i d e a 
t h a t 
t h e 
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Creation 
Matters

Helen 
Morley
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Love, 
We all know, is the answer. 

So if  I were to call on the ghost of  Blake, 
Would he come to me? 
Give me Catherine instead, o spirit. 

Herstory? 
Well sisters, do not heed 
The manacles and jailors of  women. 
Heed that which they seek to capture.
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The images are from a limited edition fine press book called Creation Matters, 28 November 2022 (my birthday as 
well as Blake’s!). They are acrylic engravings. www.helenmorley.org

http://www.helenmorley.org
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Twice in his poem Milton (1804-11), William named 
Catherine his ‘shadow of  delight’ (see pl. 18[20], l. 38, 
E112 and pl. 42[49], l. 28, E143). 

I wanted to produce a work for Catherine as a  
companion to my ceramic sculpture for Blake’s grave, 
‘The Lamb at the Gate’ (Eagles 2019). The piece was to 
capture elements of  transience, time and value, linked 
with the reappraisal of  Catherine’s input to William 
Blake’s life and career, but to acknowledge her endur-
ing invisibility as his shadow. I felt it needed to take on 
something of  the Blakean unification of  contraries, 
a ‘Tyger’ to the ‘Lamb’. In this respect a small scale, 
non-tangible, ecologically conscious chalk graffiti Tiger 
stencil was produced and appeared on the anniversary 
of  Catherine’s death near the site of  her grave in Bun-
hill Fields.

A later, coloured version of  ‘The Tyger’ briefly lived 
in the Leake Steet Graffiti Tunnel underneath Waterloo 
Station. 

‘The Tyger’ is a symbol Blake uses to capture strength 
and energy, the power of  the creator’s capacity. ‘The  
Tyger’ contrasts with the innocence of  ‘The Lamb’ 
and its link to a childlike faith in a benevolent creator. 
Gesturally, graffiti captures something of  a daring,  

destructive and wilful but creative act, resonating with 
its ‘Tyger’ subject matter and Blake’s dissenters’ rebel-
lion towards tyranny, dogma, and oppression. 

Leading on from this, I produced a second stencil  
reflecting on reunification with nature. Based on Blake’s 
dry-point etching Albion rose (1804), conceived in 1780, 
and the reworked hand-coloured version from A Large 
Book of  Designs (1796), ‘The dance of  Eternal Death’ 
sees Albion the Vitruvian man/God, the radical and 
rebel, the revolutionary fighter, awake from sleep and 
passivity of  mind, in spiritual transcendent joy and 
arisen in an ecological green glow. An androgynous 
youth, bare, revealed, radiant, pausing on a precipice. 
With open arms and mighty limbs, he is delivered from 

‘That which can be made Explicit 
[…] is not worth my care’  

(Letter to Revd Dr John Trusler, 
23 August 1799, E702).
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Shadow of delight and Shadow of delight and 
dance of Eternal Deathdance of Eternal Death

Diane Eagles
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bondage, free of  the struggle for justice, equal-
ity and liberty by visionary enlightenment and  
inner immortal imagination. Ebullient in truth, 
he is humanity, a ‘woke’ Albion with his four-fold  
vision reunified with his female self, human and 
divine! Made glorious from the mental fight, he 
stands amidst rays of  hope on the edge of  an ever- 
expanding eternity. 

‘The dance of  Eternal Death’ materialised anon-
ymously in Centaur Street railway arches near the 
Blake Southbank Mosaics, just off  Hercules Road 
in Lambeth where William and Catherine lived. 

What message will people take from the green 
graffiti? What does the Giant Albion speak to 
those who see him? The dreamers, the oblivious 
and indifferent, those enslaved to the ecologically  
destructive capitalist, materialist system. Can they 
wake, inwardly open their eyes and receive the  
nature of  God? Albion confronts us. We are nature, 
it is part of  us.

VALA
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If  Blake were alive today he would be concerned that 
our forests are burning brightly and our tigers are  
nearing the dark day of  their extinction. Rebellion in 
the form of  simple, everyday words would come. Our  
children would take his words to heart; adults would 
search for their deeper meaning.

 I am reminded here of  the work of  the German  
artist/sculptor, Joseph Beuys. He used everyday materi-
als to powerful but frequently baffling effect. 

 He was a social activist, prophet, and founder  
member of  the German Green party. 

 In 1982 he put forward a successful proposal to plant 
seven thousand oaks in the German city of  Kassel, 
each tree to be paired with a basalt stone from a nearby  
quarry. Seven thousand  huge stones were piled up in 
front of  the city museum. The pile shrank in proportion 
to the growing number of  trees that spread throughout 
the city. The streets became tree-lined and car parks  
became groves. A monumental social sculpture realised 
in five years! Now, thirty five years after the completion 
of  the project, oaks burn brightly throughout the city 
and in the hearts of  its citizens. 

 Artist Paul Cooper and I have been working on  
projects designed to bring the art and ideas of  Beuys to 

a wide audience. We recreated the ‘7000 Oaks’ action 
using a puppet theatre and 2D wooden cut-out style 
puppets and recast it as a fairy story entitled ‘Joseph the 
Giant and the 7000 trees’. 

In the play an itinerant giant comes across a stone 
barrier between two countries. The giant easily steps 
over the wall and encounters a land of  prejudice,  
isolationism and environmental neglect. There’s not a 
tree in sight… Like all good fairy stories there is a moral 
behind the story.

A single ‘Beuys tree’ exists in Leeds, situated in the 
wide paved area outside the Henry Moore Institute. 
Here, as for all ‘Beuys trees’, there are two contrary  
elements united: a growing, living tree alongside an  
inorganic rock capable only of  diminishment in size.

 How many people are moved to tears when they see 
this tree? How many, if  they see it at all, see it as just 
a green thing standing in their way? Certainly Beuys  
believed a well-wooded city is better than a badly  
administrated one. (Indeed, Beuys extended his title 
to ‘7000 Oaks — City Forestation instead of  City Ad-
ministration’, no doubt as a response to some of  the  
petrified thinking he first encountered in his endless 
meetings with the authorities).

Blake Beuys Trees
Cliff Gorman
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 But he did not stop there. Within two years he had a 
plan to plant another 7000 trees (this time all different 
species and all described as being close to extinction) in 
Bolognano, Italy. Beuys planted the first tree, an Italian 
Oak, in what is now known as the Paradise Plantation 
in May 1984. Together with Lucrezia De Domizio Duri-
ni he also initiated an ecological campaign called ‘The 
Defence of  Nature’. It was during this period that he 
stated that ‘we plant trees and the trees plant us because 
we belong to each other and we have to live together. 
This happens within a process that is moving in two 
different directions at the same time’ (Durini 2011: 
502). Here Beuys is reminding us of  our inextricable 
relationship to trees. A warning not to ignore or abuse 
this relationship? Blake’s poem ‘A Poison Tree’ comes 
to mind... Best to kill off  any antagonistic actions  
before they kill us.

Our latest project, a participative exhibition ‘Toys 
of  Innocence and Experience’, unashamedly carries a  
title borrowed from Blake.  He frequently used child-
like verses as a vehicle for satire and social comment. 
We use toys. These we construct using traditional  
materials. They clearly have the appearance of  toys and 
indeed they can be safely played with in the normal 
manner. Toys are associated with innocence and the 
untarnished imagination. However, our playthings may 
seem harmless enough on the outside, but scratch the 
surface and there is a serious, and usually disturbing, 
message just waiting to be discovered.

For example, one toy, ‘The Little Red Cargo Boats’ 
mimics the style of  simple wooden toys. Beneath its 
consignment of  wooden blocks is the illicit cargo. This 
might be weapons, humans who are the victims of   
people traffickers, or cages containing endangered  
species of  animals being smuggled out of  their native land.  
Tigers in these holds are certainly not burning brightly.

 World Wildlife Fund (WWF) has estimated that there 
are more tigers in American backyards than in the wild. 
This contention is based on some 3,200 in the wild and 
around 5,000 in private ownership across the US. These 
captive tigers have been illegally trapped and transport-
ed far from their natural habitat.

 Beuys, just like Blake, embedded social concerns into 
his art. Art, he insisted, must have social value.

 

References
Durini, Lucrezia De Domizio, ed., Beuys Voice (Zürich: 

Kunsthaus Zürich; Milano: Mondadori Electa, 
2011)
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The Garden of the Four Zoas
Hugo W.
Larman
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My design for ‘The Garden of  the Four Zoas’ is inspired 
by William Blake and the tradition of  paradise gardens. 
Blake’s myth of  the Four Zoas tells of  four godlike 
beings who fall from 
Eden or Paradise into 
lower hellish worlds 
and mortality. After 
many ages of  conflict 
and strife described 
throughout Blake’s 
prophetic books, the 
Zoas are once again 
returned to Paradise. 

This event occurs 
at the apocalyptic 
conclusion of  Blake’s 
last great illuminat-
ed book, Jerusalem: 
The Emanation of  the  
Giant Albion, when 
the Zoas are restored 
within the universal 
body of  the Giant 
Albion. In Blake’s imagination the actions of  the Zoas 
played out not only in his own visionary experience and 
life, but also in the revolutionary events of  his times, 
and indeed throughout human history. In my reading 
of  Blake, the four Zoas still live within each of  us, and 
Paradise continues to be lost and regained.

In many cultures and across time, the longing for a 
return to Paradise has been expressed both in myths 
and stories as well as physical garden spaces. Examples 
of  mythic paradise gardens include 
the biblical Garden of  Eden and the  
gardens of  Arcadia, in the golden 
age of  the Gods in ancient Greece. 
Actual gardens modeled on Paradise 
and Eden, have existed across the  
Judeo-Christian and Islamic world for 
almost a thousand years. 

The four rivers of  Eden, described 
in Genesis became the basis for a  
tradition of  foursquare geometric gar-
dens. Paradise gardens were built both 
for contemplation in monastic settings, 
and for worldly pleasure, exampled by 
the magnificent seventeenth-century 
gardens of  Kashmir, with their ornate 
pavilions, fragrant plantings and inge-
nious fountains. The word ‘Paradise’ 

is itself  inseparable from gardens, stemming from the 
Persian ‘pairidaeza’, meaning a walled park or orchard.

Symbolic depictions of  paradises can be found in 
the sacred geom-
etry of  Buddhist 
and Hindu man-
dala paintings. The 
word ‘mandala’ is 
Sanskrit, mean-
ing circle, cosmos 
or divine abode.  
Mandalas are sym-
bolic diagrams of  
the universe in its 
ideal form, often 
depicting a sacred 
image, centred in 
a four-gated city 
or garden space, 
all set within the  
c i r c u m f e r e n c e 
of  an outer cir-
cle. The geome-

try of  many Tibetan mandalas have much in common 
with Blake’s imagined city of  ‘Fourfold Golgonooza’  
(Jerusalem, pl. 12, l. 46 - pl. 13, ll. 1-15, E156), the locus 
of  human creativity. In Jerusalem, Blake describes the 
four awe inspiring gates of  Golgonooza in great de-
tail, each gate being multidimensional and mysteriously 
opening, one into the other. 

The Fourfold City of  Golgonooza and Tibetan man-
dala geometry are two of  the main design sources for 

The Four Living Creatures Chariots of   
Humanity Divine Incomprehensible

In beautiful Paradises expand These are the 
Four Rivers of  Paradise

 And the Four Faces of  Humanity fronting 
the Four Cardinal Points

 Of  Heaven going forward forward irresistible 
from Eternity to Eternity                                                                                      

(Jerusalem, pl. 98, ll. 24-27, E257)
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‘The Garden of  the Four Zoas’. Other 
sources of  inspiration include the henge 
monuments and standing stones of  Brit-
ain, and the step wells of  India.

Blake wrote that works of  imagination 
are created in eternity by Los, the mighty 
blacksmith, labouring at his fiery furnace 
in Golgonooza. That being so, and until 
such time as a patron can be found to  
underwrite the building of  ‘The Gar-
den of  the Four Zoas’ in this world, the  
garden remains open, free of  charge, in realms of  the 
imagination!

Our visit to the imaginary garden begins on a winding 
path beneath a great oak tree. The path leads to a low 
circular hill, overgrown with wild flowers, passing on 
the way a row of  nine standing stones. The path ends at 
a square stone entrance set into the hill, beyond which 
lies a narrow rocky tunnel. At the end of  the tunnel a 
flight of  worn stone steps leads up into a four-square 
garden, sunken into the summit of  the circular hill. The 
enclosing retaining walls appear to have been built by 
giants, such is the size and weight of  the artfully placed 
stones. The geometric plan of  the garden is hidden by 
an overgrowth of  trees, flowers, herbs and vines, the 
very plants found in Blake’s poetry and painting. Here 
also grow the wandering grape vine and prolific fig 
tree, said to have grown in Blake’s own garden in Lam-
beth. At the centre of  the garden lies a circular pool 
of  clear water reflecting the sky above, and fed from 
deep springs below. In this resting place, time seems to 
stand still. The air is filled with birdsong and the hum 
of  bees, busying themselves among the flowers. From 
the pool, the four garden temples dedicated to the Zoas 
are glimpsed among enveloping trees and vines. Each 
temple is intricately carved and inlayed with the sym-
bols and materials appropriate to each Zoa. Centred 
on the Western wall is the brass temple of  Tharmas, 
dedicated to the senses and the element of  water. To 
the North, the iron temple of  Urthona, dedicated to 
the imagination and the element of  Earth. To the East, 
the silver temple of  Luvah, dedicated to the emotions 
and the element of  air. Lastly, to the South shines the 
golden temple of  Urizen, dedicated to reason and the 
element of  fire. 

As a landscape architect and garden builder, my  
passion for Blake and gardens converged in a joint  
exhibition of  conceptual plans and paintings with 
fellow landscape designers Duncan Rice and the late 
Kenneth Ashburner. The design of  ‘The Garden of  

the Four Zoas’ is dedicated to the late poet and Blake 
scholar Kathleen Raine, whose introductory book,  
William Blake (1951), was foundational to my under-
standing of  Blake as a teenager. In trepidation, but also 
in a spirit of  gratitude, I mailed Kathleen Raine a print 
of  the garden plan. In her kind reply Kathleen Raine 
wrote on 2 March 2003: 

Thank you for your drawing, which proclaims your 
understanding and valuing of  Blake and the tradi-
tion of  wisdom and truth in which he stands. It is 
for us to keep that sacred flame alive and to pass it 
on to those that come after us. Especially so in this 
dark time. I value your gift.
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‘You work on Blake? Why do you work on Blake?’ Over 
the years my answers have mutated into a polished and 
well-rehearsed story which speaks of  good choices. 

I am interested in Blake’s response to Isaac Newton 
(1643-1727), the mathematician, astronomer, phys-
icist and alchemist, whom Blake identified with a 
state of  mind — ‘May God us keep | From Single 
vision & Newtons sleep’ (Letter to Thomas Butts, 
22 November 1802, ll. 87-88, E722). Newton 
was a figurehead of  the Enlightenment but Blake 
thought that Newton’s contribution to Natural 
Philosophy amounted to nothing more than ‘sin-
gle vision’ as opposed to his own ‘fourfold vision’ 
of  infinite possibility and eternal delight. The large  
colour print Newton (Tate Britain) raises funda-
mental questions about the interaction between  
science and art; Newton embodies a shift in the 
popular construction of  truth and knowledge. Have 
you ever wondered why a combination of  Blake 
and Newton, in Eduardo Paolozzi’s hefty metal  
sculpture, was placed outside the British Library? 

For Blake, the infernal trinity of  Newton, Locke 
and Bacon had little to offer to mankind. It was 
a materialistic and essentially unnatural factor.  
Today, the clash between the Newtonian/Blakean 
worldviews has lost some of  its intensity because 
modern science has revised classical, Newtonian 
mechanics. Blake preferred to disagree rather than 
aspire to consensus to be able to evidence reliable 
knowledge, communicated by means of  an unam-
biguous, mathematical language. Blake’s language 
seems private, subjective as well as metaphorically 
charged. Blake preferred to disagree — ‘Without 
Contraries is no progression’ (Marriage, pl. 3, E34). 
And yet, Blake (just like Newton) was obsessed 
with techniques of  interpretation; he responded 
to Newtonian physics and shared with Newton an  

Sibylle Erle

The Bloody Burden: 
Blake’s Flea and Me

Illustration by 
John Riordan
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interest in vision/light, astronomy, mapping and 
motion. Blake took exception but he never knew 
of  the religious or alchemical Newton. I believe 
that we need to revisit the creative potential of   
intellectual uncertainty and imaginative speculation 
in both Newton and Blake. 

I found Blake by accident. I was an Erasmus student and 
Tate Britain was on my list of  things to see in London 
in the 1990s. Wandering through Tate Britain all those 
years ago, the beauty of  Newton lured me in. I sauntered 
into yet another packed room of  the Gallery; it stopped 
me in my tracks. I stood in front of  this large colour 
print to admire its rich colours casting underwater 
shapes, while mar-
velling at the com-
pact, naked body 
on a rock. The 
figure sits against 
a flat dark back-
ground, staring at a 
geometrical shape, 
concentrating, and 
with a long piece 
of  white cloth seemingly streaming out of  its head. I 
turned to the label and made a mental note that I ought 
to find out more about William Blake. It was New-
ton, from the series of  the twelve large colour prints, 
that invited me in. When I returned to my desk at the  
university where I studied, I arrived with plenty of  
books from the library. I have been reading and writing 
about William Blake ever since. 

There is, however, another story. On that first day, 
I also noticed the pull of  Blake’s miniature painting 
The Ghost of  a Flea. I remember taking a deep breath,  
becoming aware of  the cool and stale air in the gallery 
space. There it was on the carefully lit wall of  a semi-
dark room; it seemed to radiate gently; I leant in to see 
the gold leaf  that made this small painting gleam and 
glisten. It drew me in. To this day, whenever I arrive at 
Tate Britain, the first thing I do is go to find the Flea. 
I try to anticipate what meeting it will feel like. I allow 
myself  to freeze until I only feel my feet. In front of  
the Flea I do nothing. In front of  the Flea is where I  
recognise the boundaries I need to protect to stay whole. 

The Flea is frozen in paint, suspended, though caught 
in motion. According to John Varley, the Flea, the one 
that Blake saw, actually talked to him, but it is not  
answering any of  my questions. Beady little eyes — 
looking ahead — scheming. It is looking into its acorn 

cup. Where is it going? The Flea looks as if  it is on 
a stage. It is pacing across some wooden boards. The 
stage is framed by curtains and at the back we see a 
painted night sky with four stars, one of  which is falling. 
Tip-toeing — the Flea looks ahead. Is it one of  many? 
Its tongue is sticking out; in its right hand it holds what 
looks like a thorn. Beware. It looks ready to pounce and 
yet, I continue to ponder the ideas behind the image. 
The Flea is one of  the Visionary Heads. Blake saw it 
and painted its portrait and worked it up into a painting. 
The image is inspired by a vision; it shows what Blake 
saw and yet, there am I thinking about the concepts and  
abstract ideas behind it. What I see is no longer the most 
important element of  my encounter with Blake’s Flea. 

The problem of  
what the paint-
ing might mean 
has been para-
mount to me for 
many years.

I return, again 
and again, to 
find my space in 
front of  Blake’s 

Flea. Each time I am different, while the Flea remains 
timeless. I know better, of  course. This dark painting 
might have been a lot lighter when Blake created it and 
its time might be running out were it not for a team 
of  experts that can mend it, because no colour lasts  
forever. 

In front of  the Flea I am falling into my past. As I 
stand there, my skin grows enormous to cover my ears 
and yes, I hear and see nothing. I feel my heartbeat, 
while shutting myself  down, trying to ignore the noise 
inside my mind. The Flea is driven by a single purpose: 
it must harvest more blood. This Flea carries no guilt 
and shows no shame. It is unaware of  its appearance — 
its visceral ugliness. What startles me is that the painting 
is so small and so dense. It is packed with information. 
What a privilege to get so close to the painting. It is un-
der glass and dimly lit. It is good to just stare at the Flea. 
I could never get any of  this from looking at the post-
card which sits on my bookshelf  like a faded relic. Here 
the colours are visceral and alive. The painting is dark 
but also more green at the same time. There is, in fact, 
more of  all the colours of  the rainbow than in the post-
card. The Flea on the whole is more beautiful. Its figure 
looks less bulky and has more finesse. The body has 
depth in the painting; the body is more human-look-
ing — it is  beautiful because it seems very alive in the 

I also noticed the pull of  Blake’s miniature paint-
ing The Ghost of  a Flea... There it was on the 
carefully lit wall of  a semi-dark room; it seemed 

to radiate gently...
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idea where I am heading. I have never seen this forest  
before, so deep, and dense, and dark. People get lost 
inside forests like these. Nobody will be able to find me. 

A branch hits me square in the face. My face stings; 
my skin is torn. I cannot lick the blood that is run-
ning down my cheek. There is no time. I must run 
on. I can see the golden glow around the Flea’s tail, a  
golden strand, an endless line breaking into little sparks, 
connecting into fragments of  lines as it flicks its tail. 
It moves erratically. Whenever I reach out, extend my 
arm, it flicks away while all the while pulling me with it. 
Bang. I have hit another tree. My hand, I think, is bro-
ken — incredibly sore. I cradle it around my stomach.

‘There it is!’ 
I follow and shed all my thoughts as well as the pain; 

the pumping pain slides out of  my head like a silvery 
veil. The veil is larger than any of  the clothes I have ever 
owned. It floats and entangles itself  in the branches and 
is pinned on the thorns of  the bushes. It rips and hangs 
in long ribbons. I pull it out to get rid of  it but as I do, 
the strips turn red. It is as if  I am being shredded. 

Then, suddenly, I am no longer running. I am out 
of  breath and bewildered. That thing has stopped. It is  
approaching me — it hands me its bowl with which I 
am to collect my blood. This is what it says to me: 

I am what you are most scared of  — that which 
you can never hold on to. 
I am that part of  you which you cannot control. 
I will always escape you. I am running away from 
you. 
I am mischievous. I am the answer to all your  
questions — even the ones you have not asked, 
And especially the ones you should have asked. 
I am what you needed to look in the face. 
I am not you. 
I am other and yet I am part of  you. 
I am what you can never contain. 
I am the best thing ever. 
I am so ugly. 
I am full of  words. 
I am the one who will set you free. 

Further Reading
Erle, Sibylle, ‘From Vampire to Apollo: William Blake’s 

Ghosts of  the Flea c. 1819-1820’, in Beastly Blake, 
ed. by Helen P. Bruder and Tristanne Connolly 
(Houndmills: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018), pp. 225-52

painting. I can see every detail of  this not quite human 
body; its skin is teeming with life and seems malleable 
to the touch; and that stage and those boards are made 
of  wood; those curtains are actually like trees. They too 
seem alive. Where has this Flea come from? I cannot 
see any malice in the Flea. There is still something un-
settling in the eye, yes, but what I see is the Flea’s beauty. 

For double the vision my Eyes do see
And a double vision is always with me
With my inward Eye, ’tis an old Man grey
With my outward a Thistle across my way 
(Letter to Butts, 22 November 1802, ll. 27-30, E721)

I am still looking. What can I see? I am still standing, 
waiting for something to happen. 

There is something inside the painting. Something 
inside it that is alive. At first it is just the eye. It blinks. 
Then, after a long pause it starts to twitch. Suddenly 
the head begins to move. Slowly, very slowly it begins 
to lift itself  out of  the paining. The head reaches out 
and stretches and wriggles to expose a slender neck. 
Little arms appear out of  the hole; they push forward, 
shattering the surface with flecks of  painting flying, un-
winding what has lain coiled and dormant underneath. 
This thing slides out, smoothly and elegantly, with the 
longest body imaginable. It twists and shakes itself. It 
looks at me, turns around and walks away. Just like that. 

Suddenly I find myself  standing between the big oak 
trees that have been framing the Flea. I am alone and 
clad in a red velvet dress, completely unsuitable for a 
walk in the woods. I stare into the darkness. I know 
that I have to keep an eye on the Flea. It is trying to get 
away; it is moving into the starlit darkness — my eyes 
are adjusting — the curtains morph into trees and the 
stage crumbles into the forest floor.

This creature is trying to get away! It runs into the 
woods. All I am able to discern — this thing is moving 
fast — is its tail. This creature has the longest tail I have 
ever seen; it is swaying from left to right, from left to 
right. I can see the occasional sparkle of  gold, moving, 
left, right, left, right. The lights in the night are flashing 
intermittently, breaking into an unsteady rhythm. The 
dot of  the tail is growing into a single spot, swaying, 
left, right, left, right.  

Deeper into the woods I go. The Flea will not wait for 
me but it stops to look back and wink at me. How dare 
it. I can feel a burning pain in my lungs.

‘Wait for me!’ 
Now I see it. Now it’s gone. I run on, I have no 
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William Blake happens to me in single lines. At irregular 
intervals in unexpected moments a single line will streak 
across my consciousness — a burst of  bioluminescence 
suddenly enlivening the sea of  time and space.  It 
invariably crystallizes facets of  a simmering idea into 
different perspectives. The founding line for the  
present exploration leapt out at me many years ago 
from the dense Brownian swarm of  black cursive Blake 
then inscribed all over the top floor walls at South 
Molton Street. How it disengaged itself  from that  
continuous mural, seemingly in perpetual motion,  
remains a mystery, but leap it did, burning bright: 

For every thing that lives is holy, life delights 
in life 

 
It precipitated the Blakean crystal explored here:  
Are Life and Nature Joined in Delight?  Blake’s line 
succinctly and vividly summarizes a perennial interest 
of  mine: discovering all manner of  ways and means to 
include Delight in humanity’s ongoing discourse with 
Life, the Universe and Everything (Adams 1982). Could  
Delight offer a new approach to the ‘dark’ energy/ 
matter cosmological conundrum testing our under-
standing of  the universe? Consider: Delight is a verb 
(energy) and a noun (matter) and Light links Energy 
and Matter in our universe. Energy is eternal Delight. 
Metaphors captivate and liberate — but also capture 
and imprison — mind-forg’d manacles. Does the 
‘dark’ capture our imagination, blinding us to possibil-
ities offered by Delight? Is Delight a Force of  Nature?   

Blake’s line suggests that Life may be omni-present, 
auto-catalytic, and self-reflecting. I envisage ‘reflecting’ 
as a duality, a duet, perhaps even a duel, of  thoughts 
and mirrors. Life offers a myriad of  ‘prism[s] through 

which the universe sees itself ’ (Anderson 1980: 79). To 
this I add, in pursuing Delight, ‘and the universe enjoys 
itself ’. Here I draw on Blake’s concept of  Life itself  as 
taking such a great pleasure in Living that he named 
the action Delight, and embraced it all as Holy — two 
high accolades indeed. Blake’s use of  ‘Holy’ (rather than 
‘Sacred’) in relation to Life seems to me to be etymolog-
ically and scientifically sound: ‘holy’ is an ancient word 
found throughout northern Europe meaning ‘whole’ 
(e.g., Old English: ‘hāl (n.)/hālig (adj.)’ and Old Swed-
ish ‘hēl (n.)/hēlag (adj.)’, Sykes 1976: 1332) and is a facet 
of  Joining.

‘In the fields of  observation chance only favours 
the prepared mind’ (Pasteur 1854: n.p.). I have always  
questioned the ‘only’, but when I witnessed a fragile  
Tibetan Buddhist community and endangered snow 
leopards eking out a precarious living together in Hemis 
National Park, Blake’s line had certainly fully prepared 
my mind to recognize Life and Nature Joined and  
woven fine in the high Himalaya of  Ladakh — and 
later adopt as the epigraph of  a modest attempt to 
transmit those vibrant Crystals of  Delight (Phuntsog, 
Tsering and Verlaan 2016). 

Our World, see[n] both large and in a Grain of  
Sand, is born to sweet delight, tho’ ravish’d in 
her cradle night and morn. Does Blake offer any 
hope at all for the world, given humanity’s apparent  
determination on being born to endless night?  
Perhaps, because the soul of  sweet delight can  
never be defil’d…

In Memoriam: Dr Jane McClellan — Poet, Blake 
Scholar, English Professor, Cherished Friend, Lover 
of  Cats, especially The Great Twilla — who first intro-
duced to me to William Blake fifty years ago…  

Philomène 
Verlaan

Are Life and Nature 
Joined in Delight?  
An Exploration
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Tyger
SF Said
The roots of  my new book Tyger go very, very deep. Its 
inspirations include everything from my earliest child-
hood reading to the latest developments in quantum 
physics.  But above all, Tyger is a book inspired by the 
work of  William Blake. 

Like many of  us, I first encountered Blake through 
his poem ‘The Tyger’, which I read at school in the 
1970s. This poem just blew my mind. For one thing, it 
seemed to be about a tiger, and I’ve always loved tigers! 
And yet it seemed to be about many other things, too. 
I couldn’t have told you what they were, exactly, but 
I felt they were as epic as they were mysterious. The 
poem had the power of  a myth for me — and I love  
mythology as much as I love tigers. 

Back then, I had no idea that Blake had created an 
entire mythic system of  his own, because the poems in 
which he did it are not as well-known as ‘The Tyger’, 
and tend not to be read in schools.  

But there was a teacher at my school who regular-
ly read us ancient Greek and Roman myths. Spell-
bound, I sought out all the books of  mythology I could 
get my hands on.  In those days, that mainly meant  
retellings of  myths, like the Puffin Classics written by 
Roger Lancelyn Green. I devoured not just the Greek 
and Roman myths, but Norse, Egyptian and Mesopo-
tamian myths, as well as collections of  traditional tales 
such as The Arabian Nights.  

I was also interested in writers who drew on ancient 
mythology in their work.  In books like The Dark Is  
Rising (1973) and The Owl Service (1967), Susan Cooper 
and Alan Garner brought British myths and folktales 
into the modern world, while Ursula Le Guin invent-
ed wonderful myths of  her own in the Earthsea books 
(1968-2001). Later on, I loved the way Neil Gaiman 
used mythology in The Sandman comics (1989-1996), 
and what Philip Pullman did with it in His Dark  
Materials (1995-2000). 

Eventually, I found my way to Blake’s longer po-
ems, such as America: A Prophecy; the books of  Urizen,  
Ahania and Los — his so-called ‘Bible Of  Hell’; and 

on to Milton: A Poem and Jerusalem: The Emanation of  
the Giant Albion. Beautiful large-format collections like  
William Blake: The Complete Illuminated Books (edited with 
an introduction by David Bindman, 2000) gave me 
a way of  looking at the pictures at the same time as  
reading the words — an experience beyond cinematic 
in its intensity.  

And I discovered that many of  the writers I loved 
had been inspired by Blake.  He was one of  the first 
to take ancient mythologies and make something new 
from them; something that spoke to his own times.  

The eighteenth century was a time when many  
people were becoming interested in ancient myths, 
many of  which were being published for the first 
time. Blake himself  was inspired by a writer called Ja-
cob Bryant, whose book A New System, Or an Analysis 
of  Ancient Mythology (1773) was perhaps the first cross- 
cultural comparative mythology. Bryant believed the 
Bible stories and Greek myths were inherited from 
an earlier original: stories that came from a race of  
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giants dispersed across the world, fragments of  their  
forgotten faith.  

Blake wanted to recover this lost original through his 
own mythology, which drew on all the systems that he 
knew, and was expressed in poetry and art of  incred-
ible power. That’s why his poems describe such epic,  
elemental dramas, and such gigantic, heroic forms. 

Blake and those who followed him gave me a model 
for the kinds of  stories I wanted to write myself: stories 
that felt like modern myths, that might express some-
thing about the big questions of  our lives: Who are we? 
Where do we come from? Where do we go? What does it mean? 
How should we live?

These are the eternal questions that myths deal with. 
It’s fascinating to me that Blake wrote Songs of  Inno-
cence and of  Experience for children, because in our time, 
I think children’s literature is the place where these  
questions are most clearly and imaginatively addressed. 
To me, children’s books are really books written for an 
audience that in-
cludes children, 
but excludes 
no-one. They 
are books for 
everyone; books 
that anyone can 
read, however 
old they are — 
just as myths are stories you can encounter at any age, 
and understand at any level.

So that’s what I decided to write. My first book, 
Varjak Paw (2003), was about a kitten who grows up 
hearing his family’s legends of  their great ancestor, a 
mighty warrior cat who came out of  Mesopotamia and 
travelled to the ends of  the earth. Varjak has never left 
home, but has to go out alone into the world on a dark 
and dangerous quest. He survives only because the  
legends come to life in his dreams, teaching him how to 
fight, how to hunt, how to live free and wild.

With Phoenix (2013), I wanted to write an epic myth 
set in space. In a galaxy where humans and aliens are 
fighting an apocalyptic war, a human boy befriends 
an alien girl. He learns that the aliens believe the stars 
sometimes come down from the sky to walk among us; 
and when they do, people are dazzled, and call them 
gods. The aliens believe these stars have come again 
and again through history, and are the origins of  all the 
ancient pantheons — but now they are dying, being  
destroyed by the war in space. And only this human boy 
and alien girl can do anything about it. 

While I was writing that book, an idea was growing 
inside me for a new book called Tyger. It was always 
called Tyger, with a ‘y’. There was never any doubt about 
that. And there was always a being called a tyger at the 
heart of  it. I could see this tyger; I could even hear its 
voice. But what exactly was it?  

To try to understand my idea, I went back to Blake, 
and reacquainted myself  with the primal inspiration of  
‘The Tyger’. I found all the mystery and magic not only 
intact, but heightened by everything else I could now 
bring to reading it.  

It seemed to me that Blake’s poem was capable of  
endless readings and interpretations. Its mytholo-
gy was so open and rich, it could be seen as political,  
philosophical, ecological; all those dimensions and  
layers of  meaning were in there.  But more than any-
thing, the poem now seemed to me to be dealing with 
the idea of  infinity: an idea that echoes through much 
of  Blake’s work.  

The same 
idea was cen-
tral to my 
own Tyger 
story. As I 
worked on 
it, draft after 
draft, year 
after year, it 

also developed political, philosophical and ecological 
dimensions, as well as its own mythology.  

So the story of  Tyger is set in London, in the pres-
ent day, but in a strange alternate world; one of  an 
infinite number of  parallel worlds. In this world, the 
British Empire has never ended, slavery has never been  
abolished, and huge numbers of  animals have been 
hunted to extinction. And in this world, a boy called 
Adam finds something incredible in a rubbish dump in 
London. A mysterious, mythical, magical animal.  

A tyger.  

The book is built on a mythic system that draws deeply 
on Blake, but also on the myths that he himself  drew 
on, right back to the story of  Prometheus, the titan who 
stole fire from the gods and gave it to humanity. At the 
heart of  Tyger is the idea of  an endless war between 
immortals, in which the antagonists have taken many 
different forms, and been given many different names. 
Titans and gods, angels and devils, Los and Urizen —
that is the essential conflict that underpins my story.

Blake and those who followed him gave me a mod-
el for the kinds of  stories I wanted to write myself: 

stories that felt like modern myths, that might express 
something about the big questions of  our lives
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Readers familiar with Blake’s work will find many res-
onances and references to it in Tyger. But I hope that 
even those unfamiliar with Blake might find themselves 
wondering what it means to see a world in a grain of  
sand, and heaven in a wildflower; to hold infinity in the 
palm of  your hand, and eternity in an hour.

As I worked on the book, I found myself  want-
ing to know more about Blake’s background. I read  
biographies such as Peter Ackroyd’s Blake (1995), G. E.  
Bentley Jr.’s The Stranger From Paradise (2001), and many 
more. And from the details of  his life, as well as his 
work, I found more inspiration for my story.  

Blake was a tradesman’s son, part of  a class whose 
members were not generally permitted to become  
artists or writers. He was a religious outsider too, 
brought up as a Dissenter, a breakaway group that dis-
agreed with the teachings of  the Church of  England. 
He was an extremely unlikely person to become one of  
the greatest artists and writers of  his time, and indeed 

of  all time. But he did it. What must it have taken for 
him to overcome those prejudices and barriers, and do 
the extraordinary things he did? And what could I imag-
ine in terms of  equivalents for our own time — and 
what they might be in the alternate world of  Tyger? 

I should say at this point that I grew up feeling like 
something of  a religious outsider myself. My family’s 
origins are all over the Muslim world; my ancestors were 
Iraqi, Egyptian, Kurdish, Circassian. Although I’ve lived 
in London all my life, my identity as a British Muslim is 
important to me, and ideas of  identity, difference and 
belonging can be found in all my books. But with Tyger, 
I wanted to explore these ideas more deeply, and Blake's 
example felt empowering to me.  

My hope is that children of  all backgrounds might 
read Tyger and come away feeling that they too could be 
artists or writers or whatever they dream of  being; that 
whoever you are there is no limit to what you can dream 
and what you can do. Blake is the perfect example of  
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that, and I hope young readers will feel inspired by  
Tyger to explore Blake’s work, and perhaps also his life.

For the more I learned about his life, the better I felt 
I could understand his work. Blake was passionately en-
gaged with the politics of  his day: with earth-shaking 
events such as the French and American Revolutions. 
He was directly affected by the huge changes to the 
texture of  everyday life that happened in his time. The 
eighteenth century saw the beginnings of  industrialisa-
tion, mechanisation, mass production; the domination 
of  science and rationality over all things. At the same 
time, the enclosures were taking what was once com-
mon land and putting it into private hands, while the 
British Empire was conquering more and more of  the 
world, economically powered by the slave trade, with its 
terrible cost in human suffering and death.  

Blake engaged with all these issues at one time 
or another in his work. Yet these issues also tran-
scend his time. The legacies of  slavery and Empire 
are still with us, and have never been fully addressed.  
Enclosures have continued to the point where the very 
idea of  common public space has almost vanished. The 
effects of  industrialisation can be seen in the climate 
crisis, and the destruction of  the environment that has 
led many to call our age the Anthropocene. We are on 
the verge of  a wave of  extinctions that will leave us in 
a world that would be unrecognisable to Blake, though 
he warned against it.

I wanted Tyger to say something about all these things, 
and how they might apply to our time. I think stories 
about other worlds always reflect something of  the 
writer’s own world and times — as well as the places 
where they’ve lived. 

One final aspect of  Blake that inspired Tyger was 
his relationship with London.  As a lifelong Londoner  
myself, I have a particular interest in the ways in which 
he imagined his city. And I’ve always wanted to write a 
book that expressed my experience of  London. At its 
worst, it can be a place of  appalling pollution, violence 
and greed — but at its best, it is a city open to everyone, 
with room for people of  all backgrounds and identities; 
where you can hear every language spoken, and people 
from every corner of  the world can mix together freely.  

It was encouraging to me that my London and Blake’s 
overlapped in many ways. I have often walked in his 
footsteps through the Soho streets, past St James’s 
Church; even following the route from his family’s 
home all the way up to Highgate, as he used to do as a 
boy.  All of  that found its way into Tyger.  

And just as Blake’s vision of  London often opens out 

from something like a nightmarish dystopia into some-
thing eternal and transcendent, the London of  Tyger 
draws on a secret history I was fortunate enough to find 
while my story was developing.  

For at that time, I was also doing photography for a 
book called London’s Lost Rivers: A Walker's Guide (2011) 
by Tom Bolton. I loved learning about the forgotten 
tributaries of  the Thames that still run beneath our feet, 
concreted over, turned into sewers, yet still flowing. This 
was all the more inspiring when I realised that many of  
these rivers were not yet lost in Blake’s time; that he 
would have walked by the banks of  the Tyburn and the 
Fleet while doing deliveries for his family’s shop.  

These are just some of  the streams of  inspiration 
that have fed into Tyger. On top of  them, I have built 
the most exciting, page-turning adventure that I can  
imagine. I have put everything that I know and love into 
this book.  

I hope that it will thrill young readers, but also be 
resonant for older ones, especially those who share my 
love of  Blake. And I hope Tyger might lead readers of  all 
ages to look again at Blake’s work and life, and to find 
there the kinds of  inspiration that I have found myself; 
inspirations that remain deeply relevant to our world 
and times, more than two centuries later.
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Fearful Eye —  
‘The Tyger’ and tigers 
of my childhood
Julian Sedgwick

In those days the world still shimmered and shook. And 
real tigers prowled through the night not very far away 
at all. (More on them later.)

By ‘those days’ I’m talking about somewhere between 
the ages of  six and eleven, aka the 1970s, before I went 
through my own traumatic transition from Innocence 
to Experience (small boy, terrifying school), when I set 
about exploring the world as I found it, and discovered 
heavens in clouds and eternities in wallpaper patterns as 
children tend to do. I was transfixed by what I saw and 
touched and heard: the pulse of  a cloud of  starlings 
dropping at dusk into the coppice wood, the distant 
moan of  the foghorn at North Foreland on a Winter 
night, the shimmer of  the orange sun going down, 
down, down, gone — seen from our lounge windows 
that looked out across the low-lying land we called ‘The 
Marshes’. 

Snowfall that fell seemingly without end, puddles 
that became shimmering oceans. That kind of  thing. 
Most of  us, probably, start out as radical spiritual beings  
before school or parents or the collective storytelling of  
‘the real world’ gets in the way.

And the shaking, apart from being my fear of  many 
things (UFO abduction, planes falling short of  the 

emergency runway at nearby Manston, ghosts, nuclear 
war), was literal. When I was growing up there were still 
four working coalmines warrened under our marginal 
bit of  country where Kent met Thanet, and regularly 
the underground blasting would come shaking up from 
beneath us, setting our timber-framed house trembling 
on its concrete plinth, accompanied by a sound that you 
felt in your legs more than heard. I kind of  liked that, 
oddly enough. 

My childhood landscape was part that of  Blake’s 
Innocence — vast apple orchards, old churchyards, 
our beehives —and part that of  Experience: old slag 
heaps being reclaimed by shrubby woodland; the plane 
graveyard I glimpsed from the car on the way to Dad’s 
work; the fireworks factory and its blockhouses near my 
school. Behind chain link fences, huge chalk pits gaped, 
dug to build runways for the war. Fire and sinew and 
bits of  rusting industry. 

It all bewitched and bothered me, defying explana-
tion, both the Innocence and the Experience.

But presiding over our lives, five feet long and burn-
ing by night and day, there was a tiger painted in oils. 

He lived on the wall of  our lounge, facing the floor-
to-ceiling windows where I watched those sunsets and 
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starlings. Strong, fierce, his eyes bright he stalked under 
a full blue moon in some strange landscape that was 
part waterland, part forest. And to me (I think now) he 
seemed to embody everything I felt around me, all that 
fear and wonder, the guardian of  some extraordinary 
mystery or Experience. I don’t think I was ever afraid 
of  him, but, late at night if  I was wandering the house, 
he seemed so very alive. Even more so than in the day. 
And powerful.

The lounge had a high ceiling, and above the tiger a 
small set of  windows gave a glimpse of  sky beyond. I 
remember vividly standing there one night, a real full 
moon framed in the middle of  the three panes of  glass, 
the tiger’s moon answering full and blue below. Possibly 
I’m misremembering, embellishing, making it up even 
— but it feels true.

As a young man my dad had developed a great love of  
William Blake, and after the second world war — when 
co-running the Quaker Friends’ Centre in Brighton — 
amongst many great thinkers of  the time, he had invited 
Blake scholar Joseph Wicksteed to give a lecture series. 
They must have got to know each other well, because 
after Wicksteed’s death, my father inherited his copy of  

the 1951 Jerusalem facsimile, which then sat high on our 
bookshelves in the lounge, steadily resonating a kind of  
quiet power. Both my brother and I ended up regard-
ing this mighty box as something like the family Bible. 
I expect Dad must have referred to it with so much  
respect, or reverence, that it took on this Word of  God 
type energy, and — when, finally, we took the box down 
and unwrapped the loose-leaf  images and text from its 
tissue paper — I remember being stunned by the power 
of  the colours and lines emanating from inside. 

In the next village from us, along one of  those  
twisting little roads that weaved through the apple  
orchards, lived an artist called John Osborne. His 
house — seen now at nearly fifty years’ distance — was 
packed full of  treasures: painted seamen’s chests, carved 
ships’ figureheads leaning out from the wall, and paint-
ings. Through some work or local connection Dad had 
gone to visit, and been stunned by the oil painting of  a 
tiger he saw there. It captured all the beauty and ferocity 
of  Blake’s ‘Tyger Tyger’ (l. 1, E24), and I believe Dad 
offered to buy it on the spot. (That would have been 
a big deal for him, our finances were incredibly tight 
back then.) Either John wouldn’t part with the painting, 
or it was already sold — but he offered to paint Dad 
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an exact copy, and sometime later, still smelling of  
drying oils, the tiger arrived and took up its place 
high on the wall, glowing with almost every colour 
I could imagine, prowling the house at once as a 
kind of  protector deity. 

And as I went fumbling across that threshold 
from Innocence to Experience he watched over 
us: the terrifying early Grammar school days; a 
rare party for Dad’s work, foreign students and 
staff  dancing (to Donna Summer maybe?); end-
less hours watching TV, including Monkey, The 
Water Margin, Kung Fu — my East Asian obsession 
forming; a first almost-girlfriend kissed after some 
ridiculous invented cocktail of  cheap vodka and 
God knows what… Even the gig we played to 
about thirty people having cleared everything from 
the high-ceilinged lounge, half-hatched imitations 
of  post-punk classics and a thrashed song or two 
of  our own. 

Nothing phased the tiger. His gaze was steady. 
And, even if  I got used to him being on the wall, 
even if  his face was as familiar as my parents’, I 
don’t think he ever lost that ability to fix me with 

his eye, stop me in my tracks, and ask a question.
'Who made me?'
And maybe at that moment the ground would 

shake.
Wittgenstein, in his Philosophical Investigations: ‘If  a 

lion could talk, we could not understand him’ (1958: 
II.xi, 223). Presumably the same goes for Tygers.

Blake saw the Contraries of  life, realised we had 
to encompass them, maybe even transcend them 
rather than just set them against each other. And 
they were all around me (as they are always around 
all of  us): the Lamb and the Tyger, Innocence and 
Experience, clouds of  morello cherry blossom and 
rusting skeletal planes at Manston. The humming 
of  our white beehives in spring and the burning 
stubble of  the wheatfields in autumn that shroud-
ed our village in a choking fog for days. Foxes 
barking out on the Marshes at night, spent shotgun 
shells in the mud of  the lane by the coppiced wood. 
Under a huge old apple tree, a rusting pale blue 
Citroen DS that became the setting for childhood 
flights of  adventure.

The safety of  home and the terror of  that school, 
and our regular transit between the two.

If  God made the Lamb, then did He also make 
the Tyger? And what did He think when he sat 
back and admired his handiwork? Both must  
exist and be encompassed. In my own writing, and 
in my brother’s too, Blake sneaks in: sometimes 
obviously, as in our graphic novel Dark Satanic Mills 
— where we gleefully turned that Citroen DS of  
our childhood into a Chariot of  Fire — but more 
often than not in that child or young person’s point 
of  view as they attempt to square the two contrary 
worlds of  Innocence and Experience, and realise 
that unless he or she makes their own system they 
will be enslaved by another. And always, always in 
the power of  young Imagination. 

It’s what guides Yūki, the central char-
acter of  my book Tsunami Girl,  as she fac-
es up to the triple threat of  the Great Eastern  
Japan Earthquake, Tsunami and Radiation  
Disaster of  2011. As she wanders in the Fukushi-
ma Evacuation Zone, lost somewhere between this 
world (konoyo) and that world (anoyo), she has to 
make a reckoning of  the directness of  her child-
hood imagination, and the part man-made disaster 
around her of  Geiger counters and empty towns. 
She sees things in this zone just as Blake saw his 
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angels in trees, or the ghost of  his brother lifting 
joyously from his body at death. She builds her 
own world, one foot in each camp, attempting to 
set her Imagination free once again with the power 
of  word and image combined.

I remember bottle-feeding a lamb down by St  
Mildred’s Church (twelfth century, scary dark 
green pond next to it), and feeling the eagerness 
of  the creature to take in nourishment. And I  
remember the night of  the escaped tiger…

Howletts Zoo lay just the other side of  the next 
village to us, John Aspinall’s sometimes contro-
versial project to make a park of  large, natural 
enclosures, breeding programmes for supporting 
animals in the wild and close contact between  
animals and their keepers. Oblivious to the  
private gambling houses and scandals that had 
made his fortune (and other very unsavoury  
aspects of  his character), I remember regular visits 
to see a large colony of  gorillas with real attitude, 
a run of  wolves that gave a thrill of  the wild — and 
a Siberian tiger breeding programme: magnifi-
cently striped, these tigers stalked their enclosures 
knowing they were the top of  the pecking order. 
Famously, Aspinall swam with some of  these tigers 
in his pool. More darkly, two keepers were killed 
by the tigers in the space of  one year, grisly stories 
that made the national news, and made visits to the 
zoo all the more… intense.

I cannot remember the exact timeline — or  
number of  occasions — but more than once there 
was an alert when one of  the Siberian tigers had 
escaped their enclosure. As police marksmen and 
keepers roamed our corner of  East Kent, trying to 
track down and tranquilise the animals, I remem-
ber the combined sense of  fear and thrill that the 
news of  the escapees brought with them. Were 
they even now coming through the labyrinths of  
the apple orchards, or the overgrown coppice 
wood — setting the starlings’ wings flapping from 
their night roost? Would I round the corner of  our 
rough, puddle-strewn drive one day after school 
to find several hundred pounds of  Siberian tiger  
looking straight at me?

I remember one night when there was suppos-
edly one of  those escaped animals on the prowl. 
Our doors were locked, our large, partly wild  
garden quiet in the darkness around us. Coming 
from the back garden Dad or Mum (or one of  us 
boys) heard heavy footsteps, stealthy but deter-

mined, padding around on the grass. Dad listened 
intently, and you felt the tension in the lounge 
ramping up. 

‘Shhh’, he said, listening hard. Yes, there it was 
again, definitely a large animal walking on the  
concrete pad at the back of  the house. We all held 
our breath, the painted tiger motionless on the wall 
above us. 

‘Wait here’, Dad said, and made his way along the 
corridor to the rarely used back door that opened 
above a concrete walkway at the back of  the house. 
We listened to his own stealthy footsteps, heard the 
key turn in the lock and the door open. I think that 
one used to creak.

And then I distinctly remember the sound of  
Dad making a sharp, full intake of  breath, stifling 
an exclamation — and then the door slamming 
shut. Bang. 

Later — laughing, relieved — the truth: on  
opening the door he had seen two huge eyes  
reflected back at him, and shut the door as fast 
as he could. But looking from another window, 
those two eyes had turned out to be those of  a  
neighbour’s Great Dane, itself  escaped, and  
maybe looking for shelter itself. 

Maybe it sensed the tiger nearby. Or maybe the 
animal was a dozen or more miles away or already 
recaptured. But the Imagination does its work 
whatever.

Now Dad is gone, that house is gone too,  
Aspinall and that escapee tiger long dead too. The  
coalmines are silent. But our Tyger still walks the 
forest, his oils only slightly dimmed from when 
they were first laid down, still powered by Blake’s 
take on sinews and anvils and stars.

‘In what distant deeps or skies | Burnt the fire 
of  thine eyes?’ (ll. 5-6, E24).  Blake asks us in his 
poem.

Well, there are many tygers, of  course, each made 
from the lines of  Blake’s original, and ‘ours’ is still 
staring out from his burning eyes somewhere in 
the hills of  Mid Wales.

For my brother.
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From Menageries to Brick Pits
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A confession: at university I was intimidated by trying 
to get my head around Blake. Years later, and now a 
children’s author, I’ve stopped trying so hard to ‘under-
stand’ him… and I just allow myself  to soak up the 
soaring beauty of  his vision.   Since leaving a career 
in journalism to become a full-time author, my own  
wanderings around my adopted home of  London and 
the research I’ve done for my children’s novels — Tiger 
Heart and The Dragon and Her Boy — have found me 
retracing Blake’s footsteps, through the menageries and 
brick pits of  eighteenth-century London, in search of  
escaped tigers and ancient beasts. 

Peckham Rye was famously the place where Blake 
had his first vision, as a boy of  eight or ten — although 
his wife reminded him that he’d first seen God when he 
was four. ‘You know, dear, the first time you saw God 
was when You were four years old. And He put his head 
to the window and set you a-screaming’ (Bentley qtd in 
Ackroyd 1995: 23). Well, quite. It would, wouldn’t it? It 
was there that he looked up and saw a tree filled with 
angels, bright angelic wings dancing on every bough. 

I was living near Peckham Rye in the late 1980s 
when I first started writing for children, conjuring up 
stories whilst pushing my son and daughter around 
in their pram. There might not have been any tigers  
pacing the Rye — the gaping jaws and grinning teeth 
were more likely to belong to a Pit Bull Terrier bound-
ing, unleashed, towards my toddler — ‘He’s good as 
gold, love…’  But it still felt like a place where stuff  had 
happened… and still might.

I am a strong supporter of  the legend that it was on 
the Rye (and not Platform 10 at Kings Cross station) 
that Boadicea’s Iceni fought their final battle to drive 
out the Romans. My own personal vision was of  the 
great warrior Queen rising in her chariot from the pond 
to ride once more, although in those days it was more 
likely to be a set of  a discarded pram wheels. There is 
still a brooding wildness about the Rye that resists the 
imprisonment of  the Newton-worthy triangle of  roads 
measuring out its borders, a wildness that stirs with the 
wind in its ancient trees and skirls about its open spaces. 

Artist Benjamin Rice has done a series of  wonderful 
photographic prints of  one single dramatic tree through 
the seasons, which encapsulates the spirit of  Peckham 
Rye for me (see pp. 44-45).

The Tiger in my book Tiger Heart, set in Georgian/
early Victorian London, is a creature imprisoned,  
‘burning bright’ behind the bars of  a menagerie and 
longing to return to the freedom of  the ‘forests of  the 
night’ (‘The Tyger’, ll. 1 and 2, E24). I found him in the 
pages of  a Victorian newspaper, in a dusty East London 
local archive. The headline — who could resist? — ‘My 
Struggle With a Tiger’.

It was the story of  the proprietor of  a famous  
menagerie off  the Radcliffe Highway, Charles Jamrach 
(1815-1891), who was hailed as a hero after pulling a 
small boy from the jaws of  a tiger. The tiger had es-
caped from its cage and — whether motivated by fear 
or confusion or hunger — had seized the child as it 
made a bid for freedom. 

The story of  that tiger set me researching menageries 
— some of  which Blake would have been familiar with 
when he wrote ‘The Tyger’ in 1793. He would have seen 
tigers at the Tower of  London menagerie (started by 
King John in 1204) and also George Stubbs’s painting 
of  a ‘Royal Tiger’ at Pars’s Drawing School when he was 
a pupil there. 

The rage for exotic animals was at its peak in  
Georgian London; beasts were seen as the ‘bounty of  

Soot Tyger is a Golem of  a painting; London, painted using the 

ground-up body of  the city itself. I used ground London brick 

as my pigment, old brick that used to be London's Georgian 

houses, destroyed in the war and thrown out to make way for 

new buildings. The white is London chalk, also from the Pool 

of  London. Both chalk and brick were ground and mixed into 

an acrylic base to enable me to paint with them. The black is 

soot which I collected in Clerkenwell, and made into an ink.

http://benjaminrice.co.uk/wild-cherry.html
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empire’ and sent home to entertain the crowds. Along 
the Strand at Exeter Exchange were caged lions and  
tigers; Joshua Brookes’s menageries at the end of   
Tottenham Court Road had exotic birds, antelopes, 
monkeys, porcupines… Chiswick House had its own 
famous collection where giraffes strolled in the grounds. 

By the mid-1800s Jamrach boasted that his exotic pet 
shop was the largest in the world. He imported animals 
from every far-off  land, selling them to toffs with more 
money than sense who had private collections of  ani-
mals to show off  to the neighbours, as well as to zoos 
and circuses. The tiger that escaped in 1857 — and 
is now commemorated in a statue at nearby Tobacco 
Dock — ended up being sold to George Wombwell’s 
own menagerie.  Jamrach’s tiger prowled around in my 
head for years before I found a way to help it to escape. 
I couldn’t bear the thought of  that wild and wonderful 
creature breaking its heart behind bars, and I needed to 
find a hero or heroine brave enough to take on the job. 

Another link to Blake. The heroine of  Tiger Heart —
Fly — is a child chimney sweep — a figure symbolic 
of  child exploitation and suffering in Blake’s Songs of  
Innocence and of  Experience:

A little black thing among the snow:
Crying weep, weep, in notes of  woe!
(‘The Chimney Sweeper’, ll. 1-2, E22)

My chimney sweep, Fly, yearns to escape the suffocating 
chimneys every bit as much as the tiger yearns to return 
to his homeland.

In order to populate Fly’s world, I plundered  
Henry Mayhew’s London Labour and the London Poor 
(1850-52) where I found a rich cast of  street-children 
who became characters in Fly’s gang of  gutterlings. 
Street-children — the likes of  whom Blake would 
have been familiar with every day of  his life in Soho 
and Lambeth — crossing-sweepers and mudlarks and  
tumblers and horse-yobs. 

Spending hours scouring through Eric Partridge’s A 
Dictionary of  Slang and Unconventional English (1984) and 
Ware’s Victorian Dictionary of  Slang and Phrase (2013) I 
put into my characters’ mouths the sort of  slang that 
Blake would have heard every day on London’s streets. 
So Fly is forced from her sleep at ‘Blue o’clock in the 
morning’ by her boss and is glad of  a ‘penny-puzzler’ 
(sausage) or a pie made of  ‘bow-wow mutton’ (doubtful 
meat) if  she can ‘half-inch’ something from a street-
food stall (Chrimes 2020: 9; 2021: 44; 2020: 41; see also 
Glossary in both books). 

My second book, The Dragon and her Boy, is set in the 
same Georgian/early Victorian London and features 
the same gang of  street-children, who I call the ‘gutter-
lings’. Again, it was a long walk around London during 
which I stumbled on my dragon.

At the bottom of  the Monument to the Great Fire 
of  1666 I spotted a mischievous little dragon, gazing up 
at the burning streets of  London. Once you start look-
ing, there are dragons everywhere in the City — you 
don’t need to be in a visionary state to find them lurk-
ing on every bus stop and peering down from bridges 
and buildings. The dragon is supposedly the guardian 
of  the City of  London — standing at every boundary. 
But to me that dragon crouching at the bottom of  the 
Monument looked more as though it had got bored and 
decided to set up a bit of  a rumpus by starting the fire 
itself.  

So that’s where the character of  my dragon was 
born. She is a curmudgeonly old creature that has been  
lurking under the streets of  London for centuries:

I haven’t enjoyed myself  so much since I burned 
the city to a crisp in the Great Fire! …. A fine bit 
of  mischief  that … the fools blamed it on a burned 
pudding. Or a Frenchman. I don’t know which was 
more insulting! (2021: 67)

Once I had my dragon, I needed to explain her  
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existence. Where could such a prehistoric creature have 
been lurking all these years? And that led me to the 
brick pits and kilns that haunt Blake’s Jerusalem and The 
Four Zoas.  Here is Vala, wandering a barren and hellish 
landscape: 

The King of  Light beheld her mourning among the 
Brick kilns compelld
To labour night & day among the fires, her  
lamenting voice 
Is heard when silent night returns & labourers take 
their rest 
O Lord wilt thou not look upon our sore afflictions 
Among these flames incessant labouring, our hard 
masters laugh
At all our sorrow. We are made to turn the wheel 
for water 
To carry the heavy basket on our scorched  
shoulders, to sift 
The sand & ashes, and to mix the clay with tears 
and repentance
(The Four Zoas, ‘Night the Second’, p. 31, ll. 1-8, 
E320)

The rural landscape of  London’s outskirts, familiar to 
Blake from his wanderings, was torn apart as the In-
dustrial Revolution advanced — there was an insatiable 
need for bricks to build the houses being thrown up to 
house the expanding London population.

Dickens evokes the same landscape in Bleak House 
(1853) — the brick-kilns are a desolate, dehumanised 
place, where Lady Dedlock seeks oblivion and death: 

On the waste, where the brick-kilns are burning 
with a pale blue flare; where the straw-roofs of  the 
wretched huts in which bricks are made, are being 
scattered by the wind; where the clay and water are 
half  frozen, and the mill in which the gaunt blind 
horse goes round all day, looks like an instrument 
of  human torture; — traversing this deserted 
blighted spot, there is a lonely figure with the sad 
world to itself  […]. (Dickens 2004: 763)  

But these brick pits were also a place of  discovery 
during Blake’s lifetime and beyond. A feverish interest 
in palaeontology had been sparked by Mary Anning’s 
findings in Lyme Regis. And as the pits in places like  
Ilford and Uphall were dug deep in the hunger for 
bricks, they also yielded some fascinating finds. The 
bones of  elephants, hippos, mammoth, tiny horses the 

size of  a fox… and dinosaurs…  
For me, this was a perfect second home for my  

ancient dragon. In The Dragon and her Boy my (living) 
dragon has been discovered by brick workers in a clay 
pit which had been her home since time immemorial. 
She is in danger of  being dug out by a greedy landown-
er who wants either to capture her alive, or else boil 
her down and put her bones on public show. So she 
has fled to hide under Smithfield (via her own ancient 
tunnel) where she has taken up residence in the hope of  
sanctuary and sausages. Which is where the story starts.    

My research into the brick pits introduced me to 
some wonderful characters — including the influen-
tial palaeontologist William Buckland (1784-1856) who 
wrote the first full account of  Megalosaurus. He also 
vowed that he would taste every kind of  animal on 
Earth before he died — a kind of  gastronomic Noah. 
On one occasion, on being shown the relic of  a saint’s 
heart, he took a hearty bite, declaring that it had a  
‘gamey’ taste — much to the consternation of  the local 
vicar who was proudly exhibiting it to him. What a gift 
of  a character!

So — characters — both heroic and villainous,  
locations and landscapes, myths and visions — thank 
you to William Blake… it has been an honour to tread 
in some of  the same paths, two hundred years on. 

Penny’s book Wilder will be published in February 2023. 
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There stood in a park an old, tall tree
Its branches and unique trunk gave it individuality.
Two people walked up and stood before it one day,

One was a business person in a black suit
A very respectable person was he, smooth in his speech, smart in his attire

He earned well and was the envy of  many a colleague
He was always on the phone

Managing
And investing
And earning
 And gaining

The other was a fool, a shabby and destitute creature
He was shunned by all and he lacked any commendable feature

His attire stank and on his face a silly smile lingered
He looked with eyes wild and bewildered

At airy nothings to which he muttered

They stood on either side of  the tree
And saw their souls reflected there.

The business person he stopped 
abruptly
When he realised the huge ugly tree.
He looked up and saw where the  
shadows fell
Hideous shapes squirming in awful 
shades
Of  brown and black and sickly green
Like snakes threatening to bite.
In its old, gnarled trunk and withered 
bark he saw 
Bugs and spider webs and fungi
Its knotted branches looked as if
They were suffocating humanity.

He turned away disgusted by the tree
And howling ran back to the embrace 
of  human society.

The fool shunned by the society
Looked up and heard in the tree
An unspoken symphony.
In the sunlight filtering through the 
leaves
He saw specks of  dust dancing in 
the breeze
Like a group of  spriteful fairies.
Smiling he danced alongside the 
fairies 
In exuberant childish glee.
The birds & beasts & insects on the 
tree
Sang to him an angelic melodie.
The soft breeze running through the 
tree
Brought to him sweet smells of  a far 
away countree.

Nature Is Imagination Itself
Ramazan Saral
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When they left, these words appeared in thin air
In fairy light for all to see:

‘A fool sees not the same tree that a wise man sees.’

Photography  by Nelin Baykaldi
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For five decades Richard Mabey has been a pioneering 
voice in modern nature writing. From the rediscovery of   
foraging that led to his book Food for Free (1972), through his 
ground-breaking expeditions in the ‘edgelands’ in the 1970s, 
to his reflections on the musicality of  birdsong, he has  
consistently explored new ways of  thinking about nature 
and its relation to our lives. Needless to say, he is a huge fan 
of  Blake, and agrees that his part in shaping our moral and  
aesthetic relationship with nature deserves to be brought out 
of  the shadows.

Because of  this, he has offered a poem for this issue of  
VALA that he wrote for an online anthology on freedom a few 
years ago. Blake starts it with a blast. It hasn’t appeared in 
print before, so we are delighted to reproduce it here.

Richard Mabey and Blake

Three haiku on Wordsworth’s ‘LIBERTY’
 

‘Addressed to a friend; the gold and 
silver fishes having been removed to a 
pool, in the pleasure-ground of  Rydal 
Mount.’ (Wordsworth)

A robin, a cage.
Blake rages. Dreams the shutters
Of  the dark city open.

               ~
Gold fish, a crystal vase.
Words  worth opposing. Frees his mute 
friends
Into the wild water.

               ~
Mosquitos, a cell.
Mangakis, in solitary, bares his arm
For common bread.

Jonathan Mullard

Illustration by  
Richard Hemmings
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‘Nature Has no Outline    

Michael O'SullivanMichael O'Sullivan

‘Nature becomes to its Victim nothing but Blots & 
Blurs’ (Public Address, p. 59, E575): to William Blake we 
are victims of  nature. We are its prisoners, bound to 
earth, hand and foot, like his figure of  Orc. The prison 
is a mental not a physical one. Blake is not urging us to 
escape nature for some other realm. Rather, he is offer-
ing us a change in perspective, another way of  thinking.

Nature, for Blake, is just what the five senses offer — 
what we can see and hear and touch. The senses are the 
‘Five windows’ that ‘light the cavern’d man’ (Europe, pl. 
3, l. 1, E60): with their aid we can look around us, see 
the walls of  our cavern or prison cell. But we cannot 
see beyond them.

With the materials given to us by the senses we can 
only think sensory thoughts. ‘None could have more 
than natural or organic thoughts if  he had none but  
organic perceptions’  (There is no Natural Religion, E2). 
This is a basic thought of  empiricism, the dominant 
philosophy in England in Blake’s time: that what we are 
capable of  thinking is limited by what we can perceive. 
Blake is usually thought of  as an opponent of  empiri-
cism, but here he is agreeing with it. In the sort of  life 
that empiricism describes, there is no escape from the 
‘same dull round’ of  the senses (E3).

Blake thinks this is a grim situation to be in. His dis-
taste led him to decry the copying of  natural objects as 

a way of  training artists, and in the margins of  an edi-
tion of  Wordsworth’s poetry he would write, next to a 
passage in which Wordsworth says that the contempla-
tion of  nature had strengthened his imagination: ‘Natu-
ral Objects did & now do Weaken deaden & obliterate 
Imagination in Me’ (Annotations to Wordsworth, E665).

If  we ask what exactly is wrong with the deliverances 
of  the senses, we may be surprised at the answer. The 
empiricist can see nothing but ‘blots & blurs’ (Public  
Address, p. 59, E575), so that ‘Nature has no Outline’ 
(Ghost of  Abel, pl. 1, E270). The problem with natural 
objects for Blake is that they are irredeemably blurry.

Natural perception — vision, say — is full of  blurs 
and indeterminacies. In everyday life we often do not 
notice, but those painters who have paid close attention 
to what visual experience is really like testify that Blake 
is right. The tendency in painting from Turner to the 
Impressionists has been to report faithfully on what we 
really see by moving away from the sort of  determina-
cies that we naively assume ourselves to see.

Since those with only natural perceptions can only 
have natural thoughts, our thoughts will be blurry too. 
The empiricists took thoughts to be abstractions from 
perceptions. Suppose what I see is a large brown dog. 
The general thought abstracted from it may just be of  
a dog in general, of  indeterminate size and shape and 

VALA
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 but Imagination has’

colour. It is akin to what happens when I see, in the  
distance or with my glasses off, a dog-shaped thing 
bounding towards me. I can tell it is a dog but not what 
breed or colour it is. An empiricist abstraction, Blake 
thinks, is indistinguishable from a blur.

The empiricists got something right. They correctly 
described what life is like when it is dominated by what 
Blake calls the corporeal understanding — the under-
standing defined by natural perception. We are impris-
oned when we live and think within the boundaries de-
limited by the five senses: a natural life of  sorts.

~
In a letter to the Revd Dr John Trusler of  1799, Blake 
wrote that ‘to the Eyes of  the Man of  Imagination, 
Nature is Imagination itself ’ (28 August 1799, E702). 
Here we have another, almost opposite use of  the 
word ‘nature’. It can be natural to us, Blake is saying, 
to see more than natural perception reveals. We can 
find within ourselves the resources to escape the same 
dull round. In this letter, Blake was denying that his art 
was other-worldly, that his ‘Visions of  Fancy are not to 
be found in this World’ (E702). The world of  Blake’s  
imagination is this world differently seen.

Imagination is innate in human beings: we might say 
it is part of  human nature. In this sense the artist, in cre-
ating imaginative works, is doing what is natural to all of  

us. Blake even denies the fashionable thesis of  his time, 
that the primal state from which human beings emerged 
was simple and uncultured. ‘The Primeval state of  Man 
was Wisdom, Art and Science’ (Jerusalem, pl. 3, E146).

‘Nature has no Outline, but Imagination has’ (Ghost 
of  Abel, pl. 1, E270). It is remarkable that for Blake what 
imagination gives us is above all strong definite outline, 
a remedy for blur. Remember what the empiricists got 
right: in the world of  the senses there is no escape 
from empirical fuzz. Outline, definiteness, determina-
cy must be placed in the world, by the sort of  creative 
act of  which human beings are innately capable. The 
name of  this essentially active or creative faculty is the  
imagination.

It is well known that Blake reacted vitriolically to 
the Discourses on Art of  Joshua Reynolds. These were  
annual or biennial lectures, delivered to the Royal  
Academy when Blake was a student there in the late 
1770s and over the following decade or so. Reynolds 
taught his students that they should avoid too much  
detail in the background of  their pictures, because such 
‘minuteness’ (1975: 58) would take away from the strik-
ing impact of  the central figure. Reynolds also taught 
that artists should avoid peculiarities that specify their 
subject too closely. They should aim for general types, 
and avoid individual idiosyncrasies.

Journal of  the Blake Society
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Blake was indignant. ‘Singular & Particular Detail 
is the foundation of  the Sublime’ (Annotations to Reyn-
olds, E647) he wrote in the margins of  his edition of  
the Discourses, and ‘To Generalize is to be an idiot. To  
Particularize is the Alone Distinction of  Merit’ (E641). 
To leave out background details is of  course just to 
miss the minute discrimination that Blake valued. But 
what he saw clearly was that Reynolds’s preference for 
general types of  figure over individual was just another 
symptom of  the empiricist disease. The general type is 
like the abstraction of  the empiricists. You reach the 
generality only by being vague about particulars.

~
Sometimes we think of  clarity and determinacy as 
the antithesis of  art. The domain of  art is vague and  
shadowy: in art we can never quite put our finger on 
what we are talking about. Jung, for example, spoke 
of  the art of  Blake (and the other writers he considers  
‘visionary’) as rising out of  ‘primordial experience’ that 
‘cannot be fathomed’, that ‘offers no word or image, for 
it is a vision seen in a glass darkly’ (2001: 168). Asking 
himself  why Blake invented a mythology, Jung answers 
that he had created ‘indescribable figures’ to give shape 
to something that is itself  inexpressible (168).

In the year of  Blake’s birth Edmund Burke had 
produced a sort of  proto-scientific theory of  the sub-
lime based on similar ideas. We are frightened by the 
unknown, by regions where unseen dangers may lurk. 
Vague fears are raised in me by dark and shadowy  
places, fears which are extinguished when it is light. At 
a remove, when I no longer feel really threatened, I take 
a sort of  pleasure in this fear. I am intrigued by mystery, 
by mists and things vaguely apprehended.

Art, for both Jung and Burke, gives expression to a 
side of  human nature that runs deeper than conscious, 
articulate thought, and that is inherently obscure. 
Blake’s conception of  art exactly opposes this. The 
clearer things are the more I see, and seeing more is 
the aim of  the artist. ‘All Sublimity is founded in Min-
ute Discrimination’ (Annotations to Reynolds, E643). Art  
clarifies blurs, and sheds light on dark corners.

Blake’s image of  the artist is Los, the builder of   
cities. City building becomes a great symbol of  the 
imagination. A city is not something in our heads: it is 
not a dream or a private fantasy. That is not how Blake 
sees the imagination. Building a city means creating 
something real and tangible, changing your environ-
ment, transforming nature. Artists do not withdraw to  
observe the natural world; rather, they make and  
remake the world in which we live.

City building is an expression of  human nature. Just 
as art and science are for Blake primeval states, so is the 
building of  cities. Los’s building of  Golgonooza plays 
such a role in Blake’s mythology because it is a perma-
nent symbol of  the human condition. The symbolic 
and even spiritual significance that Blake assigns to 
London tells us the same thing. The city builder creates 
something definite, determinate, particular. Such build-
ing creates order in the midst of  chaos. What is more, it 
is a sort of  seeing: it replaces blur with clarity.

~
Nature has a dual significance for Blake. On the one 
hand, it is the blurry world of  the senses. Such a nature 
is a prison, and it is the imagination that can liberate 
us from the prison. But the difference between impris-
onment and liberation lies not in our external circum-
stances but in our perspective. It lies in the way we see 
things: whether we are confined to sense perception or 
see more with the help of  the imagination. It is human 
nature to want more than the material world affords, 
and imagination is natural to humans.
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To open the Eternal Worlds, to open the  
immortal Eyes 
Of  Man inwards into the Worlds of  Thoughts: 
into Eternity
Ever expanding in the Bosom of  God, the  
Human Imagination
(Jerusalem, pl. 5, ll. 18-20, E147)

After going on a three-year journey with Finding 
Blake (2021) — a documentary that explores his  
legacy in the modern era, mediated around the  
creation of  the new memorial stone for him in 
Bunhill Fields — my over-riding sense of  Blake 
is of  a poet/painter/prophet of  the imagination, 
directly connecting humanity (of  all time) with 
the potential to live our greatest spiritual life: an 
artist of  intellectual transcendence, rather than a 
grounded nature artist per se. 

That term I would gladly label poet John Clare 
with, for instance, as he was famously ‘grounded’ 
for much of  life in the rural North Cambridgeshire 
village of  Helpston, where he knew every inch of  
the nearby woods, heaths, and liminal edge lands, 
and would lie on the land, eyeball-to-eyeball with 
the wild creatures. In some of  my journalism I’ve 
explicitly joined forces with others calling for Clare 
to be recognised as the National British poet of  
the Southern Counties (with Burns North of  the 
Border, Yeats in Eire, and perhaps R. S. Thomas 
in Wales, despite the fact that they are all men)  
because of  his clarion call to the land, railing 
against the clearances, connecting to the natural 
world, and struggling with his mental health. In 
the light of  both Brexit and the Covid pandemic, 
these issues remain burning hot.

Wordsworth and Coleridge took this further, 
walked the land, and wrote works that attempted 
a transcendence through identifying with all the 

elements of  ‘nature’, and other poets and painters 
from this Romantic era lived earthy existences that 
tie them in to nature for time immemorial. 

My own prejudice is against anyone who spends 
most of  their earthly existence dwelling in the grey 
concrete and brick structures of  a metropolis, and 
I seize upon William and Catherine’s transforma-
tive sojourn during the three years in Felpham as 
one which connected them both to earthy elements 
— the nearby sea, and the coach ride to and from 
the village, for instance. This, despite the tragic 
ending, initiated by the ‘exchange’ with the soldier 
and the resulting trial that dragged on in anguish. 

The soldier intruding into Blake’s nature-space, 
his ‘garden of  Eden’, was the inciting incident, 
and perhaps we can see this violation of  a pastoral 
space of  greenery — soothing for the mind of  the 
artist — as a cataclysm, leading to doom.

I’m minded too of  the TV drama In Lambeth (1989) 
by Jack Shepherd, with Mark Rylance as Blake,  
Lesley Clare O’Neil as Catherine, and Bob Peck 

Alive & Undead in the 
Vegetable World
James Murray White
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as Thomas Paine, revolving around the naked Blakes  
enjoying the rural idyll of  their walled garden in Lam-
beth: a visibly aroused and energised Blake at one with 
the energy of  his green oasis, primed into debate on 
rights and freedom with a great sparring partner. 

In both these historical scenarios we see our hero 
placed romantically within, inspired by nature, relaxing, 
and then intruded upon, having to defend and sum-
mon his intellectual and physical energies against intru-
sion. We know of  Blake’s visions and chattering with  
‘incarnate spirits’, that he wrote about and painted 
so clearly. These may be those necessary elements of  
nature, hovering about his head and heart, to inform 
and inspire his visions, and tell of  the unearthly world 
through the veil.

Poems that have entered mainstream cultural con-
sciousness, such as ‘Tyger Tyger’ — burning ‘In the 
forests of  the night’ (‘The Tyger’, ll. 1-2, E24) high-
light Blake’s merging of  imagery ‘of  the world’ into our  
human imagination, and highlight greater connection to 
earth as well as sky. Also, I would cite his connection 

to Samuel Palmer later in life, with Blake the 
master and Palmer his apprentice, as an open-
ing where his ethereal influence upon the next  
generation of  creatives shone.

Returning to Finding Blake, this journey for me 
alongside many others — the Blake I strove to 
uncover and find in the current era, on film and 
on our website, www.findingblake.org.uk, is an 
inspiration to stand up, to defend, and to hold 
fast against the forces within and without that 
will deny and corrode our highest evolution 
as humankind. We know Blake saw the effects 
of  the Industrial Revolution coming, and now 
in the early twenty-first century we are feeling 
the effects of  this exploitation of  the natural  
resources of  our planet, and the plunder of  the 
natural human capital of  our minds and hearts. 
So many of  Blake’s images involve ascendency, 
testing, and of  course the metaphor of  flames 
— the hell realm below, and here on earth. 
For Blake, the continuing existence of  nature  
represents the fall of  humankind.

Descending below ground in the quarry 
run by Albion Stone in Portland, to view the 
stone being cut out to be used for Blake’s new 
grave, we were treated to a lecture by the mine  
manager upon the seam of  stone under the sea-
floor, how it had come to be, and the millions of  
infinitesimal creatures that made it. This literally 

deep dive under the surface of  our earth to engage with 
underground life became a catalysing moment for me 
to defend our earth, and highlight exploitation. 

The teeth of  the giant saws that hack out layer upon 
layer of  stone, and the giant machines that move it 
through the chambers and up onto the surface are  
symbols of  our ingenuity and our neural ability to  
engineer and make ideas real, but at what cost?  This 
search for a contemporary understanding of  the  
relevance of  one practitioner of  creativity had become 
in this trip a subterranean plunge into the ecology and 
geology of  landscape — into the bowels of  the natural 
world to see firsthand the stone that humans dig up to 
fashion memorials, and buildings, and edifices to our 
lives, while often blind to the destruction we unleash 
upon it.

I have included a shot in the film of  Lida  
Kindersley, the master letter-cutter whose work on 
this stone has been an absolute highlight of  my life to  
witness and film, blowing away the dust from the final 
letter she cut — the ‘B’ in Blake. 
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From the earth we emerge, and then to dust  
we return. 

It was also a very moving experience to film staff  
from the Kindersley workshop on site in Bunhill 
Fields in London, preparing the ground for the stone:  
permission had been received from the relevant  
authority to disturb the earth in preparation, and we  
anticipated that bones of  the several others who shared 
Blake’s grave might emerge. 

There were rodent bones, clay pipes, glass, but no ris-
ing up of  human mortal remains, Blake’s or otherwise, 
before the stunning piece of  Portland stone was laid.

There is a lovely irony in this monument of  fossilised 
creatures over the place where Blake’s vegetable re-
mains were finally lain, and those remains — 180 years 
later — are likely desiccated dust and particles, scattered 
through the soil. 

All that remains are images, words, and inspiration.
My feeling then, in some sort of  conclusion, is that 

Blake saw the natural world and the ‘more than human’ 
as background to the human predicament, that nature 
is the place into and out of  which we might emerge 
and must ascend or descend: the wilderness, the wild 
sea, the forest, the wild creature. For Blake, we belong 
within the human experience of  mortality, and less to 
a place or an anthropological tradition of  the human 
tribe interacting with other species and becoming dom-
inant within the original garden of  Eden. Blake knew 
intensely our destructive nature; his mission was to 
find ways to hold the mirror up to display our terrible  
human psyche and encourage us to purify. As a will-
ing audience, seeking to engage with Blake’s output, 
we must then consider our role within this struggle 
for understanding of  existence: to ascend or to take 
the Buddhist notion of  the bodhisattva (to delay our 
own enlightenment until all beings awaken and see their  
existence on the spiritual path) and in doing that to en-
compass protection for all the earth and its vegetation 
and species — to become a true ‘earth protector’.

The tree which moves some to tears of  joy is in 
the eyes of  others only a Green thing that stands 
in the way. Some See Nature all Ridicule & De-
formity […] & Some Scarce see Nature at all But 
to the Eyes of  the Man of  Imagination Nature is  
Imagination itself.
(Letter to Revd Dr John Trusler, 23 August 1799, 
E702) 

The author wishes to thank Mark Goldthorpe for all the work 
and effort he has put into findingblake.org.uk

https://findingblake.org.uk
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Mapping and reflecting on the visionary experience of  
nature are creative ways that contemporary artists can 
be Blakean. William Blake was infinitely generous to 
artists of  the future, and here we are appreciating him, 
and the transformative work he created in partnership 
with Catherine Blake.

About fifteen years ago, I moved into my live/work 
home in part of  a former cottage hospital in the rural 
market town of  Ledbury, Herefordshire, UK. I was de-
lighted to have found somewhere to settle in a town 
not so different from where I grew up in the Forest 
of  Dean, with wooded hills, a poetry festival and trains 
connecting to London. Nearest on the train line was 
the city of  Hereford, the home to a magnificent Map-
pa Mundi. Blake mentions Hereford three times in the 
epic mapping of  Jerusalem: The Emanation of  the Giant 
Albion (pl. 41[46], l. 3, E188; pl. 66, l. 66, E219; pl. 71, l. 
44, E226). Among Blake’s images round worlds can be 
found, touched by the toes of  people of  the imagina-
tion connected in ways made visible.  

My new flat was empty apart from the studio room 
where I had leaned a big, unstarted canvas against the 
wall. Like so many people who feel in a mid-point of  
life I didn’t know how to go on. I had climbed out of  
a depression and had found, with joy, that my hope 
of  having somewhere to live had been realised. The 
age-old question of  ‘what am I here for?’ resurfaced. 
I walked out and up the cobbled street leading into the 
summer shade of  a woodland path and soon found a 
green branch separated from a fallen tree and returned 
with it, propping it up in the corner of  my work room. 
Trees are for seeing light through, but it was Blake’s idea 
that artists are there to build Golgonooza that came to 
mind then. Again — that is what we are here for, to 
build Golgonooza.

Another fifteen years before that moment, when 
walking through Bunhill Fields, a new postgraduate 
painting student at the Slade, following a three-year art 
degree by the sea in Falmouth, Cornwall, I felt touched 
by another answer. This time not to the generalised 
question of  ‘why should I live?’. Then, I had just started 
out as an artist and I took that on faith. But specifically 

The Making of a 
Mythical Shield

‘how do I live in London?’ as my experience was of  
town-life. London seemed too big and complicated to 
ever understand. William Blake brought the answers to 
this question too with the inner visions he shows — the 
city as living, in a human way, or rather through a hu-
man way of  creativity and empathy. This figurative idea 
of  the city is something that all Blakeans understand.  

Currently, thirty years on from when William Blake’s 
work first touched me in a way that I still feel shows the 
hows of  being an artist, I’ve come to look at his work 
with more focus. The way Los makes worlds has for 
me formed into artefacts of  the imagination. I think of  
the Shield of  Faith carried peacefully in one of  Blake’s 
watercolours from Pilgrim’s Progress (Butlin 1981: #829, 
pl. 976) and of  the Disk of  Light Los carries, dressed in 
Blake’s coat and hat, as he steps into the gothic doorway 
in the Jerusalem frontispiece (Jerusalem, pl. 1). For me it, is 
the visionary artworks Blake suggests that are the most 
important. These imaginary works of  art which are in 
the timeless city of  art that is Golgonooza can also 
be seen within the branches of  a tree. Blake held up a  
circular cosmos light and gave it to future artists so that 
they can know how to be an artist and to connect with 
all artists in this knowing. Importantly when illumina-
tion is needed, this Blake light can shine, and beam clear 
for encouraging moments, on the human-built world 
and through nature’s translucent leaves. 

As the lifetime of  an artist progresses more creative 
connections collect, and Blake’s long and productive 
life, shown through his work, actually seems to make 
new things beyond itself. For me the idea of  a Shield 
of  Peace is something not from Blake but more of  an 
adaptation from the way Blake has changed me. If  you 
need something, make it. It can live in the imagination, 
do not worry if  you do not have the materials to make 
it, or even if  you cannot fit in the details. Just the fact it 
is personally, humanly, needed is enough. It can change, 
emanate, speak, sing and give light. Visions can be  
created inwardly and while nature rolls on it has a  
timeless quality and lives beyond nature, but it is from 
and through nature that the guiding symbols of  the  
visionary map can be seen.
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Blakean Shields and Arrows
The Blakean map (pp. 54-55) was begun on a piece of  
A3 paper that I had folded in half, and then folded like 
a concertina to create the eight panels, before making 
a mixed media work in many layers. It has been easi-
ly transportable. I began the drawing in the British Li-
brary and you can still see the reclining mauve figure 
of  Vala that I drew directly from Blake’s manuscript on 
display in the Treasures exhibition there. I was touched 
by the reworking Blake did in this book. Vala here has 
water, undergrowth and light seen through leaves and  
branches around her.  

In the centre of  the map-picture is a kind of  pro-
gressive tree, growing from the book that is open on 
the ground. The book has leaf  designs on it, making 
connections between the leaves of  a book and leaves in 
nature. I wanted the map-picture to also be a spiritual 
diagram, and to show rural scenes. Important features 
to me are all the mythical shields. There are also arrows, 
and suggestions of  bronze pattern. Shields, bronze, and 
arrows are used as instruments of  war, but I am taken 
with the fact that circular shields are cosmos mandala 
images of  meditation and peace. The idea is that they 
might evoke good energy for the ‘Mental Fight’ that  
enables the creative journey of  an artist. 

Andrea McLean
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Despite the efforts of  remorseful boomers and 
antagonised traditionalists, the name of  William 
Blake will forever be associated with the radical 
counterculture of  the 1960s. Blake was adopted 
by the counterculture as the prophet of  an antino-
mianism that was both political and personal —  
kicking open the ‘doors of  perception’ (Marriage, pl. 
14, E39) and blowing the locks from prison doors. 
Protesters turned Blake’s aphorisms into slogans 
with which to galvanise their protests. It is in the 
context of  such radicalism that our image of  Blake 
was forged. Yet Blake’s relevance is perhaps chal-
lenged now by the rise of  environmental politics. 

While concern with the environment was fanned 
into wider life by the counterculture, its impact is 
now both more sharply focused and more broad-
ly accepted, with the ongoing environmental col-
lapse becoming the defining issue of  our time. Put 
bluntly, how can the Blake who disparaged nature 
as ‘the work of  the devil’ be relevant to an environ-
mental politics designed to save it? Blake’s view of  
nature in places echoes that of  those Gnostics who 
rejected the material world as the creation not of  
God but of  a deranged imposter. For them, uniting 
with God meant escaping nature, not embracing it. 

In fact, any impression of  Blake as simply  
hostile to nature based on such isolated quotes 
is profoundly mistaken. Blake was someone who 
pushed ideas to the limit and played them off  
against each other in the context of  his unfolding 
myth. His thought moves dialectically through 
extremes, and his statements against nature only 
make sense in combination with the many other 
things he had to say — about non-human life in 
particular. Blake’s positive attitude to non-human 
nature is arguably the most radical and far-reach-
ing of  all of  his extraordinary views, though it 
sometimes seems hidden in plain sight.

In a poem such as ‘The Fly’ from Songs of   
Experience we see how Blake not only appreciates 
and values the life of  the fly but treats it as on a par 
with his own existence:

Am not I
A fly like thee?
Or art not thou
A man like me? (ll. 5-8, E23)

In Milton he describes the basis of  this equivalence:

Seest thou the little winged fly, smaller than a 
grain of  sand?
It has a heart like thee; a brain open to heaven 
& hell,
Withinside wondrous & expansive (pl. 20, ll. 
27-29, E114)

Blake recognises the fly as a centre of  affect and 
experience but, more than this, he argues that the 
fly’s experience is comparable to that of  man — 
it too is ‘open to heaven & hell’. Blake’s work is 
suffused with depictions of  animals as existential-
ly commensurate with humans. In ‘The Little Girl 
Found’, the girl is discovered by her parents living 
‘Among tygers wild’, entirely untroubled by ‘the 
wolfish howl’ and ‘the lions growl’ (ll. 48, 51, 52, 
E22), completely immersed and at home in nature. 
More than this, in the accompanying images she 
is seen at the moment of  discovery surrounded by 
what we must assume to be her children at play, 
conceived among the animals (Eisenman 2013). 

Such an equivalence of  man and animal goes 
far beyond what earlier advocates of  animal rights 
proposed. Where Descartes and Kant imagined 
animals as machines, without intellect or feeling — 
and consequently undeserving of  either rights or 
sympathy — their critics argued that animals were 
due respect based on the fact that they too were 
sentient. But those making the argument still ac-
cepted Aristotle’s idea of  the Great Chain of  Being, 
the scala natura, which imagines existence as hierar-
chically ordered, with God at the pinnacle, spirit 
descending through man, becoming progressively 
more diluted in the various orders of  animals and 
extinguished entirely in inanimate nature, matter.

Andy WilsonAndy Wilson

Ecology and Blake’s Ecology and Blake’s 
Visionary AnimismVisionary Animism
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Those that recognised animal sentience as well as  
intelligence, and even animal culture, nevertheless imag-
ined it to be an attenuated version of  human sentience, 
and with animal rights similarly attenuated as a result. 
They saw awareness like a light — with human intelli-
gence shining brightly while animals exhibited less of  
this intensity according to their nature, their aware-
ness becoming progressively fainter until it is extin-
guished completely at the point where life merges into  
inanimate nature. 

Blake went beyond even most supporters of  animal 
rights and animal welfare by treating non-human ani-
mals as on a par with men: for Blake, their light burns 
as intensely as that of  the human. Why should animal 
awareness be any less remarkable than our own? Is 
it possible that, with less neural circuitry engaged, or 
less information being processed (or whatever the cur-
rent materialist explanation of  consciousness is) the 
promptings of  awareness need to be louder and more 
attention-grabbing than in our case? The idea of  the 
scala natura is essentially only an unconscious projec-
tion on to nature of  the political environment of  class  
society. Further than this, Blake’s animism can perhaps 
be seen as merely a special case of  a more general pan-
psychism: that point of  view in which all matter, ani-
mate or otherwise, is seen as sentient. So, he writes to 
Thomas Butts on 22 August, not only does the ‘winged 
fly’ have ‘a brain open to heaven’, but the Thistle speaks 
to Blake (E721), and, in the famous lines from ‘Auguries 
of  Innocence’, the grain of  sand is seen to contain an 
entire world of  its own (E490). To share Blake’s insight, 
and rescue nature, we must share his vision. Blake out-
lined various modes of  vision, the lowliest being ‘Single 
vision & Newtons sleep’ (Letter to Thomas Butts, l. 88, 
E722). He spoke of  fourfold vision as his ideal, but we 
can also treat all vision as existing on a sliding scale, 
over which it expands and contracts. Blake was fond of  
this notion of  contraction and expansion, arguing that 
‘contracting our infinite senses | We behold multitude; 
or expanding: we behold as one, | As One Man all the 
Universal Family’ (Jerusalem, p. 34 [38], ll.14-22, E180).

According to this idea of  vision, at one extreme is 
the abstract, quantified vision of  the scientist, codified 
mathematically by Descartes. Here, spirit is contracted 
into the pinpoint perspective of  the experimentalist: 
everything beyond its purview is quantifiable but dead, 
and thus animals are machines. 

Expanding vision to the other extreme, instead 
of  multitudes of  things, we see everything, animal 
and mineral, as participating in a single, illuminated  

existence. Writing to Thomas Butts on 2 October 1800, 
Blake describes such a vision he received on the beach 
at Felpham in which he realised that ‘Each grain of  
Sand | Every Stone on the Land […] Are Men Seen 
Afar” (Letter to Thomas Butts, ll. 25-32, E712). In this 
supreme state, the world is alive in all of  its parts, as it 
was for people in many pre-agricultural societies. It is 
only in the attenuated existence characterised as ‘New-
ton’s sleep’ that nature is alien and hostile; it is only in 
Newton’s sleep that the Gnostic antagonism to nature 
makes sense. Any attempt to build a habitable spiritual 
universe or a workable relationship with nature out of  
such stuff  must fail. That is the fate of  our world today. 

The change of  gear, the expansion of  vision to en-
compass all nature, is not just a modification of  per-
ception we must enact to overcome our (personal) ‘de-
jection’, and thus achieve (private) ‘joy’ — as Abrams 
characterised the Romantic movement and the German 
Idealism that mirrored it (Abrams 1973) — but rather 
we must achieve this heightening of  vision collectively. 

The central paradox of  Blake’s reception is that this 
expanded vision, in which everything is drawn into 
a unity, is imagined by many of  his readers today to 
be a personal matter of  achieving insight and psychic  
integration. But a divine unity of  one is an oxymoron, 
and Blake’s fire in the mind can only really take off  if  
it becomes a general conflagration. In other words, it 
must become a shared vision and a shared perspec-
tive: it must become a counter-culture to the dominant  
Urizenic necro-culture. Where, at the beginning of  in-
dustrial society, the failure of  the French Revolution led 
Coleridge and Wordsworth to turn inwards to achieve 
reconciliation with nature in their thoughts, now, at the 
end, the threat of  environmental catastrophe demands 
of  us that we turn Blake’s fourfold vision back outward, 
and make it into the programme for a revived counter-
culture: without that, Blake is just another Romantic. 
Only such a reversal could save us now.
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I regularly cycle under the Victorian railway tunnels 
adjoining Hercules Road in Lambeth where William 
Blake lived between 1790 and 1800. The railway out 
of  Waterloo would not be complete for a further 50 
years or so and Blake would have looked out from his 
window at 13 Hercules Buildings onto fields. Inside 
each arched tunnel there now hang rows of  mosaics 
of  various prints from Blake’s illuminated books and 
paintings. The seventy mosaics are the work of  a local 
community group, Southbank Mosaics. The tunnels are 
dark — the habitat of  cooing pigeons and the shelter-
ing homeless and a cut-through for fast food delivery 
e-bike riders. The horizontal lines of  mosaics magically 
draw luminous light from each pair of  arched openings.  
Together, the marriage of  the dank, darkened brick-
work of  the tunnel and the light emanating from the 
coloured mosaics feels very Blake. 

I spend my days walking in the footsteps of  William 
Blake. I am a gestalt therapist working experientially 
with clients in the wealth of  open spaces London pro-
vides. I cycle between sessions from one part of  the city 
to another. Leaving my home in Peckham, I cycle across 
the windswept common where a young Blake was held 
capture to angels aloft in the towering branches of  the 
plane trees. I shout out my morning greeting to the mu-
ral of  a short and austere looking Blake, painted on the 
side of  a local house, looking out to an array of  angels 
held in the magnificent electric blue branches of  a tree. 

An early morning ride up to Hampstead Heath gifts 
the magnificence of  sunrise lifting over the hill of  
Highgate where Blake would also walk. My daily walks 
with clients have, over years, revealed the spiritual sun 
that Blake wrote of  witnessing on nearby Primrose Hill. 
I have witnessed how my walking throughout the dif-
ferent seasons parallels the Earth’s looping orbit around 
the sun and this has awoken an experiential awareness 
of  the sheer oneness of  it all. As Blake reveals in his 
final epic Jerusalem: The Emanation of  the Giant Albion, 
‘Within your bosoms I reside, and you reside in me: | 
Lo! we are One’ (pl. 4, ll. 19-20. E146). 

As I walk, I hear the echoed shouts of  the street sell-
ers that once would have hollered. As I sit in South-
wark cathedral to pause and meditate between sessions, 
I remember Blake’s exulted mood etching in the vaulted 

surrounds of  Westminster Abbey. As I pass by the red 
brick of  the British Library, the hunched bronze bulk 
of  Paolozzi’s Newton after Blake is busy in the courtyard, 
measuring and quantifying. In the daily repetition of  
immersion in London streets, I experience the multi-
plicity of  human experience and I sense the observation 
that humans have always walked.

There has always been somewhere to walk to. I feel 
the expansiveness Blake would have experienced walk-
ing out from his family home in Soho to the fields of  
Peckham and Highgate. Walking the tree-lined inner  
circle of  Regent’s Park bathed by the midday sun flood-
ing along its central path, I behold the wisdom of  those 
who erected stone circles to worship the sun and the 
nature of  light itself. Cycling past the bustle of  anti-vax 
demonstrators along Whitehall and Parliament, I hear 
Blake’s acknowledgement of  those who, like Urizen, are 
beholden to their measured single vision. 

I hear Blake tell me to recognise the inner light that 
shines. On a sunlit day, with the Thames glistening and 
my body tingling with vibration, I can. My experience 
when looking up to the sky on such a day is that of  
Blake’s, seeing not a gold disc but a mirrored reflection 
of  the inner gold he observed within. In a cold bitter 
wind lashed with rain, habit stiffens to barely remember 
the sun exists behind the opaque blanket of  seemingly 
unmoving cloud. The act of  recognising how I want 
things to be against how things actually are is probably 
the greatest lesson I have learned from Blake. When 
I started my practice outdoors, I was curious how cli-
ents would respond to the unpredictable weather. It 
is the question I am asked most — ‘What do you do 
when it rains?’ Hey, William, what shall we do when it 
rains? Wear waterproofs, William replies. Lousy weather  
provides the opportunity to discern what is and to  
notice what habitually gets in the way. 

In 2019, London became a prototype national park 
city in name. As a capital city, it continues to cap-
ture the imagination with its wealth of  natural open  
spaces, parks and woodlands. Hercules Road and 
the city it exists in grow with an ever-greater density 
of  newly constructed brick, glass, steel and concrete.  
William Blake would, I imagine, welcome it all as an 
expression of  what light actually is.

Stepping Through the 
Outdoors of Perception
Howard Davis
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In his garden at Felpham, Blake, in a moment of  in-
spiration, will imagine Milton, ‘Unhappy tho’ in heav’n’ 
(Milton, pl. 2, l. 18, E96), descending to Earth in order 
to correct the errors that he made in his Paradise Lost 
(1667). In losing his female Emanation, embodied in 
his mistreated three wives and three daughters, Milton 
has lost Eden: not because Nature is innately female, 
but because both are scapegoated and persecuted by the 
patriarchal fictions which Milton perpetuated in his epic 
poem. 

The garden is both a symbol and an actualisation 
of  nature transformed by Imagination. Blake knows 
that the expulsion from the garden of  origins, Eden, 
is not a loss of  place or Grace, but rather a lapse of  
perception. Expansion and contraction of  our senses 
is a ‘going forth and returning’ between Eternity and 
Time, between the One and the Many, attained by a 
shift in our perception of  the same world. The con-
traction and expansion of  our senses allows us to move 
between Time and Eternity and Blake sees, developing 
Swedenborg’s concept, that not only do ‘natural effects 
have spiritual causes', but also that natural causes have 
spiritual effects: ‘A Robin Red breast in a Cage | Puts 
all Heaven in a Rage’ (‘Auguries of  Innocence’, ll. 5-6, 
E490), sometimes with dreadful consequences for hu-
mans: ‘Each outcry of  the hunted Hare | A fibre from 
the Brain does tear’ (ll. 13-14, E490).

Blake remarks in an early letter from Felpham on the 
union between the spiritual and the natural, which had 
been obscured by pollution in the city: ‘Felpham is a 
sweet place for Study, because it is more Spiritual than 
London. Heaven opens here on all sides; her golden 
Gates, her windows, are not obstructed by vapours. 
Voices of  Celestial inhabitants are more distinctly heard 
& their forms more distinctly seen’ (Letter to Flaxman, 
21 September 1800, E710).

The loss of  our sense of  unity with Nature is a result 
of  the contraction of  our senses, which also traps us 

in Time. Blake’s visionary aim is for the world to be 
‘re-humanised’: 

All Human Forms identified even Tree Metal Earth 
& Stone. all
Human Forms identified, living going forth &  
returning wearied
Into the Planetary lives of  Years Months Days & 
Hours reposing
And then Awaking into his Bosom in the Life of  
Immortality. 
(Jerusalem, pl. 99, ll. 57-60, E258)

In The Marriage of  Heaven and Hell Blake examines this 
notion as a process by which the world becomes dis-
enchanted, and our experience of  Nature an alienated 
construct mediated by a moral discourse about Nature:

The ancient Poets animated all sensible objects with 
Gods or Geniuses calling them by the names and 
adorning them with the properties of  woods, riv-
ers, mountains, lakes, cities, nations, and whatever 
their enlarged & numerous senses could percieve.
And particularly they studied the genius of  each 
city & country. placing it under its mental deity.
Till a system was formed, which some took  
advantage of  & enslav’d the vulgar by attempting to  
realize or abstract the mental deities from their  
objects: thus began Priesthood.
Choosing forms of  worship from poetic tales.
And at length they pronounced that the Gods had 
orderd such things.
Thus men forgot that All deities reside in the  
human breast. 
(pl. 11, E38)

This loss of  the numinous entails the process by which 
we forgot that ‘[…] every thing that lives is holy!’  

Human Nature
Stephen Pritchard
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(Visions, pl. 8, l. 10, E51). C. G. Jung, who gained his 
major insights from what he called ‘Active Imagination’ 
and is increasingly thought to be influenced by Blake, 
writes an analysis of  the same process in remarkably 
similar terms:

As scientific understanding has grown, so our 
world has become dehumanized. Man feels  
himself  isolated in the cosmos, because he is no 
longer involved in nature and has lost his emotional  
“unconscious identity” with natural phenomena. 
These have slowly lost their symbolic implica-
tions. Thunder is no longer the voice of  an angry 
god, nor is lightning his avenging missile. No riv-
er contains a spirit, no tree is the life principle of  
a man, no snake the embodiment of  wisdom, no  
mountain cave the home of  a great demon. No 
voices now speak to man from stones, plants, 
and animals, nor does he speak to them believing 
they can hear. His contact with nature has gone, 
and with it has gone the profound emotional 
energy that this symbolic connection supplied.  
(Jung and von Franz, 1968: 85)

Blake objected to Wordsworth’s dualistic and mechanis-
tic sense of  Nature and Mind as ‘fitting & fitted’ like 
cogs to be interlocked (Annotations to Wordsworth’s 
Preface to The Excursion, E667). By contrast, Blake, in his 
letter to Dr Trusler asserts that ‘Nature is Imagination 
itself ’ (23 August 1799, E702). When Blake notes that 
‘Natural Objects always did & now do Weaken deaden 
& obliterate Imagination in me’ (E665), he is referring 
to the discourse of  Nature as the Other, distanced and 
alienated by Descartian dualism and the mechanis-
tic aspects of  Newtonian physics. This is Nature as a  
Urizenic construct, the world that Urizen constantly 
creates in our psyches (Tweedy 2013; McGilchrist 2019): 
the dominant rational faculty arising from the lapse of  
perception, whose project, bred of  fear, is to battle, 
conquer, dominate and exploit a natural world which is 
mistakenly perceived as a threatening ‘Outside’. Urizen’s 
project is fundamentally patriarchal and casts nature as 
a female to be fought, ravaged, occupied, colonised 
and commodified in the name of  ‘progress’. This is,  
ironically, termed ‘growth’ in a capitalist regime of   
‘Devouring’ consumerism. As Jung usefully comments:

Slowly but, it appears, inevitably, we are courting 
disaster. There are no longer any gods whom we 
can invoke to help us. The great religions of  the 

world suffer from increasing anaemia, because 
the helpful numina have fled from the woods, 
rivers, and mountains, and from animals, and the 
god-men have disappeared underground into the  
unconscious. There we fool ourselves that they 
lead an ignominious existence among the relics of  
our past. Our present lives are dominated by the  
goddess Reason, who is our greatest and most  
tragic illusion. By the aid of  reason, so we assure 
ourselves, we have “conquered nature”. (Jung and 
von Franz 1968: 91)

There is a clear sense here of  Urizenic Reason as the 
cause, although Jung casts Reason as a ‘goddess’. Is 
there a sense in which this is Vala, both goddess and 
victim of  a Urizenic mindset? In Kevin Hutchings’s 
Imagining Nature (2008), Hutchings refers to Vala as ‘a 
commodified object of  masculinist desire’: 
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In the lines directly following his poetic denuncia-
tion of  natural mechanism and capitalist industry 
in Jerusalem, Blake’s narrator addresses Vala in-
forming her that a “battle rages round about her 
limbs” (65:29; E 216). In so far as Vala symbolises 
nature, “limbs” can be seen to represent the natural 
resources or raw materials necessary to capitalist 
manufacture. Since these resources — these parts 
are “limbs” of  nature’s body — are scarce and  
finite, perpetual “battle” must be fought amongst 
industrialised nations for their control or pos-
session. This exigency of  capitalism necessitates 
further exploitation of  the working class, as its 
able-bodied men are forcibly conscripted for the 
waging of  corporeal warfare; […]. (23-24)

Let’s not forget that Vala is the ‘Veiler’ of  Nature, 
once separated from her Zoa, Luvah, she becomes the  
obscure object of  desire. She is the phantasm of  Na-
ture as a play of  surfaces without depth — not Nature 
as Imagination itself, but rather an alienated Nature or 
Maya as illusion, as perceived by the Single Vision of  
a Reason-dominated mind. As the ‘Shadowy Female’ 
she is the shadow side of  Jerusalem. As Jung says of  
his concept of  the Shadow in the psyche, it must be  
integrated, as must Blake’s Spectre, not rejected.

The commodification and the consequent defilement 
and destruction of  nature goes hand-in-hand with the 
commodification of  time. In Blake’s Milton, a stronger, 
more detailed vision of  nature as the ‘Vision of  the  
Science of  the Elohim’ (pl. 29, l. 65, E128) emerges in 
longer, descriptive passages on nature than Blake had 
ever written before. Thirty-five lyrical lines celebrate the 
birds, led by the lark: ‘He leads the Choir of  Day!’ (pl.31, 
ll. 29-31, E130) performing the music of  the dawn 
chorus and the accompanying ‘Sweet dance’ of  herbs, 
flowers, and trees initiated by the ‘wild thyme’ (pl.31, ll. 
51-53, E131). Blake’s experience of  moving to Felpham 
from London, living at a slower place, with daily contact 
with the sea and the natural environment engenders a 
profound exploration of  the Nature of  Time, of  Place/
Space and Imagination, all of  which are, of  course, em-
bodied in Los and Enitharmon: ‘Los is called Time and 
Enitharmon Space’ (pl. 24, l. 68, E121). 

In these, his central figures of  the Imagination as Zoa 
and Emanation, Blake, leaping over Newton’s physics, 
embodies Einstein’s Space/Time continuum, spanning 
multiple dimensions. Indeed, in Milton, Milton occupies 
several dimensions simultaneously and as Viscomi and 
Essick remark: ‘Time travel is not only possible, but  

inevitable’ (Essick and Viscomi 1998: 10).
In the Blakes’ cottage garden, Blake explicitly writes 

himself  into the poem Milton and here has a direct  
encounter with Los, with Milton and Milton’s Emana-
tion, Ololon. This is an event that occurs within and 
without time, in the moment in which the poet and the 
poem is inspired. ‘Within a Moment: a Pulsation of  
the Artery’ (pl. 29, l. 3, E127). In this Moment Milton  
descends to Blake’s garden to regain his own Paradise: 
his feminine portion, represented by his mistreated three 
wives and three daughters. A shift in the experience 
of  time results in deepening our sense of  connection 
with nature. Feeling nature as a numinous and essential 
part of  our humanity is a phenomenon that many have  
described in the course of  the pandemic, akin perhaps 
to the way that we might have viewed nature when we 
were children, with the eyes of  Innocence. 

Lockdown necessitated, for many, the reduction or 
suspension of  work and more time spent in Nature, 
either in gardens or walking in the countryside. Time 
was a key and portal for this experience. The impact of  
this shift has been brilliantly documented by Lisa Suck-
ert in her article, ‘The Coronavirus and the Temporal 
Order of  Capitalism: Sociological Observations and 
the Wisdom of  a Children’s Book’ (2021: 1162-178). 
Suckert argues that Covid changed the temporal land-
scape of  capitalism, by disrupting the commodification 
of  time that has come to dominate most of  our lives. 
Our time is bought, sold, spent, wasted: even futures 
are traded! In the time of  Covid, many people engaged 
in ‘non-productive’ yet creative and fulfilling activities 
— gardening, walking, arts and crafts and conversa-
tion amongst them. In contrast, capitalism steals our 
lives. Trapped in this system, children lose the State of   
Innocence which exists in play, spontaneity and the  
moment, whilst alienated adults sacrifice the present for 
an illusory future.

Burdened by his patron, William Hayley’s well-inten-
tioned commissions of  commercial work, Blake com-
plains in a letter from Felpham: 

As my dependence is on Engraving at present & par-
ticularly on the Engravings I have in hand for Mr H. 
& I find on all hands great objections to my doing any 
thing but the meer drudgery of  business & intima-
tions that if  I do not confine myself  to this I shall not 
live (Letter to Thomas Butts, 10 January 1803, E724)

 Blake also finds himself  escaping into another 
form of  time in the realm of  ‘Abstraction’, invariably a  
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negative word in Blake’s vocabulary. ‘Time flies faster, 
(as seems to me), here than in London. I labour inces-
santly & accomplish not one half  of  what I intend, 
because my Abstract folly hurries me often away while 
I am at work, carrying me over Mountains & Valleys 
which are not Real, in a Land of  Abstraction where 
Spectres of  the Dead wander’ (Letter to Thomas Butts, 
11 September 1801, E716).

Blake’s restoration to Vision and Mental Fight is  
triggered by two natural phenomena located in the 
space of  his garden: the ascending lark who begins and 
leads the dawn chorus and the fragrant wild thyme. 
These beautiful natural ‘effects’ have specific and ex-
tensive spiritual causes. The lark is ‘Los’s Messenger’ 
and touches wingtips in Eternity, whilst the wild thyme 
is ‘Los’s Messenger to Eden a mighty Demon’ (Milton, 
pl. 35, ll. 54, 63, E136). These sensory triggers open a  
portal inside time and space — the Moment, which 
expands into Eternity. This is the Moment that Satan’s 
Watch fiends cannot find... Satan’s Watch Fiends can be 
defeated by the Moment. 

There is a Moment in each Day that Satan cannot 
find 
Nor can his Watch Fiends find it, but the Industri-
ous find 
This Moment & it multiply. & when it once is 
found It renovates every Moment of  the Day if  
rightly placed[.] (pl. 35, ll. 42-45, E136)

The lark and the wild thyme encapsulate, trigger and are 
born out of  the Moment, resonating with the meaning 
of  ‘play’ and ‘time’ released from its social constraints; 
sensory triggers that mark ‘a return to sensual enjoy-
ment’. Erdman (1969: 431) detects ‘a prophetic pun in 
‘the Wild Thyme’: I had always assumed it was a pun, 
as Blake is so fond of  punning names — and would 
add the possibility of  a punning ‘Lark’, (which has a 
first recorded use as ‘wild play’ in 1805), in contrast to 
the ‘drudgery of  business’ in Felpham. Blake has a lark 
and a wild time in his garden, revealing nature to be 

imagination itself. 
Blake’s creativity returns through the triumph of   

Vision in a specific place and time: in Nature and the 
Moment. Milton, a 2000-line poem, is born out of  a 
unique conjunction of  Time, Space, Imagination and 
Nature redeemed from the enslavement of  systems in 
the Blakes’ garden at Felpham. As Jung comments, ‘In 
spite of  our proud domination of  nature, we are still 
her victims, for we have not even learned to control 
our own nature. Slowly but, it appears, inevitably, we 
are courting disaster’ (1968: 91). We are courting Vala. 
Our own nature, according to Jung and Blake, is in-
extricably linked with Nature: we must change, or be  
fatally changed. In telling us, in Milton, ‘Thus Nature is a  
Vision of  the Science of  the Elohim’ (pl. 29, l. 65, 
E128), Blake invokes the plurality of  creative forces 
that precede Jehovah in the Bible: Blake’s Eternals. Our 
potential, in a Moment, is to realise our shared humani-
ty and our true nature.

References
Blake, William, Milton, ed. by Robert N. Essick and 

Joseph Viscomi, Vol. V (London: Tate Gallery 
Publications for The William Blake Trust, 1998)

Erdman, David, Blake: Prophet Against Empire: A Poet’s 
Interpretation of  the History of  his own Times, 2nd edn 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1969)

Hutchings, Kevin, Imagining Nature (Montréal: Mc-
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In about 2014, as I often did, I read poetry in bed 
before sleeping. Providing the choice is good, it can 
induce a peaceful sleep. However, on one occasion 
I read Blake’s ‘The Tyger’. This poem, although 
wonderful to read, leaves one with confusion as to 
what it actually means. I did eventually fall asleep 
but on waking it was still on my brain and I had 
had a dream that it was all about the workings 
of  a blast furnace. As an engineer I had studied 
furnaces and the smelting of  iron, and the more I  
examined the poem the more it made sense.  
In 2019, having retired (I used to be a Chartered 
Engineer), I decided to pursue my idea and to fully 

investigate my theory. I have spent the past three 
years — not full-time I hasten to add — trying to 
establish what Blake is telling us. Did this come 
from his visions or was it inspired by something 
that he saw? He was certainly disturbed by the con-
ditions of  workers in the early industrial period of  
the eighteenth century.

When Blake was coming to the end of  his  
apprenticeship, he decided to enrol at the  
Royal Academy School. He formed friendships 
with Stothard, Flaxman and Cumberland. On  
several occasions around 1780, they spent some 
days sailing on the Medway, mooring up and 
camping on the banks (Bentley 2004: 22-23). At 
that period the Medway had been made fully navi-
gable up to Tonbridge to facilitate the transport of  
iron goods from the blast furnaces of  The Weald 
down to Chatham Docks. The blast furnaces in the 
North Weald were still operating into the 1790s and 
the ones at Lamberhurst were casting guns up to 
1792 (Cleeve and Crossley 1995: 356-357 and 388). 
These were about four miles from the Medway. It 
is possible that Blake and his companions, looking 
for an inn to enjoy of  an evening, could have seen a 
working blast furnace. In evening light this would 
have been awe-inspiring. The operation of  blast 
furnaces involves pumping air from bellows into 
the base of  the furnace. The end of  the tube where 
it enters the furnace is called a ‘tuyer’. It is recorded 
that Blake and his wife Catherine took long walks 
of  up to 50 miles and dined at an inn.  This could 
have brought them into the Weald area of  the blast 
furnaces. Let us assume that Blake went there and 
asked the workmen about the workings of  a blast 
furnace. What would he have made of  it? 

Furnaces feature throughout his works. Blake 
created his most famous figure Los as a black-
smith, constantly using tools and operating his 
forge with bellows. In Milton for example:

Loud sounds the hammer of  Los, & loud his 
bellows is heard
Before London to Hampsteads breadths & 

The Furnaces of William Blake
David M. Paylor
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Highgates heights, To
Stratford & old Bow: & across to the Gardens 
of  Kensington
On Tyburns Brook: loud groans Thames  
beneath the iron Forge
Of  Rintrah & Palamabron, of  Theotorm & 
Bromion, to forge the instruments
Of  Harvest: The Plow & Harrow to pass over 
the Nations
The Surrey hills glow like the clinkers of  the 
furnace (ll. 8-14, E99)

There are many more references to Los and black-
smith tools. In what follows I want to propose a 
new reading of  Blake’s ‘The Tyger’ based on this 
speculation.

‘The Tyger’ 
Tyger Tyger, burning bright,
In the forests of  the night;
What immortal hand or eye,
Could frame thy fearful symmetry? (ll. 1-4, E24)

Blake came to a blast furnace possibly in evening 
light. He saw the symmetrical structure and the 
glowing tuyer holes and was in awe at the quite 
frightening scene of  men working the furnace.  
Tigers are not symmetrical — their markings are 
random. Blake's picture of  a tiger in his published 
work does not look like a fierce beast, more like a 
child’s stuffed toy. He was a skilled artist and could 
have shown it as a ferocious beast baring its teeth, 
had he intended that.

In the second stanza, Blake sees the glowing 
metal through the holes at the base of  the furnace. 
Then the men would poke tools into the embers, to 
shake the inside to get the slag to settle away from 
the molten iron. There is nothing in this verse that 
could apply to a tiger.

And what shoulder, & what art,
Could twist the sinews of  thy heart?
And when thy heart began to beat,
What dread hand & what dread feet? (ll. 9-12)

Here Blake is watching the half-naked men sweat-
ing away in working with the terrifying heat of  the 
molten metal, and he is conveying the feelings and 
physical stress of  the workmen. 

Could fetch it from the furnace deep
And in thy horrid ribs dare steep
In the well of  sanguine woe
In what clay & in what mould
Were thy eyes of  fury roll’d

Blake never published this verse and crossed it 
out in his Notebook (1977: 109). I think that Blake 
sees the red eyes of  molten iron released from the 
furnace and roll down channels or ribs into the 
clay moulds. To return to the poem, published in  
illuminated printing:

What the hammer? what the chain,
In what furnace was thy brain?
What the anvil? what dread grasp,
Dare its deadly terrors clasp! (ll. 13-16)

After the iron has cooled and solidified a large 
hammer is used to break each bar from its mould 
and adjoining bars which are then lifted by chains.

The penultimate stanza may ask whether God 
smiled to see the awful suffering of  workmen in 
the furnace area. And Blake queries if  God who 
made the Lamb (Jesus) could also make the fright-
ening fiery blast furnace with men toiling to work 
it. Showers of  red-hot metal and sparks are often 
expelled from furnaces descending like tears from 
on high. 

In the final stanza, Blake repeats the first verse 
but in the final line changes ‘Could’ to ‘Dare’. He 
was obviously moved by what he had witnessed. It 
is my opinion that Blake could only have written 
the poem if  he had had first-hand knowledge of  a 
blast furnace and the horrible experience of  men 
working in such terrifying difficult conditions. His 
collection of  poems in Songs of  Experience were all 
based on real experiences, not just on ‘visions’.
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I’d like to briefly explore Blake’s attitude to nature by 
considering one single image of  Blake’s Illustrations of  
the Book of  Job (1826) — plate 15, a black-and-white 
print with border inscriptions. This masterly design 
shows Behemoth and Leviathan with a Deity above 
and Job and his wife looking down at the monsters. 
God (in the image of  Job) is pointing and saying, ‘Be-
hold now Behemoth which I made with Thee’ (as can 
be seen in the border). Most commentators interpret 
the beasts as representing our unconscious psychic  
forces. There is another idea, namely that they symbol-
ise a corporeal outlook and that there is no personal re-
demption in such a limited understanding of  existence 
(Solomon 1993; Wicksteed 1924; Wright 1972). In this 
interpretation, then, the two beasts could represent the 
instinctual aspect of  nature; the constant interaction be-
tween predator and prey for example. Flight, Fight and 
Freeze make up the legacy we have all inherited. How 
many of  us live under the tyranny of  this trio at least 
some of  the time? There is little mental freedom in the 
natural world, but we humans are part of  this world. 
Hence, we can only increase our freedom by cleansing 
‘the doors of  perception’ (Marriage, pl. 14, E39) and 
Blake shows us how to do this. Blake sets down a road 
map for our spiritual transformation.

The monsters are confined in a circle: the Behemoth 
weighed down by gravity and Leviathan writhing in 
apparent agony. A watercolour version has Leviathan 
breathing out flames as in the Biblical description; this 
must surely allude to the destructive violent character 
of  nature as well as to warfare. In contrast to the physi-
cality of  the beasts the Deity, Job, his wife and the three 
accuser-friends are surrounded by stars suggesting free-
dom in Eternity.

Is the Deity pointing to the beasts as if  to say, ‘You 
make a serious Error (Blake usually capitalises this 
word), if  you take materiality for the only reality: you 
must admit your fault and go beyond your reliance on 
sense impressions and the intellect?’. Andrew Solomon 
points to the humanised ears, eyes and mouth of  the 
Behemoth which would support this suggestion.

Job and his wife are in the same attitude of  humility 
with their arms and hands crossed over their hearts. Isn’t 
this the same position of  the hands when laying out a 
body in a coffin? This detail may suggest the death of  
Selfhood which would tie in with the succeeding plate. 

The inscription on the right border says Leviathan 
is ‘king over all the children of  Pride’. Pride goes with 
self-centredness so we can indeed see how many meta-
phorical ‘children’ are spawned by these spiritual flaws.  

Lastly, why are the eagles, in the bottom corners,  
upside down? Eagles are often symbols of  freedom so, 
again, perhaps they relate to how potential freedom and 
understanding is restricted if  we only live a corporeal 
life. 

In S. Foster Damon’s Dictionary (1973: 295) there is 
a lengthy and revealing entry under, ‘nature’. One or 
two quotes are apposite: One, ‘To accept this world of   
matter as real is “atheism” — wherefore Wordsworth 
was an atheist; it is “Single vision & Newtons sleep” 
(Letter to Thomas Butts, 22 November 1802, l. 88, 
E722)’. And two, ‘The poet, seeing not with but through 
the eye, beholds the eternity which is in everything: “the 
real and eternal World of  which this Vegetable Universe 
is but a faint shadow” (Jerusalem 77)’. 

Today it is unfashionable to elevate humanity above 
non-human life. Yet this view is explicitly Blake’s. Even 
with our modern understanding of  ecology and Gaia 
we can all probably agree that cats and dogs don’t have 
the potential for spiritual transformation, although they 
can teach us much about life and death. However, this 
divide between the human and non-human is no excuse 
for exploitation. We can embrace the fact that we are the 
product of  evolution while also respecting all life and 
caring for all habitats. While the spectacle of  ‘nature’ is 
often awe-inspiring, to settle for mere nature-worship 
will not get us far in our personal spiritual journeys.

I urge readers to spend at least half  an hour exam-
ining this engraving, preferably on the Blake Archive  
(blakearchive.org) where you can zoom in on details. 
Every line is a significant part of  the whole; I spent 
a year exploring the complete series and feel I only 
scratched the surface (excuse the pun). 

Blake didn’t deny physical life as in philosophy’s  
Idealism: perhaps his outlook can best be summed 
up in his words from The Marriage of  Heaven and Hell,  
‘Eternity is in love with the productions of  time’ (pl. 7, 
l. 36, E10). Two seemingly contrary truths can co-exist. 
We can revere nature and transcend it.
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‘What of  those gods and goddesses, Los and  
Urizen, Enitharmon and Vala, whose great forms 
overshadow Avebury, or keep watch over London?’  
(Raine 2011: 44 ).

What could be more natural than nature? Yet ‘nature’ is 
a construct of  human thought. The main characteristic 
of  Western hegemony is the assumption that there is 
only one way to see the world. In the medieval period 
nature equated to the whole of  God’s creation, with the 
human world being rather fluidly differentiated from 
the rest of  the natural world. By the eighteenth-century 
Age of  Enlightenment, ‘Reason’ was diametrically op-
posed to ‘Nature’. The mechanistic ‘Newtonian’ view 
of  nature had been born.

Out of  the 1960s counterculture came a neo-anti-
quarian — earth mysteries — approach to nature that 
embraced sacred sites, folklore and ley lines. In his 1969 
classic, The View Over Atlantis, John Michell sums 
up the zeitgeist on how the emerging earth mysteries 
movement was embracing Blake: ‘William Blake under-
stood the secret of  the landscape giants’ (Michell 1973: 
19) This poetic view reached its zenith with Anthony 
Roberts: 

It is only to be expected that the Earth Mysteries 
would take birth in Britain: this country was the 
first to experience the “dark Satanic mills” of  the 

Industrial Revolution and it will be the first to regis-
ter the necessary spiritual counterbalance. William 
Blake saw the shadow of  gross materialism being 
cast in his time, but he also sensed the awakening 
of  Albion, the awakening of  the spirit of  a people 
through a renewed understanding of  the ancient 
landscape within which they dwelt. (Roberts 1978: 
164)

An important influence on Blake’s interest in sacred 
landscapes was the English antiquarian, William Stuke-
ley (1687-1765). He believed that megalithic monu-
ments such as Stonehenge had been built by the Druids 
who were part of  an oriental colony of  Phoenicians 
who had settled in Britain between the end of  Noah’s 
flood and the time of  Abraham. John Michell sees the 
differences between Blake and Stukeley as being those 
between poet and priest: 

The greatest extension of  Stukeley’s work has been 
made by poets, notably by the man who became 
his prophet, William Blake. The noble, generous 
vision behind Stukeley’s account of  Avebury and 
Stonehenge deeply affected Blake, who captured it 
and gave it sublime expression in his final prophe-
cy, Jerusalem. (Michell 1982: 14)

In the famous depiction of  the hybrid Stonehenge/

Albion’s Ancient 
Druid Rocky Shore

David Taylor
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Avebury complex from his poem Jerusalem: The Emana-
tion of  the Giant Albion, it is intriguing to theorise that 
the female figure of  Enitharmon on the right appears 
to be lifting a veil. Blake’s concept of  nature follows 
from his dialectical and idealist position. On the one 
hand, he stresses that nature teaches us nothing of   
spiritual life. The science which only studies nature leads 
to a spiritual dead end. But here Blake is only talking of  
Newton’s nature. If  we go beyond our five senses, if  the 
doors of  perception are cleansed, then we will see that 
‘everything that lives is Holy’ (Marriage, E45). 

What Blake is telling us is that we humans are not 
separate from nature, but are an integral part of  it. 
Unfortunately, man has interfered with the beneficial 
course of  nature; ‘The Bible says that God formed  
Nature perfect’, Blake wrote in his annotations to  
Richard Watson’s An Apology for the Bible (1797), ‘but that 
Man perverted the order of  Nature, since which time the  
Elements are fill’d with the Prince of  Evil’ (E614).  
Man, in his fallen state has therefore introduced self- 
interest and cruelty into the originally pure natural  
order. Blake referred to the material world in its most 
fallen state as Ulro. It has been pointed out that Ulro 
goes by other names — Hebrew ‘Gehenna’ or Islamic 
‘Jahannam’, ‘Samsāra’ in Buddhism — the realm of  illu-
sion that creates pain and suffering, due to our illusory 
attachments.

Blake’s rejection of  materialism was summed up by 

his famous saying: ‘May God us keep | From Single  
vision & Newtons sleep’ (Letter to Thomas Butts 22 
November 1802, ll. 87-88, E722). Newton, to Blake, 
was the arch materialist. Here Blake refers, I think, to 
those who live in the realm of  low consciousness, who 
are consumed in a single-minded way with control, 
power and domination. Blake opposed the Newtonian 
view of  a mechanical, unfeeling, dreary universe, as well 
as those who would seek to drown out the voices of  
compassion and wisdom. This is a vision cut off  from 
nature and from the soul, and is one we should strive to 
transcend. The emerging neo-antiquarian earth myster-
ies movement of  the 60s and 70s longed to (re)discover 
the so-called Golden Age of  the pre-industrial land-
scape, the pattern under the plough, the occult history 
of  Albion. They believed that such a view lies waiting 
to be discovered by anyone with the right mental equip-
ment. They believed that Blake gives us that equipment.
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William Blake the poet, painter, and visionary of  the 
eighteenth century has prophesised several of  the en-
suing effects of  the Industrial Revolution on nature. 
The visionary stretches of  the poet’s imagination can 
be seen as continually constructing a poetics that is  
futuristic in that it allowed him to forecast a plethora 
of  concerns associated with our present life and related 
to the ravaging effects of  industry on our life on earth. 

Inhabited by a delicate inner voice that is always  
cautious about what is happening in the world around 
him, Blake predicted that the Industrial Revolution 
would have a destructive effect on nature at a time when 
this was seen as a minor issue of  relatively low impact 
on people. Blake’s loving eyes of  nature could not be 
blinded to the cruelties inflicted on it under the name 
of  technological advancement or else Industrial Revo-
lution. In fact, the only revolution that Blake was willing 
to take part in was the revolution of  the mind which 
was meant to break free from the ‘mind-forg’d mana-
cles’ (‘London’, l. 8, E 27) that shackle human power 
and imagination. This caution about what the ‘wheels’ 
of  industry can engender explains his refusal to resort 
to the printing facilities offered in his time and his insis-
tence on the personal reproduction of  his own writings 
and designs. 

Blake’s pencil and quill could not resist capturing the 
scenes which his outward eyes stamped on his inward 
self. The birth of  his visions and their incarnation were 
prophetically delivered through passages in Milton and 
Jerusalem. The reccurrence and continuous references 
to the devastating effects of  the Industrial Revolution  

stand as a proof  of  a mind concerned with those threat-
ening effects on humanity. He sensed the threatening 
presence of  the machines of  industry, depicted them  
poetically and iconically as ‘Starry Wheels’ (Jerusalem, pl. 
18, l. 44, E163), and considered it his mission to open 
our eyes to the true nature of  these ‘dark Satanic Mills’ 
(Milton, pl. 1[i], l. 8,  E95). The following lines evoke one 
of  those appalling images: 

Became as Three Immense Wheels, turning upon 
one-another
Into Non-Entity, and their thunders hoarse appall 
the Dead
To murder their own Souls, to build a Kingdom 
among the Dead    
(Jerusalem, pl. 18, ll. 8-10, E163) 

These ‘Immense Wheels’ of  industry, do not bring 
about progress and evolution, they are, rather, a  
looming sign of  a humanity heading to its eventual 
doom. These ‘wheels’ keep turning to damage all the 
remaining parts of  a suffocating humanity and all that 
they produce is ‘a Kingdom among the Dead’ as Blake 
prophesises. The imagery of  the ‘wheels’ as invoked in 
the poetics of  plate 18 is depicted at the bottom of  
plate 22.

The ‘displacement’ of  the iconic from its poetic 
counterpart may also be explained with reference to 
the Industrial Revolution. One can argue that Blake re-
sorted to ‘displacement’ with the aim of  emulating the 
distorted face of  mother earth which was disfigured by 

William Blake’s 
Jerusalem and the 
Rewriting of the Future
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an industry that logged its trees and replaced its green 
spaces with brown and grey factories. It comes as no 
surprise, therefore, that the poetic and its iconic coun-
terparts in Blake’s prophetic works are set apart from 
each other. Blake’s readers keep struggling to put pieces 
of  narrative together the same way Londoners after the  
Industrial Revolution were in a continuous strife to  
figure out what was happening in the world around 
them. This suggests that the Industrial Revolution did 
not only have a destructive effect on nature and the  
natural world but also highly impacted the nature of  
Man whose peace of  mind was disturbed by all the sur-
rounding sounds, or as Blake puts it the ‘thunders’ of  
industry which disturb both the dead and the alive. 

These ruinous ‘Immense Wheels’ are given yet  
another name, which is the ‘Starry Wheels’. These are 
the very source of  Albion/England’s ‘pain’.  The rough 
sound of  these machines and the destructive roads they 
built through England’s forests and green fields are  
depicted by Blake as destroying Albion’s reproductive 
organs, hence England’s fertility and power: 

Hoarce turn’d the Starry Wheels, rending a way in 
Albions Loins 
Beyond the Night of  Beulah. In a dark & unknown 
Night,
Outstretch’d his Giant beauty on the ground in 
pain & tears
(Jerusalem, pl. 18, ll. 44-46, E163)

Eventually, Albion is knocked down by the destructive 
power of  these ‘wheels’. The ‘giant’ Albion, with all his 
might, is rendered weak and moved to tears.

These ‘wheels’ are eventually held responsible for 
the devastation of  earth, and the silencing of  the birds’ 
voices and the sweet sound of  the harp. These thoughts 
are delivered through these lines:

His birds are silent on his hills, flocks die beneath 
his branches
His tents are fall’n! his trumpets, and the sweet 
sound of  his harp
Are silent on his clouded hills
(Jerusalem, pl. 19, ll. 2-4, E163)

What is eventually suggested is that every sound is  
silenced and every voice, of  nature, muted. The world 
where the ‘wheels’ of  industry keep turning is a world 
where beauty came to a halt and life became colourless, 
voiceless and hopeless. The suggested imagery is that 
of  an apocalyptic destruction of  wildlife and the sound 
of  its joys, on which humans rejoice. 

In his description of  the devastating effects of  the 
Industrial Revolution, Blake, however, was keen on  
using words with sexual connotations. These are penned 
in these words:

She is our Mother! Nature! Jerusalem is our  
Harlot-Sister
Return’d with Children of  pollution, to defile our 
House,
With Sin and Shame. 
(Jerusalem, pl. 18, ll. 30-32, E163)

The imagery is suggestive of  a scene of  rape wherein 
the ‘Children of  pollution’, that symbolise the ravag-
ing effects bred by pollution such as food poisoning, 
the destruction of  forests and natural habitats, and the 
eventual deterioration of  the quality of  air, aggressive-
ly invaded the land and defiled people’s intimate space 
i.e. ‘House […] With Sin and Shame’. ‘Sin’, which is an  
offense against the law of  God, stands for the trans-
gression and violation of  the law of  nature which —
when not resisted — results in ‘Shame’, with both of  
them followed by destruction and death.
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Blake has even prophesised on the most devastating 
effect of  industrialisation, which is global warming. At 
the beginning of  the nineteenth century, when Jerusalem 
was written, no one was alarmed by what was happen-
ing in the atmosphere and very few scientists started 
to express their worries about the rise in temperatures, 
climate change, and global warming. It was not until 
the second part of  the century that people started to 
speak seriously about these dangers. So Blake’s words 
were much like prophecies that foretold what will even-
tually happen to vegetation and animals because of  the 
rise of  temperatures. The resulting calamities that Blake 
foretold were the burning temperatures, the death of  
animals and acid rain which destroyed the crops and 
poisoned the fruits. These thoughts found their incar-
nation in these lines: 

His milk of  Cows, & honey of  Bees, & fruit of  
golden harvest, 
Is gather’d in the scorching heat, & in the driving 
rain:[…]
The corn is turn’d to thistles & the apples into  
poison:
The birds of  song to murderous crows, his joys to 
bitter groans!
[…]
His Eon weeping in the cold and desolated Earth.
(Jerusalem, pl. 19, ll. 5-6, 10-11, 16, E164)

The end result is an apocalyptic view of  a ‘desolated 
Earth’ where all that remains are suffocated joys and an 
unpromised future for Albion and ‘His Eon’. 

Blake’s apocalyptic vision about nature and about 
what was eventually to happen because of  the ‘Star-
ry Wheels’ of  industry, that devoured his cherished 
oak forests to feed the city’s hunger for raw material 
and fuel, was part of  a bigger perspective that aimed 
to ‘create’ and ‘build’, not to kill and destroy. This can 
be discerned through his will to carry on the ‘mental 
fight’, which he is not ready to give up till he restores  
‘Englands mountains green’ (Milton, pl. 1[i], l. 2, E95). In 
fact, Blake’s words of  protest, which he delivered centu-
ries ago, ‘cleansed’ ‘the doors of  perception’ (Marriage, 
pl. 14, E39) for future generations, as he was among 
the first alarming voices against the harm caused by in-
dustrialisation. Now environmentalists, ecocritics, and 
nature-lovers continue this fight through organisations 
and communities that opt for the preservation of  na-
ture. The optimistic words he wrote in Milton, celebrat-
ed nowadays as the hymn ‘Jerusalem’, are the best proof  
of  a persistently inspiring legacy that can be understood 
as a rewriting of  an otherwise gloomy and hopeless fu-
ture for humankind:

I will not cease from Mental Fight,
Nor shall my Sword sleep in my hand:
Till we have built Jerusalem
In Englands green & pleasant Land. 
(Milton, pl. 1 [i], ll. 13-16, E95-96)

The ecological poetics of  Blake’s works aspired to fore-
ground natural issues as a subject of  utmost emergency, 
and his ‘mental fight’, which is performed at the poetic 
and the iconic strata, is carried on at many other levels 
nowadays.  
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Man and Nature in  
Blake’s ‘Proverbs of Hell’

Rumyana Hristova
William Blake’s oeuvre is marked by his striving 
to convey the unity and wholeness of  the Divine 
creation, as well as to instruct his readers to open 
their eyes to the immortal (see Jerusalem, pl. 5, l. 18, 
E147). In doing so, he follows ‘the wisest of  the 
Ancients’, who ‘considered what is not too Explicit 
as the fittest for Instruction because it rouzes the 
faculties to act’ (Letter to Revd Dr Trusler, 23 Au-
gust 1799, E702). One such challenging work for 
our faculties is the The Marriage of  Heaven and Hell, 
in particular its ‘Proverbs of  Hell’. This article 
is a reflection provoked by these ‘Proverbs’. The 
analysis is based on Copy D, 1795.  Blake’s main 
intent in the ‘Proverbs’ is to reveal to us ‘the na-
ture of  Infernal wisdom’ (Marriage, pl. 6-7, E35), 
one aspect of  which is the relationship between 
man and nature.  To that end the poet chooses the 
form of  the proverb, a condensed saying of  wis-
dom bearing rich imagery, as the most appropri-
ate one, because it exerts a much more powerful 
impact on the reader than any other description.  
As Blake was walking ‘among the fires of  hell’  
(pl. 6-7, E35), he was struck to see the Devil writing 
with ‘corroding fires’ (pl. 6-7, E35), the question, 
which represents the core of  Blake’s own philoso-

phy: ‘How do you know but ev’ry Bird that cuts the 
airy way | Is an immense world of  delight, clos’d 
by your senses five?’ (pl. 6-7, E35). The implication 
of  the Devil’s question is that we cannot know as 
long as we remain closed by the senses and their 
main ‘ally’, rational thinking. In order to experi-
ence ‘the true faculty of  knowing’ (All Religions Are 
One, E1), we have to go beyond the limits defined 
by our five senses. In this regard observing and fol-
lowing the ways of  nature can be illuminating for 
humans. 

Blake’s ‘Proverbs of  Hell’ are written on five plates 
including the introduction (pl. 6-7, 7, 8, 9 and 10, E35-
38), each plate representing a stage in man’s evolu-
tion. Each plate is also associated with a dominant 
colour. Accepting the established association of  the  
colour red with fire and hell, as well as of  the colour 
blue with the sky and heaven, it is evident that the  
introduction takes place in ‘hell’, i.e. ‘the place’ 
where, according to Blake, the active springs 
from energy.  The proverbs on plate 7 are sit-
uated in ‘heaven’ where, as Blake claims, the 
passive obeys reason. Thus, ‘heaven’ is charac-
terised by predominant passivity on the part of  
humans, i.e. a tendency in the dynamics related to  
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preservation, restriction, clinging to the routine and  
stereotype behaviour, or going into extremes, 
or persisting in their folly. Although com-
mon sense and reason are necessary in every-
day life, when man is devoid of  imagination 
and faith he does not have even a glimpse of  
truth. Whereas the non-human creatures act in  
synchrony with the natural cycles of  the seasons, 
as well as with the elements in nature, thus living in 
an interconnected whole: ‘No bird soars too high, 
if  he soars with his own wings’ (pl. 7, E36). 

In contrast, ‘the hell’ depicted on plate 8 (E36-37) 
is full of  exuberant activities in nature: vines bear-
ing grapes, flowering, spiraling plants, flying birds, 
roaring lions, all glorifying God and the magnif-
icence of  His 
creation. In the 
natural world cre-
ated by God, where  
every creature is 
guided by its nat-
ural impulse, bal-
ance and harmo-
ny is maintained. 
Man, on the other 
hand, limited by 
his senses and 
reason, is unable 
to comprehend 
the implicit or-
der and that ev-
erything, even  
destruction, is a 
portion of  eter-
nity. However, if  
he is observant 
enough, he will be able to learn from nature and 
will notice that every creature ‘knows’ its place and 
function. 

 Thus, by sharpening the senses and the mind 
our mundane experiences acquire new dimensions 
allowing us to get the first glimpses of  truth. At 
first glance it may seem paradoxical that the art-
ist shows us an image of  the paradise — a place 
where plants, animals, birds and people co-habit 
happily in harmony and unity — while we are still 
in ‘hell’. However, on closer scrutiny, an intrinsic 
logic is discovered. On the one hand, Blake por-
trays a glimpse of  the potential in each of  us that 
is to be fulfilled and on the other hand, it is only 

in ‘hell’, being the place of  action, where this can 
transpire. It is also noteworthy that the picture of  
the paradise is placed between the two epigrams 
related to truth, imagination and belief, represent-
ing turning points in man’s spiritual development, 
thus reinforcing the message of  the text: ‘What is 
now proved was once only imagin’d’ (pl. 8, E36) 
and ‘Every thing possible to be believ’d is an image 
of  truth’ (pl. 8, E37).  

In the next stage of  man’s evolution (pl. 9, E37) 
the qualities which man has to cultivate in order 
to endure the difficulties during the process of  the 
initial merging of  ‘heaven’/‘good’ and ‘hell’/‘evil’, 
confirmed by the mixture of  colours, are aware-
ness and mastering of  the dynamic of  contraries, 

as in ‘Expect 
poison from 
the standing 
water’ (pl. 9, 
E 37), and 
patience, as 
in ‘To create 
a little flower 
is the labour 
of  ages’ (pl. 
9, E37); but 
above all faith, 
the crucial 
link, which 
unites reason 
and imagi-
nation in one 
whole, or as 
Blake asserts: 
‘Truth can 
never be told 

so as to be understood, and not be believ’d’ (pl. 10, 
E38). A natural consequence of  the integration of  
rational thinking and imagination is the change 
in man’s attitude and relationship with nature.  
Whereas at the beginning of  ‘The Proverbs’, the 
poet depicts the man who lacks imagination and 
follows the cycles in nature in a mechanical way, 
at the end Blake declares that ‘where man is not, 
nature is barren’ (pl. 10, E38). In other words, it 
is man the creator with expanded awareness who 
can transform nature in a sustainable way and 
live with it in harmony, because ‘to the Eyes of  
Man of  Imagination Nature is Imagination itself ’  
(Letter to Revd Dr Trusler, 23 August 1799, E702).

At first glance it may seem paradoxical  
that the artist shows us an image of  the  

paradise — a place where plants, animals, 
birds and people co-habit happily in harmony 
and unity — while we are still in ‘hell’. On 

the one hand, Blake portrays a glimpse of  the 
potential in each of  us that is to be fulfilled and 
on the other hand, it is only in ‘hell’, being the 

place of  action, where this can transpire.
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The last few decades have seen an increasing trend to 
question the idea that Blake represented nature as the 
enemy of  imagination. Many of  his writings and works 
offer plenty of  evidence of  more positive approaches, 
such as his letter to Revd Dr John Trusler, written on 
23 August 1799, where he asserts that ‘Nature is Imag-
ination itself ’ (E702). We can add the ‘sensual enjoy-
ment’ announced in The Marriage of  Heaven and Hell (pl. 
14, E39), the sweetness of  ‘The Lamb’ and the power 
of  ‘The Tyger’ from Songs of  Innocence and of  Experience, 
and the landscape where the rhythms of  joy and repose, 
youth and old age, take on meaning in ‘The Echoing 
Green’, among other examples. It would be easy to get 
carried away by the rediscovery of  a nature-loving Blake 
and forget all the nuance, ambiguities and contradictions 

that complicated his idea of  nature. Scholars exploring 
this angle of  Blake’s art note that there is a ‘doubleness’ 
(Hutchings 2002: 14) to his concept of  nature.

When Blake says ‘Where man is not, nature is barren’ 
(Marriage, pl. 10, l. 68, E38), he refers to Enlightened 
nature: an abstract entity regulated by rigid laws that 
respond to observation through the ordinary senses. 
This aspect is the Shadowy Female, Vala, Nature, with 
a capital ‘N’, ‘[Lilith] Satans Wife The Goddess Nature’ 
(Laocoön, E273). However, the nature reflected in the 
vegetable world of  his plates, the mountains and rivers 
where the Ancients with their ‘enlarged & numerous 
senses’ (Marriage, pl. 11, E38) could see spirits and dei-
ties, the Lilly and the Clod of  Earth that teach Thel, the 
soft plains of  America, are all part of  a more visionary 

Blake’s Gothic Nature Versus 
the Appeal-to-Nature Fallacy
Cecilia Marchetto
Illustration G.E. Gallas
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concept of  nature. While Nature is abstract, nature is 
spread among a great array of  singular images, it is not 
conceptualised. It is concrete, and although Blake rarely 
calls it by the name ‘nature’, this is precisely because 
he is ‘respecting it as other’ (Cheney qtd in Armbruster 
1998: 101). Blake is not subsuming it under the human 
concept of  nature that would immediately lead us to 
think in scientific and not poetic terms.

This doubleness reflects 
Blake’s cosmology, where  
nature is divided into the con-
venient but repressive side that 
fits in our scientific and religious  
discourses, and the unknown 
and frightening side. Innocent, 
wild nature becomes dark and 
terrible for us, a Gothic na-
ture, the Shadowy Female with 
the ‘snaky hair’ of  a Medusa  
(Europe, pl. 1. l. 1, E60).

In many discourses, ‘nature’ 
has become a label to sell. Mis-
informed wellness influencers, 
antivaxxers and Covid nega-
tionists, conspiritual gurus and 
even some white supremacists 
and radical right-wingers call 
for a return to nature, insisting 
on the appeal to nature fallacy. Even global warming 
sceptics use some forms of  it, insisting that the extreme 
temperature rise in recent years is a natural process 
and therefore nothing to be concerned about. Organic 
vegetables might also sound natural, but they are only 
distinguished for following a set of  legal standards that 
still allow for artificial substances. In the effort to avoid 
artificial pesticides and petrochemical fertilisers, natural 
but harmful components are used as pesticides, and im-
ported minerals that are often mined by child labour are 
used as fertilisers.

Uncritical approaches often promote the idea that if  
the individual lets nature take its course, they will achieve 
some sort of  ideal state (either physical or spiritual, or 
both). In Blake’s words, they become the Elect, ready to 
judge and flaunt moral superiority. These views, some-
times presented as eco-conscious, reproduce capitalist 
and consumerist values, getting us further from saving 
the Earth.

Blake’s Gothic nature sends a useful message: we 
should not fall in the trap of  thinking we know exactly 
what nature is. We would like it to be perfect, but it is 

what it is. Not everything natural is necessarily good. 
Conversely, we need to stop identifying everything 
harmful as unnatural. The same as Thel had to look 
underground, the same as Milton had to go through the 
Mundane Shell to find Ololon, we also need to con-
template death, poisons, diseases, danger, and disasters 
and learn to cope with them rationally as well as imag-
inatively. Identifying nature as a motherly provider of  

care, nourishment and comfort, 
as useful and fertile matter to 
be exploited, objectifies it and  
enslaves us to incomplete, inert, 
sanitised, Disneyfied, moralistic 
images of  our own natures. 

Seeing its threats as tests to 
single out the fittest is not a 
solution either, it is nothing but  
projecting Urizen hidden in  
nature, rather than accepting  
nature and our own limited  
understanding of  it. This, Blake 
tells us, is Vala. If  we do not  
see her shadows, we do not 
see what we need to transform 
in our culture so that we can  
respect this planet and continue 
to live with it.  
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At the core of  the two plates ‘The Little Girl Lost’ 
and ‘The Little Girl Found’ one could detect the two  
Hebraic creation myths that open Genesis: the ‘seven 
day’ and the ‘garden of  Eden’, as discussed by Alan 
Bleakley in The Animalizing Imagination (2000). This is 
consistent with the 
recursiveness of  the 
number seven, ‘Lyca is 
seven summers old’ and 
her parents look for her 
‘Arm in arm seven days’ 
and ‘seven nights they 
sleep’, as well as with 
the mentioning of  the 
‘garden mild’. In the 
‘seven-day myth’ (26), 
the human takes com-
mand and control of  all 
living beings, animals in-
cluded, and the creator is the one who marks a discon-
tinuity between humans and non-humans, whereby the 
humans dominate the latter. All references to animals 
are not self-sufficient in terms of  meaning and value, 
they always stand for something else, usually related 
to humans. This vision effaces any form of  inclusive-
ness and denies the possibility of  the hybrid, as Bruno  
Latour would define it; for him, it is a combination of  
aspects that would traditionally be considered to belong 
to the natural and social realms. For Latour, the distin-
guishing trait of  modern societies is that they differ-
entiate between nature and society, whereas premodern 
ones do not make this distinction (Latour 1993). 

Blake’s Lyca poems open with the notion that the  
collapse of  a premodern harmony has already occurred, 
whereby the cultural is separated from the natural, the 
human from the non-human and the hierarchy has 
been created. The prophetic vision that is presented 
in the very first lines of  ‘The Little Girl Lost’ suggests 
that some kind of  restoration should be sought, so 
that the ‘desart wild | Become a garden mild’ (ll. 7-8, 
E20), which brings us to the second creation myth, the  
story about the Garden of  Eden. Written earlier than 
the ‘seven day’, this myth presents Eden as an inclusive 
space, in which a collaboration among different species 
and a human participation in animal life is possible, in 
this scenario the creator is presented as immanent. Here 
woman and man walk and talk with animals in equality. 
In this regard, Lyca could be seen as a transitional fig-
ure: she is a human but at the same time she bears traces 
of  the non-human world, of  that deep connection that 

society and its superstructures have tried to efface, her 
name is evidence of  a totemic kinship with the wolf  
(as Lyca’s animal spirit). She can hear ‘wild birds song’  
(l. 16, E20), because she is able to establish a direct, spir-
itual contact with the non-human world. This restoring 

of  a continuity between the 
human and the non-human 
world brings imagination 
to its origins, as Bachelard 
notices: ‘a need to animal-
ize […] is at the origins of  
imagination. The first func-
tion of  imagination is to 
create animal forms’ (1986: 
27). 

In both poems, Lyca is 
first presented as wander-
ing along as a consequence 
of  hearing ‘wild birds song’, 

and then having rest and sleep. Notice that the passage 
from wandering and hearing to sleeping is marked by a 
change of  perspective, from the third-person narrator 
we move once again to the first-person narrator, it is no 
longer ‘Lyca’ who acts, it is ‘me’ (l. 17 E20). This shift 
is not merely formal, it is ontological. The first-per-
son narrative is employed again in the eleventh stanza 
of  ‘The Little Girl Found’; this time the ‘me’ refers to 
the ‘kingly lion’ (l. 41, E 22), who demands that Lyca’s  
parents follow him as he reassures them about their 
daughter, who is peacefully sleeping in his ‘palace deep’ 
(l. 43, E22). These two instances of  ‘me’ superimpose; 
they indicate a kind of  continuity between subjects 
and species, an exchange that is as deep as the palace/
cavern in which Lyca is sleeping. And sleep is indeed 
important, it is the primary means through which a con-
tact between the human and the non-human world is  
established. Lyca first needs to imagine the wild world, 
to experience it in her mind and only then can she  
access  it through senses, through her bodily experience. 
The Lyca poems present a passage from a vision of  
the animal as the animal of  the mind (dream) to one in 
which the animal expresses its own singularity as a bio-
logical being. Hence the poems enact a removal of  the 
human biocentric attitude towards what is non-human. 
From the animal of  the mind of  social construction, 
we proceed to the realm of  Eden, in which there are no 
hierarchies, no Great Chain of  Being.

In this reconfiguration of  the human and animal 
world, the lions potentially initiate a religious experi-
ence for both Lyca and her parents. The forces these  

In describing ‘the beasts of  prey’ as 
both dangerous and protective, Blake 
enacts the paradox of  the ‘terrified 
familiar’ in the shamanic experi-

ence. Like a shaman, Lyca offers the 
chance of  a ‘gaze returned’.
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animals represent can be compared to ‘spirits’ in  
shamanic cultures often presented in the forms of   
animals, with whom the shaman engages affective- 
erotic and imaginative relationship. In describing ‘the 
beasts of  prey’ as both dangerous and protective, Blake 
enacts the paradox of  the ‘terrified familiar’ in the  
shamanic experience, whereby the placatory attitude of  
the shaman towards a hostile or potentially hostile an-
imal spirit is counterbalanced by  attitudes of  animals 
approaching them, that seems to be charged with erotic, 
familiar or protective intentions, see, for instance, the 
lioness who ‘loos’d’ Lyca’s ‘slender dress’ (‘The Little 
Girl Lost’, l. 50, E21). Like a shaman, Lyca offers the 
chance of  a ‘gaze returned’, ‘The kingly lion stood | 
And the virgin view’d’ (ll.37-38, E21): it is no longer the 
human objectifying gaze that shapes the human-animal 
relationship, it is an exchange of  gazes, whereby the  
shaman allows the animal spirit to penetrate him/her with 
its gaze and vice versa, in a mutual process of  inclusion. 

One is reminded of  the collective gaze of  the wolves 
that terrify little Sergei, ‘the wolf-man’ in Freud’s most 
famous account of  neurosis as a consequence of  the 
primal scene. Lyca’s encounter with the lions marks the 
return of  the repressed, that is already implied in her 
name, as it directly connects her with the animal world. 
In Blake, the sensual (sexual) overtones in the Lyca  
poems could turn the young protagonist into a 
pre-Freudian ‘wolf-woman’ and tell us something about 
both her experience in a world in which animals must 
be exploited or become extinct and her relationship 
with her parents, who look for her, concerned about 
her sudden disappearance. The powerful returning of  
the repressed recounted in the Lyca poems also enacts 
an ecological crisis, a necessary change of  paradigm, the 
access to a different realm. Lyca performs the role of  
a shaman, who maintains the contact with  animals in 
the literal and dream world. Her realm is one of  con- 
tamination, inclusion, and in-betweenness.
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When we think of  ‘nature’ in William Blake’s work, 
we often think of  the frequently cited proverb in The  
Marriage of  Heaven and Hell , ‘Where man is not nature is 
barren’ (Marriage, pl. 10, l. 68, E38). Which is to say, an 
absence of  human presence renders the natural world 
desolate. Were it Blake’s only statement on nature, one 
could be excused for any number of  the recriminations 
one might level, labelling the artist-poet an inescap-
ably anthropocentric thinker presenting an ineluctably  
human-centred vision. Yet Blake’s ecological vision was 
capacious. The manifold ecologies of  the world before 
him infused Blake’s radical vision of  the poet-prophet’s 
role in forestalling destruction and upholding commu-
nity. As he wrote to one of  his patrons, Revd Dr John 
Trusler, in 1799, ‘to the Eyes of  the Man of  Imagination 
Nature is Imagination itself ’ (28 August 1799, E702). 
The force of  imaginative vision literally animates the 
world. To the artist — Blake’s ‘Man of  Imagination’ 
— nature refracts creative activity in its own processes 
and relations as an ecologically-artistically coextensive 
expression of  what the artist-poet elsewhere calls, ‘the 
Poetic Genius’ (All Religions are One, E1). In this way, na-
ture and imagination are shared sources of  inspiration, 
a dynamic that is indissociable from Blake’s rejection 
of  classicism and preference for medieval aesthetics,  
declaring in one of  his last works that ‘Gothic is Living 
Form’ (On Virgil, E270).

In this respect, we do well to consider the many ways 
Blake’s training as a visual artist came to inform the 
artist-poet’s broader and imaginative ecological vision 
and his preference for the Gothic. Following his ini-
tial artistic education as a child at Henry Pars’s Draw-
ing School, Blake was apprenticed at the age of  four-
teen to the antiquarian engraver James Basire. After 
two years in Basire’s workshop, Blake was sent to copy 
from the tombs of  Westminster Abbey for Basire’s  
lucrative commission, Richard Gough’s Sepulchral  
Monuments in Great Britain, which was published to great 
acclaim in 1786. The work was profoundly formative for 
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Blake. The exercise of  copying after monuments at the  
Abbey clearly crystallized the Gothic aspects of  Blake’s 
practice, but with important, imaginative, and dissident 
meanings that distinguished his art from his objects. 
In reproducing them, Blake engaged art that served to  
aggrandize the history of  the English state. Blake’s 
‘Body of  Edward I’ copies the tomb where the royal 
known as Longshanks rests. Given Edward’s suppres-
sion of  multiple rebellions, Blake — as one who read 
Milton’s Paradise Lost on the side of  Satan, as a partisan 
for revolt and against state power — would have felt 
deep antipathy towards the commission and resentment 
towards the memorialisation of  authority. Yet time 
spent copying such tombs gave the young Blake space 
to repetitively connect with a sense of  Gothic form, 
while beginning to contemplate means of  devising 
forms of  artistic production differentiated from those 
that functioned as an apparatus of  state power. 

If  the Basire commission forced Blake to grapple with 
the English state, it also allowed the artist-in-training to 
consider sculpture rooted in organic form in new and 
salient ways for his practice as a printmaker. In selecting 
aspects of  the Countess Aveline’s tomb to copy and be 
reproduced for  Gough’s Monuments, Blake showed vivid 
attention to the forms of  vines and leaves. The historical 
and sepulchral place of  monarchical death and repose 
becomes a space of  vital artistically-created imagination 
and nature. It might have entered Blake’s mind that the 
anonymous medieval artisans tasked with producing 
the tomb in the first place utilized the commission as 
an opportunity to engage deeply with nature through 
the forms of  plants as points of  intersection with  
human spirituality. Moreover, vines were understood to 
represent Christ and the movement and growth of  the 
Christian mind ever heavenwards. The work of  artistic 
training was demanding and Blake’s yeoman’s labour 
of  earning his stipend under Basire was challenging.  
However, it operated in the tradition of  what the French 
philosopher Pierre Hadot calls ‘the spiritual exercise’, 

or habits that have 
the effect of  in-
stilling what Had-
ot calls ‘the art of  
living’ and practic-
es that illuminate 
the cosmos with 
meaning (1995: 
82). The work of  
copying and draw-
ing after the Goth-
ic placed Blake in a 
nexus of  thought 
rooted in what 
Blake believed to 
be a living world 
of  divine imagina-
tion. All the while, 
Blake’s mind was 
expanding in in-
creasingly vision-
ary directions, 
laying the mental 
groundwork and 
conceptual scaffolding for his independent production 
to come, and sense that imagination is connected with 
nature as living form.

For Ron Broglio.
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My Personal Way to Blake
As part of  a summer course on English Romanticism 
that I had registered for in central London, I visited 
the Tate Gallery for the first time ever in July 1983. 
This marked my initial encounter with Blake’s work.  
However, nearly another decade would elapse before he 
became a main and enduring presence in my life as a 
human who, to this day, continues to deeply question 
herself  on the reliability of  the material world that her 
senses perceive or ‘dream up’. Back in 1992, this time in 
my native city of  Brussels, I embarked upon a PhD on 
Allen Ginsberg, who had chosen the English visionary 
as his guru, and it was thanks to the American Beat poet 
that Blake gradually grew into one of  my existential and 
emotional teachers too.

Unsurprisingly, Blake’s voice kept resonating loud 
when in mid-adulthood, I began, rather belatedly, to 
develop a greater ecological and spiritual awareness of  
the more-than-human world in which, as a biological 
organism, I was by definition ‘enshrined’. Urban-born 
and urban-bred, I had not directly understood how 
important gardens, flowers, insects, and other animals 
were to me. In Blakean terms, I had simply failed to 
‘[l]abour well the Minute Particulars’ of  my immediate 
physical environment (Jerusalem, pl. 55, l. 50, E205). It 
was travel that made me realise how unusual and unique 
my formative cities of  Brussels and London were 
in their combination of  raw urban and domesticated 
green spaces, a fragile balance not to be taken for grant-
ed worldwide. So, when around 2003 I started gravitat-
ing towards ecocriticism, which was then burgeoning in 
European academic circles, I actually turned to a para-
digm both highly compatible with and deeply antago-
nistic to Blake’s millennialism. This is why ecocritical 
reflection has, paradoxically, not meant a lessening of  
Blake’s pedagogical role in my life: on the contrary, his 
challenges to any ecological ‘comfort zone’ and naïve 
worship of  nature have proven more intense and rele-
vant than ever, as I hope to show here in a brief  musing 
on some of  the ecological tensions within ‘The Tyger’.

Ecocriticism: A Diverse Engagement with the 
Natural World
Broadly speaking, as an intellectual paradigm explor-
ing the interrelationship between ‘nature’ and ‘culture’,  
ecocriticism challenges anthropocentrism and its legacy 
of  dualism, both having often served to legitimise the 
exploitation of  the non-human ‘other’. However, phil-
osophical doubt regarding the human’s central place in 
creation, with the corollary refusal to ‘background’ the 

non-human and reduce it to inertia in cultural expres-
sion (Buell 1996: loc. 163-82), corresponds to a number 
of  possible positions on the spectrum ranging from 
sheer anti-humanism to fully inclusive environmental 
justice. Ecocritics have, for instance, to decide where 
they stand in between the absolutes of  deep ecology 
and social ecology: like myself, do they lean more to-
wards a levelling of  the rights of  all living organisms, 
human needs being no more important than those of  
other creatures (Sessions 1995), or do they rather inter-
pret ecological exploitation as being both the result and 
reflection of  oppressive structures in a human social 
body that needs to be changed first? (Bookchin 2006).

To complicate matters further, ecocritical enquiry 
unfolds in a variety of  sub-niches. For example, where-
as some ecocritics are more interested in the parallels  
existing between the respective forms of  subjection  
inflicted on the human and non-human (postcolo-
nial ecocriticism, ecofeminism), others prefer to ex-
plore how the environmental sciences change our 
understanding of  ecological activism (Anthropocene  
studies) or human consciousness (evolutionary biology,  
biosemiotics). Other ecocritical thinkers still will spec-
ulate on the various forms of  non-human agentiveness 
(material ecocriticism, new materialisms) and on how 
these affect human creation and aesthetics (literary and 
cultural ecology, ecopoetics, the latter being my own 
niche of  predilection). In a nutshell, what makes it dif-
ficult to do justice to ecocriticism in a few lines is that, 
as such, it represents anything but a unified paradigm.

Yet, with their implicitly shared biocentric stance, it 
has not always been easy for ecocritics, myself  includ-
ed, to navigate certain boundaries between the human 
and more-than-human, between the mental and the  
physical. How to care for other forms of  creatureliness 
without negating what at times separates us from them, 
or even without forgetting that not all forms of  creation 
are necessarily ‘good’ for us? Is it possible to feel empa-
thy with the material universe without overlooking that 
it is the same world which at times also ‘imprisons’ us? 
How to reconcile our sense of  embodiment with our 
cognitive processes as humans who never cease to con-
struct mental images and project them upon the out-
side world, i.e. who never cease to ‘imagine’? How to 
negotiate the different facets of  the Imagination in the 
attempt to read the world ecologically? Are we shaped 
by the material world more than we shape it, or are we 
instead shaping the material world more than it shapes 
us? Several of  these questions will have a familiar ring 
for Blakean scholars. These are also all challenging 
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points that ecocritics cannot afford to ignore, though 
in my own personal observation, I have found the latter 
actually far less comfortable with some of  them than 
their Blakean counterparts.

Blake’s Ecological Ambivalences: Neither 
Ecopiety Nor Dark Ecology
Indeed, it is sometimes not easy to call oneself  a 
Blakean and an ecocritic in the same breath. With 
pronouncements such as ‘Where man is not nature is 
barren’ (Marriage, pl. 10, l. 68, E38) or ‘Nature has no 
Outline: but Imagination has’ (The Ghost of  Abel, pl. 1, 
E270), Blake not only reminds ecocritics that it may 
not be that straightforward to reconcile environmental 
and biologically-inspired readings of  reality with idealist 
notions of  perception; but at an even more fundamen-
tal level, the English visionary also emphatically invites 
me as an ecocritic to question my own reading practice,  
especially the biocentric assumptions and positive  
valuation of  material creation per se that I bring to both 
the textual and existential tables. 

A highly specialised analysis like Jade Hagan’s recent 
interpretation of  Jerusalem in the light of  full-fledged 
ecological network theories foregrounds Blake’s pro-
found ambivalences towards the very concept of  an 
undifferentiated totality called ‘nature’ and the possi-
bility of  ecological holism (2019-20: loc. 1, 27, 37-38). 
However, even scrutinising some of  Blake’s shorter 
pieces will already 
suggest that what-
ever the angle 
from which one 
approaches the 
enmeshment be-
tween the human 
and non-human, 
his relation to the 
material biosphere 
is fraught with 
paradoxes, with a 
play on ‘contraries’ 
prompting a constant remapping of  ecological assump-
tions. Take, for instance, Songs of  Innocence and of  Experi-
ence and an iconic piece like ‘The Tyger’ — one which I 
never fail to use in my classroom of  mostly non-native 
speakers of  English because of  its initially encouraging 
surface accessibility. 

To begin with, as sublime and mysteriously beautiful 
as the real animal that inspired it may be, ‘The Tyger’ 
exemplifies how Blake’s poetry inherently backgrounds 

the more-than-human world by subordinating the 
non-human agencies at work in it to a very human, if  
spiritually transformative agenda (Lefkowitz 1974: 120; 
Mueller 2012: 130-32). Said differently, in refusing to 
de-centre human Imagination, Blake already violates 
one of  the first principles that a foundational ecocritical 
voice like Lawrence Buell’s sees as essential to the de-
velopment of  a biocentric stance and eco-composition 
(1996: loc. 163-82). In other words, right from the start, 
there is peril for the ecocritic engaging with an artist 
so determined to see the material biosphere not ‘with’ 
but ‘thro’ the ‘perishable’ eye (The Everlasting Gospel, pl. 
k, ll. 100-01, E520) that his visionary process, in con- 
sequence, resists even the most basic tenets of  environ-
mental discourse.

Blake’s ‘Tyger’ is a good case in point. In this em-
blematic poem, the feline projected by the human imag-
ination onto the feline of  mimesis definitely displaces 
the latter: the wild animal is neither approached on its 
own terms first and foremost, nor fleshed out as a dis-
tinct individual specimen within his own species. More-
over, the politico-spiritual background to the poem’s 
argument also makes it impossible to bracket the needs 
of  the human, even momentarily so; nor does it facili-
tate a lessening of  the human filter of  perception in an 
effort to increase the degree of  suchness through which 
the material non-human might be approximated. As 
confirmed by the illumination accompanying the piece, 

there is not even 
a remote pretence 
on Blake’s part 
to offer us a ‘nat-
uralistic’ feline. 
Yet, if  his descrip-
tion is not driven 
by biocentrism,  
naturalism and an-
imal individuality, 
the (eco)poetics 
of  the piece per-
forms somewhat 

different, especially at the sonic and syntactic levels: 
the mainly trochaic rhythm and the alliterative design, 
with its detonation of  plosives and fricatives in the first 
line of  four stanzas out of  six, as well as the staccato 
catalogue of  unanswered questions, these are all aes-
thetic strategies that manage to capture some of  the 
wild energy of  the non-human predator and to suggest 
his ungraspable and uncontainable being. As a result, 
the anthropocentric harnessing of  the animal’s charac-

The English visionary also emphatically  
invites me as an ecocritic to question my own 
reading, especially the biocentric assumptions 
and positive valuation of  material creation 

that I bring to the text. 



Journal of  the Blake Society

87

teristics to human spiritual needs does, paradoxically, 
not coincide with the loss of  his mysterious presence:  
(eco)poetically speaking, quite the reverse happens.

This tension between anthropocentric content 
and a form that appears far less so is not the only  
challenge facing 
ecocritical read-
ers, particularly 
those coming to 
the poem with 
deep ecological 
sympathies. If, 
as mentioned 
earlier, the tiger 
fashioned by the 
human Imagina-
tion supersedes 
the one of  mi-
mesis, he does 
not entirely sup-
plant him. After all, both at the verbal and visual lev-
els, the animal’s ‘fearful symmetry’ (l. 4, E24) remains a 
residual trace of  the literal animal who inspired it, the  
Imagination not functioning in a vacuum. If  we  
refuse to sever the symbolic animal from his material 
source in a flesh-and-blood counterpart, ‘The Tyger’ 
comes across as a poem that foregrounds the impos-
sibility of  entirely bridging the gap between the hu-
man and the non-human. In the broader overlapping 
landscape-cum-mindscape offered by the Songs, ‘The  
Tyger’ tests the promise of  Eden-like harmony in a 
spontaneously connected web of  life, such as the one 
found in the opening stanza of  ‘The Ecchoing Green’ 
(ll. 1-10, E8). Blake’s ambiguous feline makes the pros-
pect of  (Deep) Ecology becoming the potentially un-
problematic ‘new religiosity’ of  our times impossible: as 
I say to my students, as a reader you do not feel that you 
can instinctively merge with this creature, nor do you 
want to. Instead of  promising us ecological holism and 
monism, ‘The Tyger’ does not allow you to forget about 
the ferocity of  the non-human and its unerasable alteri-
ty: as reinforced by the litany of  unanswered questions, 
a part of  the animal will not be tamed and contained. 

As such, the tiger is one of  Blake’s dark ecological  
creations. Its ‘fearful symmetry’ may certainly be seen 
to symbolise a fallen material world much reduced 
by the joint lenses of  the Industrial Revolution and  
Enlightenment hyper-rationalism, but the story does not 
end there. In a more environmentally inflected reading 
that refuses to sever the symbol from the non-human 

organism whose appearance and habitat enlivened it as 
an emblematic image in the first place, this ‘fearful sym-
metry’ may also be decoded in terms of  an asymmetry, 
a lack of  correspondence and equipoise between the 
non-human and the human, the latter being forced to 

co-exist with the 
former in a bio-
sphere that does 
not fundamen-
tally require the 
human. After 
all, does this not 
literally apply to 
tigers noctur-
nally roaming in 
and prowling on 
their patch of  
jungle territory? 
What need of  
the human do 

they have? At best, they ignore us and thereby meta-
phorically ‘extinguish’ us; at worst, they do so literally 
by killing us. Paradoxically, therefore, in reverse pro-
portion to the densely compact and contracted form 
of  the poem, the ferocious and uncontainable energy 
of  Blake’s wild animal borders on Timothy Morton’s 
notion of  the ‘hyperobject’, an entity or phenomenon 
beyond our grasp because so ‘massively distributed in 
time and space […]’ (Morton 2020: 207-08). As such, 
hyperobjects renew sublimity, and the tiger’s energy is 
no exception: it reminds us of  our human finitude in  
‘a world always already without us’ (Washington and 
McCarthy 2019: 6), a material universe of  elusive  
entities that exceed us, a world in which it is more ‘con-
tingency’ than ‘correlation’ that links the non-human to 
the human (2-5, 7).

However, in contrast to some of  today’s anti- and 
post-humanism, Blake does not placidly accept ‘a world 
always already without us’, and even his dark ecolo-
gy presents challenging ambiguities to environmental 
thought in the Anthropocene. As a multi-layered image, 
the ‘[…] immortal hand or eye […] fram[ing] thy fearful 
symmetry’ (ll. 3-4, E24) might be seen to offer a con-
tinuum between the irrepressible energy of  the animal 
and that of  the artist: after all, it is Blake’s time-defying 
gaze and craftsmanship that make the psycho-spiritual  
emblem of  the tiger operate in the ‘fearful symme-
try’ of  Innocence and Experience and their dialectic 
interplay in the Songs as a whole that defies simplistic  
dualistic oppositions. If  a dark ecological reading of  

As such, the tiger is one of  Blake’s dark eco- 
logical creations. Its ‘fearful symmetry’ may cer-

tainly be seen to symbolise a fallen material world 
much reduced by the joint lenses of  the Industrial 
Revolution and Enlightenment hyper-rationalism, 

but the story does not end there.
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the tiger can interpret his wild energy as that of  a non- 
human world side-lining the human, the animal’s ‘fear-
ful symmetry’ curiously still encapsulates an enmesh-
ment between human and non-human organisms, as 
subtly suggested too by a trochaic rhythm close to the 
pounding beat of  the human heart. In such a light, the 
tiger becomes the emblem of  Blake’s resistance to anti- 
and post-humanism, particularly in their most extreme  
version of  a desirable eradication of  the human that will 
benefit the non-human part of  the material biosphere.

In ‘The Tyger’, it is thus the ambiguous degree of  
closeness or distance between the human and the 
non-human that in part generates the feline’s magne-
tism: as readers, are we dealing with a non-human form 
of  material creatureliness alien from us or actually en-
meshed with us? The animal’s status remains elusive and 
unstable, with some of  the classical dualism opposing 
the human to the non-human continuing to apply but 
also being lifted. If  the poem forbids any confident leap 
from biology to ecopiety and ecological holism, it does 
not condemn us either to anti-humanist despair and 
pure dark ecological distrust of  the non-human ‘other’.

Blake or Constant Ecocritical ‘Labour’
As my musings on ‘The Tyger’ have tried to show 
here, Blake’s poetry and art fulfil an essential role for 
me as an ecocritic precisely because of  the tensions  
pervading his vast body of  work. Often in one and 
the same piece, Blake’s defence of  a form of  intuitive 
and synthesising intelligence named the Imagination 
seems torn between a Gnostic alienation from the ma-
terial world and a more compassionate, not exclusively  
human-centred appreciation of  it. On the one hand, 
Blake deeply cherishes the particulars of  fauna and 
flora and the NatureCulture continuum, just as he 
also mourns for their desecration and empathises with 
them. On the other hand, though, Blake offers his own  
version of  a dark ecology by fearing the lumpishly un-
diffentiated material and distrusting a nature not filtered 
by the human mind (Hutchings 2002: 34). The artist 
who effortlessly enmeshes macrocosm and microcosm, 
the poet who boldly establishes a direct link of  causality 
between a corrupt social order and the oppression of  
the more vulnerable forms of  creatureliness, this is also 
the same person who refuses to subordinate the pro-
cess of  poetic vision to the non-human ‘other’ and to  
accept a material world that would co-constitute the 
mind more than the mind would co-constitute it. 

Said differently, for the ecocritic engaging with Blake, 
there is no comfortable, linear road to either clear-cut 
biocentrism or unqualified anthropocentrism: if  the 

English visionary stubbornly resists any naïve displace-
ment or nullification of  the human in favour of  the 
non-human biosphere, he equally abhors mere com-
modification and subjection of  the latter, refusing to 
sever ‘human need’ from environmental awareness 
and care. Pairing Blake and ecocritical enquiry indeed  
resembles a ‘marriage of  Heaven and Hell’ in which ‘[w]
ithout Contraries [there] is no progression’ (pl. 3, E34), 
and through which the ecocritic is constantly churned 
in a corrosive crucible of  ecological remapping. This 
is precisely why Blake guides me as an ecocritic and 
why ecocritical circles should value his legacy far more 
than they have so far: like all good teachers, Blake never 
allows you to escape uncomfortable questions and as 
such, his ‘Spiritual Labours’ (Letter to William Hayley, 
11 December 1805, E767) are also ecological and eco-
critical labours.
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The Eternal Lettuce
Tristanne Connolly

In a curious little passage near the beginning of  A 
Vision of  the Last Judgment, Blake explains ‘The Nature 
of  Visionary Fancy or Imagination’ and asserts the  
‘permanence of  its ever Existent Images’. He writes, 
‘the Oak dies as well as the Lettuce but Its Eternal 
Image & Individuality never dies’ (E555). Apparently, 
Blake believes plants have eternal life. 

I like the plants he juxtaposes: the huge, strong Oak 
that outlives humans on earth, and the small, tender 
Lettuce that grows for a season, or less, and is eaten. 
The Lettuce is so mundane and pathetic that it is fun-
ny, next to an eternal Oak. But of  course the point, a 
very Christian one, is that even the smallest and meekest 
have their place in the Kingdom, like another ‘small’ 
and ‘lowly’ (Thel, pl. 1, l. 17, E4) plant that is devoured: 
the Lilly in The Book of  Thel who is ‘visited from heaven’ 
and told by ‘he that smiles on all’ (pl. 1, l. 19, E4), 

rejoice thou humble grass, thou new-born lilly 
flower,

Thou gentle maid of  silent valleys. and of  modest 
brooks;
For thou shalt be clothed in light, and fed with 
morning manna:
Till summers heat melts thee beside the fountains 
and the springs
To flourish in eternal vales (Thel, pl. 1, ll. 21-25, E4)

And yet it is only a very Christian point as long as the 
plants are only symbolic. It would be a bold enough 
statement, in those early days of  extending the Rights 
of  Man beyond men, to assert that animals have souls 
and go to heaven — but plants! And it is the impli-
cations: that humans are not unique in our salvation, 
or in the value it implies, or in the merit. Indeed, poor 
Thel is haunted by the conviction that a plant, or 
even a cloud, clod, or worm, has more merit than she. 
Yet it is Thel who draws attention to the Lilly being  
eaten. From the Lilly’s report of  what the visitor from 
Heaven tells her, her salvation does not come from  

Illustrations by Sally Kindberg
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self-sacrifice but from the natural course of  things: a  
herbaceous plant dying back after the ‘summers heat’. 
The Lilly says that she ‘love[s] to dwell in lowly vales’ 
(pl. 1, l. 17, E4), which could be willing self-abasement, 
or simply the ideal location for such a plant to thrive. 
But, for Blake, even these natural facts have a spiritu-
al dimension, since the Lilly ultimately ‘flourish[es] in 
eternal vales’. Blake is not alone among gardeners in 
saying that plants ‘love’ certain conditions, but for a Lil-
ly who can speak and is endowed with eternal life, ‘love’ 
suggests subjectivity, emotion, and even perhaps choice. 

The Book of  Thel draws attention to the problem 
of  using plants and other non-humans to represent  
‘Nature’ and what is ‘natural’. One reason Thel is  
upset is that all of  these beings seem to be ‘naturally’,  
instinctively, unquestioningly in tune with their purpose 
and only she, the human, is out of  sorts with the divine 
plan. And yet Thel’s very questioning suggests that the 
Lilly could be in error in believing the blandishments of  
‘he that smiles on all’. If  it is potentially mind-blowing 
for plants to have eternal life, it is even more radical to 
suggest that plants could have beliefs, and that those 
beliefs could be wrong. 

Another plant who seems to be wrong about  
salvation is the Sun-flower from Songs of  Experience. Like 
the Lilly, it is associated with self-denial through com-
parison with human figures, ‘the Youth pined away with 
desire, | And the pale Virgin shrouded in snow’ (‘Ah! 
Sun-Flower’, ll. 5-6, E25). But if  we think of  plants as 

having souls and being subjects, can they remain mere 
symbols for human moral edification? What if  this is  
really a poem about a plant wanting to go to heaven? 
The emphasis is on the Sun-flower’s emotions, reason, 
and desire: ‘Ah Sun-flower! weary of  time, | Who countest 
the steps of  the Sun’ (ll. 1-2, E25; my emphasis). It is 
‘Seeking after that sweet golden clime’ and, in the final 
line, ‘wishes to go’ (ll. 3, 8, E25; my emphasis). There 
is also emphasis on the plant’s movement. The whole  
basis of  the poem is the characteristic ability of  sun-
flowers to move and follow the sun. Plus, this rooted 
plant seeks a different ‘clime | Where the travellers 
journey is done’ (ll. 3-4, E25), though it cannot travel, 
and ‘wishes to go’, though it is unable to ‘go’ anywhere.

Erasmus Darwin (Charles’s grandfather), for whose 
book The Economy of  Vegetation (1791) Blake made en-
gravings, was very interested in plant motility. In the 
chapter ‘Of  Vegetable Animation’ in Zoonomia (1794, 
Vol. I, Sect. XIII) Darwin is convinced that the move-
ments of  plants in response to stimuli such as heat and 
cold, light and darkness, are not just reactions due to 
physical irritation, but involve sensation and volition. 
He also observes that the male and female reproduc-
tive parts of  flowers ‘approach’ one another, and insists 
that this ‘must be ascribed to the passion of  love’ (1794: 
103). He gives the example of  the plant Vallisneria, of  
which ‘the male flowers […] detach themselves from 
the parent plant, and float on the surface of  the wa-
ter to the female ones’ (105). Here is a plant that can 
travel, motivated by desire. Because motility proves 
plants to have sensation and perception, volition and 
desire, Darwin thinks ‘we may truly conclude […] that 
they must occasionally repeat those perceptions either 
in their dreams or waking hours, and consequently  
possess ideas of  so many of  the properties of  the  
external world, and of  their own existence’ (107).

Darwin grants thought and desire to plants on a very 
material basis, which for Blake does not adequately 
account for subjectivity. As Oothoon might ask, ‘with 
what sense’ (Visions, pl. 3, l. 2, E47) does the Lilly  
prefer lowly vales? The passage on the eternal Lettuce 
in A Vision of  the Last Judgment posits what seems to 
be a surprisingly material version of  immortality to be  
coming from Blake: ‘Its Eternal Image & Individuality 
never dies. but renews by its seed’. But this is not just 
the perpetuation of  the species, and of  individual char-
acteristics or varieties within the species. It gets meta-
physical very quickly: ‘just so the Imaginative Image 
returns by the seed of  Contemplative Thought’ (E555). 
Plants and ideas, then, renew in the same way. Seeds, 
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which hold distinguishing characteristics, make the eter-
nal perpetuation of  identity possible. This is true for 
humans too: ‘Man is Born Like a Garden ready Planted 
& Sown This World is too poor to produce one Seed’ 
(Annotations to Reynolds, E656). Blake makes this remark 
to denounce Reynolds’s, and Locke’s, assumption that 
there are no innate ideas. If  plants have ideas, then they 
too must bring them from Eternity.

The Lilly appears again on the same plate as the 
Sun-flower in Songs, in a poem that dwells on the differ-
ences between species: 

The modest Rose puts forth a thorn:
The humble Sheep, a threatning horn:
While the Lilly white, shall in Love delight,
Nor a thorn nor a threat stain her beauty bright. 
(‘The Lilly’, ll. 1-4, E25)

Again, the first impulse is probably to read this poem 
as a moral lesson for humans; but if  so, as in Thel, 
its message would be a questionable one. If  it is read 
as a poem about plants (and animals), perhaps no  
relative value need be put on these characteristics. Roses 
have thorns and Lillys do not because they are different  
species with different identifying features, or (consid-
ering the kind of  subjectivity Blake and Darwin see in 
plants) different personalities.

From the ‘Proverbs of  Hell’ to Annotations to Reynolds 
to the Bard’s Song in Milton, Blake repeatedly emphasises 
the necessity of  being what one is, and the disaster of  
trying to be what one is not, and seems always to do so 
with reference to animals or plants. There is a remark-
able passage of  this ilk in On Homers Poetry:  

Goodness or Badness has nothing to do with  
Character. an Apple tree a Pear tree a Horse a Lion, 
are Characters but a Good Apple tree or a Bad, is 
an Apple tree still: A Horse is not more a Lion for  
being a Bad Horse. that is its Character; its 
Goodness or Badness is another consideration.  
(On Homers Poetry, E269)

What would it even mean for an apple tree to be a bad 
apple tree? Presumably by not bearing fruit, but that 
would only be bad in the eyes of  the disappointed gar-
dener. Not producing apples would mean the tree was 
not being fully itself, but is that the same as being bad? 
Maybe the tree that ‘bore an apple bright’ that killed 
the ‘foe’ who ate it is a bad apple tree, but it is a good 
‘Poison Tree’ (‘A Poison Tree’, ll. 10, 16, E28). And,  

besides, it grew from the seed of  the speaker’s ‘wrath’  
(l. 4, E28); it is probably no more a real tree than the 
Tree of  ‘Mystery’ that ‘grows […] in the Human Brain’ 
(‘The Human Abstract’, ll.14, 24, E27). It seems good-
ness or badness only enters into it when humans do.

But what I find most remarkable about this quota-
tion from On Homers Poetry is the way it puts plants and 
animals on a level with human characters as to moral-
ity, and as to identity. This works both ways. And, as a 
result, it works very well with Blake’s intellectual war 
against Moral Virtue. Positing plant subjectivity helps 
Blake to decouple morality from identity, and make 
identity the basis for eternal life. 

Blake’s vision that ‘even Tree Metal Earth & Stone’ 
in Eternity become ‘all Human Forms identified’  
(Jerusalem, pl. 99, ll. 1-2, E258) can be seen as a mystical 
reversal of  Erasmus Darwin’s ‘sublime and interesting 
idea; that all the calcareous mountains in the world, 
and all the strata of  clay, coal, marl, sand, and iron, 
which are incumbent on them’ were formed from the 
decomposed organic matter of  vegetable, animal, and 
human creatures, and thus are ‘MonuMents of the past  
felicity of organized nature! — and consequently 
of the benevolence of the deity!’ (Phytologia, 1800, 
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Vol. III, Sect. XIX.7.3, 560). Blake not only trans-
forms Darwin’s material immortality into a continuing  
spiritual existence. His conception of  humanisation 
also finds a balance between the unity and individ-
uality of  all life. For Darwin, a shellfish, for instance, 
becomes part of  ‘the immense rocks and unmeasured 
strata of  limestone, chalk, and marble’ (Phytologia, Vol. 
III, Sect. XIX.7.3, 559). For Blake, ‘Tree Metal Earth & 
Stone’ become ‘Human’ versions of  themselves, fully 
realising their potential for perception, sensation, and 
desire. And they fully participate in all of  the levels of   
existence, ‘living going forth & returning wearied | 
Into the Planetary lives of  Years Months Days & Hours 
reposing | And then Awaking into his Bosom in the 
Life of  Immortality’ (Jerusalem, pl. 99, ll. 2-4, E258) — 
perhaps like the ‘weary’ Sun-flower who has returned 
to the realm of  ‘time’ and wishes to ascend again into 
Eternity, though ‘that sweet golden clime | Where the 
travellers journey is done’ may be more like Beulah (‘Ah! 
Sun-Flower’, ll. 3-4, E25).   

I like to imagine the conversations Blake and Erasmus 
Darwin might be having in Eternity. (And, yes, I like 
to imagine Erasmus Darwin in Eternity, even though 
it seems he preferred to imagine himself  living on as 
organic matter.) I think they would both be very excited 
about the recent research into the ‘Wood Wide Web’, 
suggesting that plants, from peas to trees, can com-
municate with each other biochemically through their 
roots and mycorrhizal fungi. Such forms of  communi-
cation would be amazing added dimensions to Blake’s 
multimedia efforts to go beyond the limits of  mortal 
human language. I imagine the plants themselves pro-
jecting their own ‘Visions | In new Expanses’, as they 
join Blake and Darwin and all of  the ‘Humanize[d]’  
beings ‘convers[ing] together in Visionary forms  
dramatic’ (Jerusalem, pl. 98, ll. 8-30, 44; E257-58). 
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SunflowerSunflower
Sam GreasleySam Greasley

As I walk through the fields near my home
Past the green of  the last summer maize
I  was greeted by golden rising rays
And knew my journey was done.
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Earth raised up her head
From the darkness dread and drear,
Her light fled,
Stony, dread,
And her locks covered with grey despair.
(‘Earth’s Answer’, ll. 1-25, E18-19)
 
‘I want to stay with the trouble, and the only way 
I know to do that is in generative joy, terror, and 
collective thinking.’  (Donna Haraway)

For ages, I have wanted to attempt an SF (speculative 
fabulist) reading of  William Blake. The challenge has 
seemed so daunting that I have temporised and allowed 
my ideas to remain indefinite. Blake never temporises 
and he is never indefinite. I make this attempt now, with 
two footholds. The first is the image of  Earth raising 
her head in answer to the Bard, in Songs of  Experience. 
The second is a formula distilled from my eight year  
dissertation, Romancing Modernity: in Blake, the optic 
equals purity and the haptic equals promiscuity.

In his own day, Blake’s haptic mind was considered 
ruptured. Today, are we not all closer to his promis-
cuous condition? Anthropocentric optics has been 
disrupted. SF starts from this intrusion, our ruptured 
moment, when (amid the climate emergency and sixth 
great extinction) ‘human exceptionalism and bound-
ed individualism, those old saws of  Western philoso-
phy and political economics’ have become ‘seriously  
unthinkable: not available to think with’ (Haraway 
2016). We hear Earth’s answer:

 
Flourishing will be cultivated as a multispecies 
response-ability without the arrogance of  the 
sky gods and their minions, or else biodiverse 
terra will flip out into something very slimy, like 
any overstressed complex adaptive system at the 
end of  its abilities to absorb insult after insult.  
(Haraway, 2016)
 

Apparently passive figures like Earth and Oothoon  
remind us that nature has not lost its bliss. Rather, the 
spectral modern self  has cut itself  off  from a source of  
infinite renewal. To provoke a shift from the optics of  
finitude to the haptics of  the infinite, poetry must do 
more than make us feel sympathy with nature; it must 
subvert the dominance of  frozen perception, so that 
the ecological can flow. 

Poetry is not a matter of  time. Time does not exist 
in Blake’s expanding vision. Throughout his verbal and  

visual art the shift from experience to innocence is a 
matter of  ‘Expansion or Contraction, the Translucence 
or Opakeness of  Nervous fibres’  (Jerusalem, pl. 98, ll. 
35-37, E258). The undoing of  chains turns out to be 
strikingly gentle: ‘the Eye altering alters all’ (‘The Men-
tal Traveller’, l. 62, E485). It happens not at the end of  
history but in the moment of  attention, when the optics 
of  the covering cherub relaxes into the haptic:

 
For the cherub with his flaming sword is hereby 
commanded to leave his guard at the tree of  life, and 
when he does, the whole creation will be consumed, 
and appear infinite. and holy whereas it now appears 
finite & corrupt.
 
This will come to pass by an improvement of   
sensual enjoyment. (Marriage, pl. 14, E39)
 

If  creation limits our perception of  the ‘living flames | 
Intelligent, organiz’d’ (The Book of  Los, pl. 3. ll. 28-29, 
E91) of  interconnectedness, then its consuming away 
is the entry into paradise or interrelationship: ‘Estab-
lishment of  Truth depends on destruction of  Falshood 
continually’ (Jerusalem, pl. 55, l. 66, E205). Blake rejects 
words like ‘nature’ and ‘creation’ because, as an artist, his 
deepest affiliation is to poiesis, which only moves when 
felt relations are allowed to flow. Poetry cannot speak 
of  ‘Nature’ but only of  ‘one feeling which feels anoth-
er feeling’ (Whitehead 1973: 236) in ‘entwined mutual  
prehensions’ (82).

They told me that I had five senses to inclose me 
up.
And they inclos'd my infinite brain into a narrow 
circle,
And sunk my heart into the Abyss, a red round 
globe hot burning
Till all from life I was obliterated and erased.
(Visions, pl. 2, ll. 31-34, E47)

In ‘Earth’s Answer’, the second poem of  Songs of   
Experience, Earth raises her head, out of  her own terran 
and textual materiality, to answer the demands of  the 
‘voice of  the Bard’ in the preceding ‘Introduction’ (l. 1, 
E18). Structurally, these two poems may seem to func-
tion as a ritual reenactment of  the fall into division, es-
tablishing the primal scene of  experience. Yet, in Blake, 
enclosure or circumscription is a bigger problem than 
division. More than a rehearsal of  the primal division 
and more than romantic nostalgia, ‘Earth’s Answer’ is 
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a haptic rupture of  modern optics. An uncanny act of  
ecopoetic imagination, it summons the Earth from her 
subterranean ground to trouble ecomimesis. 

If  the Bard appears to have the poetic power to call 
the Earth back to its Edenic state, it soon becomes  
apparent, in Earth’s reply, that he is unpoetic and  
dogmatic, aligned less with vision than with the cherub 
whose flaming sword bars the gates of  interconnected-
ness. This may escape notice, because the ‘Introduction’ 
goes back, imaginatively, to a moment before the sword 
was set in place, when ‘The Holy Word’ was looking for 
the fallen Adam and Eve in the garden and before he 
commanded their exile:  

Hear the voice of  the Bard!
Who Present, Past, & Future sees
Whose ears have heard,
The Holy Word,
That walk'd among the ancient trees.
Calling the lapsed Soul
And weeping in the evening dew 
(‘Introduction’, ll. 1-7, E18)

Apparently, the Bard is calling to the lapsed Earth, just 
as the Holy Word called to the fallen pair. This would 
seem benevolent, if  not for the fact that this is the Old 

Testament scene, prior to any possibility of  ‘mutual 
forgiveness’ (Jerusalem, I. pl. 7, l. 66, E150) for the fall. 
The Bard is of  that Old Testament tyrannical optics 
that proscribes intermingling and produces the notion 
of  sin in the first place. In that sense, the Bard is the  
Spectre, in as sorrowful a state as the Emanation.

Why else does Blake so blur the lines between Bard, 
Holy Word, and ‘lapsed Soul’ (l. 6), producing such an 
uncanny undecidability about who is ‘weeping in the 
evening dew’ (l. 7)? Interimplicated in that weeping, 
the Bard’s cries — ‘O Earth O Earth return!’ and ‘Turn 
away no more’ — seem less commands than pleas. 
The diurnal cycle brings a false renewal, as the Earth  
refuses to (or cannot) rise out of  the ‘dewy grass’  
(l. 12) or ‘slumberous mass’ (l. 15), to ‘fallen fallen light 
renew!’ (l. 10). Both Bard and Earth are darkened, as 
suggested in Jerusalem, where reason is relegated to dark 
spectrality and emotion to doleful shadow:  ‘Because | 
Man divided from his Emanation is a dark Spectre | His 
Emanation is an ever-weeping melancholy Shadow’ (pl. 
53, ll. 24-26, E203).

‘Earth’s Answer’ further subverts perceptual incrusta-
tion by redefining the first patriarch not as a being but a 
mental state: jealous fear. When she raises her head, in 
answer to the Bard’s confused summons, Earth does so 
in repudiation of  his idea of  lapse. Through a series of  
questions (which anticipate Oothoon’s in Visions of  the 
Daughters of  Albion), she makes it clear, in the language 
of  natural proliferation, that the Bard and Holy Word 
are voices of  ‘cruel jealous selfish fear’ that censor  
spiritual and sexual renewal. She repeats the strangely 
undecidable syntax, implying that the source of  sorrow 
is the Bard himself: ‘Cold and hoar | Weeping o’er | I 
hear the Father of  the ancient men’ (‘Earth’s Answer’, 
ll. 8-10, E18). She also positions herself  as the spiritual 
and sexual ‘delight’ barred by a tyrant. What prevents 
a new blossoming of  joy is the Bard’s need to keep 
her ‘Prison’d on watry shore’ (l. 6, E18) and ‘Chain’d 
in night’ (l. 14, E19) out of  ‘Cruel jealous selfish fear’ 
(l. 12, E18). Earth cannot simply return. The proscrip-
tive Bard must himself  undergo a spiritual renewal, 
exchanging holiness for love and abstract religion for 
ecological consciousness. 

Blake is so compelling and so difficult because he 
subverts the barriers to ecological consciousness and 
to the comminglings of  love, in the modern mind. Or, 
rather he fosters a shift from optics to haptics — an 
altering of  the eye ceaselessly provoked in the mind 
of  every reader by his composite texts. For example, 
critics sensitive to Blake’s counter-epistemology, like 
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Mark Lussier and Roderick Tweedy, have noted how, 
at specific moments, Blake neglects to engrave plates 
in reverse handwriting — presenting us (inhabitants of  
modernity ‘Ulro’) with backwards text that disorients 
dominant perception. 

 
‘Break this heavy chain, | That does freeze my 
bones around!’  (‘Earth’s Answer’, ll. 21-25, E19)

Perhaps this is why Blake casts ignorance, or the nega-
tion of  mutuality, as the one recurring error. Ignorance 
and its ‘single vision’ (Jerusalem, pl. 53, l. 11, E202), pro-
duces the Selfhood, or pure identity, which evacuates 
itself  of  interrelationship or sympoiesis. The lines in 
Milton about the negation and the contrary are rightly 
celebrated:

 
There is a Negation, & there is a Contrary
The Negation must be destroyd to redeem the 
Contraries
The Negation is the Spectre; the Reasoning Power 
in Man
This is a false Body: an Incrustation over my  
Immortal
Spirit; a Selfhood, which must be put off  & anni-
hilated alway [...]
To take off  his filthy garments, & clothe him with 
Imagination
To cast aside from Poetry, all that is not Inspiration
That it no longer shall dare to mock with the  
aspersion of  Madness
Cast on the Inspired, by the tame high finisher of  
paltry Blots,
Indefinite, or paltry Rhymes; or paltry Harmonies. 
(Milton, pl. 40, ll. 32-36 and pl. 41, ll. 6-10, E142)
 

Ultimately, the father of  modernity is non-entity, the 
‘crossed-out God of  metaphysics’ (Latour 1993: 33). 
We ‘Children of  Los’ are enclosed ‘time after time’  
(Jerusalem, pl. 53, l. 7, E202) by epistemic foreclosures, 
or by jealousy (tacit in modern models of  rational 
self-interest and political economy) — the ‘great prick 
story’ (Haraway) that restricts more-than-human love.

Much of  Blake’s labour (like that of  Los, the eternal 
blacksmith) is to make this abstraction or non-entity 
visible to us:

 
Lo! a shadow of  horror is risen
In Eternity! Unknown, unprolific!
Self-closd, all-repelling: what Demon

Hath form’d this abominable void
This soul-shudd’ring vacuum? — Some said
“It is Urizen”, But unknown, abstracted
Brooding secret, the dark power hid.
(Urizen, pl. 3, ll. 1-7, E70)

For me, it is Adam Smith, in Theory of  Moral Sentiments 
(1759), who takes the most pain to consolidate this  
error, reducing the event of  sympathy to a spectral act 
of  rational calculation. ‘I hear’, says the Earth, the ‘Self-
ish father of  men | Cruel jealous selfish fear’ (‘Earth’s 
Answer’, ll. 11-12, E18). Turning Blake’s phrase around, 
one might read Smith (along with Hume) as the father 
of  the ‘modern doctrine of  private psychological fields’ 
(Whitehead 1978: 325): the father of  selfish men. Blake’s 
female figures suffer and sacrifice, as emanations to this 
spectre, the ‘self-love that envies all! a creeping skeleton’ 
(Visions, pl. 7, l. 21, E50).

 
“There is no doubt this poor man was mad…!” 
(William Wordsworth on Blake, as reported by 
Henry Crabb Robinson)
 

Blake’s contemporaries pronounced him benignly 
and ‘interestingly’ mad. What was this madness but a  
tentacular intrusion? ‘Tentacle’, Donna Haraway notes, 
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‘comes from the Latin tentaculum, meaning “feeler,” 
and tentare, meaning “to feel” and “to try” […] Myri-
ad tentacles will be needed to tell the story of  the Ch-
thulucene’  (Haraway, 2016). When Haraway connects 
the terran and tentacular to feelers, and connects such 
sentient feeling or entwined mutual prehension to sym-
poiesis, I think: Blake. Might he appreciate her affinity 
for her ‘tendrilled ones’ and ‘littermates who find a rich  
wallow in multispecies mud-
dles’ (Haraway, 2016)?

In his last prophetic book, 
Jerusalem, Blake imagines an 
awakening from Urizenic  
rationality by resuscitating the 
vegetative fibres perceived by 
the materialist into feelers 
or ‘Fibres of  love’: ‘I am in 
you and you in me, mutual in 
love divine: | Fibres of  love 
from man to man thro Albions pleasant land’ (pl. 4, 
ll. 7-8, E146). He also has Los, the eternal blacksmith,  
offer his spectre an image of  ‘generation’ (and of  ‘nat-
ural religion’ or scientific materialism) recuperated as a 
‘holy’ covering rather than destruction of  Jerusalem:

 
And the Religion of  Generation which was meant 
for the destruction
Of  Jerusalem, become her covering, till the time 
of  the End.
O holy Generation! [Image] of  regeneration!
O point of  mutual forgiveness between Enemies!
(pl. 7, ll. 63-66, E150)
 

Fibers  are the stuff  of  Haraway’s ‘SF’: ‘I have’, she says 
in a 2019 interview in Los Angeles Review of  Books, ‘what 
I call my little skein of  fibers of  “SF”: string figures,  
science fiction, speculative fabulation, science fact, 
speculative feminism, and so far’. Weaving science and 
myth, she rethinks nonmodern stories of  the ‘chthonic 
ones’ via the relational threads of  radical materialism, 
inviting us to fabulate and ‘reworld ourselves in multi-
species wellbeing’ (Paulson, 2019). In the process, she 
hints that the noncolonised nature of  imagination is 
tentacular, and of  a more-than-human sensitive intelli-
gence. Asking us to ‘think’, she notes, ‘It matters which 
thoughts think thoughts’  (Haraway, 2016).

As Tristanne Connolly’s William Blake and the Body  
explores, to read Blake is to encounter his visceral in-
terest in lines, a ‘complex of  fibre imagery’ (2002: 69) 
that tends toward radical (more-than-individual) sympa-

thy. Tentacularity is sympoiesis. Ecology is ethics: ‘He 
who would do good to another, must do it in Minute 
Particulars […] The Infinite alone resides in Definite & 
Determinate Identity’  (Jerusalem, pl. 55, ll. 61-66, E205). 
His haptic notion of  mutual forgiveness (of  ignorance 
or miscognition, which believes in an isolate self) rad-
ically differs from the conventional virtue of  mercy, 
which reinforces ‘Blasphemous Selfhoods’  (Jerusalem, 

pl. 90, l. 33, E250). Lines, 
for Blake, are intensive lines 
of  sympathy tending to-
ward a ‘Divine Humanity’  
that exceeds the finitude of  
self: ‘Lines on the plate, and 
fibres in the body, create the 
lineaments. The lineaments 
“tend & seek” toward the 
Divine Humanity like ten-
drils, feelers […] for Blake,  

individuality is necessary for sympathy, not subsumed 
by it’ (Connolly 2002: 69-70). Arguably, this is terran 
intelligence. As Haraway comments, ‘Tentacularity is 
about life lived along lines  — and such a wealth of  lines 
— not at points, not in spheres’.

 
‘You shall not bring me down to believe such  
fitting & fitted I know better & Please your Lord-
ship’ (‘Annotations to Wordsworth’s Preface to The 
Excursion’, E667)

‘Earth’s Answer’ cries out for rereading today, in the 
(moon)light of  urgent speculative feminist (SF) calls for 
new ‘multispecies stories’ (Haraway 2016). Blake’s com-
posite art, like SF acts of  fabulation, engages in multi-
species poetics, never more apparent than in the pithy 
couplets of  ‘Auguries of  Innocence’:

 
A Robin Red breast in a Cage
Puts all Heaven in a Rage
A Dove house filld with doves & Pigeons
Shudders Hell thro all its regions
A dog starvd at his Masters Gate
Predicts the ruin of  the State
A Horse misusd upon the Road
Calls to Heaven for Human blood
[...]
The Lamb misusd breeds Public strife
And yet forgives the Butchers Knife
(ll. 5-14 and ll. 21-24, E490)
 

‘Earth’s Answer’ cries out for re-
reading today, in the (moon)light 

of  urgent speculative feminist 
calls for new ‘multispecies stories’
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Blake clearly implies that to see the world with inno-
cence, without the optics of  finitude, is to directly 
apprehend one’s interconnectedness. This may sound 
heavenly, if  not liberatory, but who can actually meet 
the radical intensity implicit in the poem’s famous 
opening lines about wild flowers and grains of  sand?  
Haptic attention, exposed to the infinite, makes extraor-
dinary demands. Sympoiesis involves more-than-private 
sympathies or responsibilities. Such are the multispecies 
demands of  poetic attention, at work in writing and in 
reading poetry. To innocence, violence is more-than- 
ordinarily visible.

It may seem surprising that Blake, in this poem, cares 
so much for animals, associating  their abuse by humans 
with state violence and social strife. Though the ani-
mals may be understood as allegorical figures, I think 
they can also be taken quite literally. The harm we are  
doing to animals (and to all feeling beings excluded 
from the officially human) rebounds on us, no matter 
how much we pretend, as moderns, to be exempt from 
interconnectedness. From an SF point of  view, anthro-
pocentrism, and its epistemic violence, is indivisible 
from colonialism, social injustice, animal cruelty and 
ecological injustice. In ‘Auguries’, the reader is called to 
‘Hold Infinity in the palm of  your hand’ (l. 3, E490) less 
to enjoy bliss than to see, and reject, injustice; this is the 
haptic mode of  attention that recognizes egoistic per-
ception as the violence of  the world. Perhaps this is why 
‘Auguries’ devotes more attention to diagnosing ‘End-
less Night’ than to describing ‘sweet delight’ (ll. 123-24, 
E492). ‘Auguries’ does not tell us to be kind to animals; 
it invites us into the mind that sees interimplication.

 
In thy Gorgon terrors clad (E678)
 

Would SF thinkers lean, more than Blake, into Earth’s  
chthonic ‘tentacularity’ (Haraway 2016)? Or, are 
Haraway’s gorgons kin to the gorgonic, subaltern 
Earth-mother in ‘Earth’s Answer’? Would Blake  
approve of  Haraway’s rejection of  the term ‘anthro-
pocene’ for terms more troubling to ‘fitting and fit’ 
(E667), such as ‘chthulucene’? 

‘We need another figure’, writes Haraway, ‘a thou-
sand names of  something else, to erupt out of  the An-
thropocene into another, big-enough story’ (Haraway). 
What she says of  gorgons rings true of  Blake’s Earth, 
who rejects the Bard’s chains on her and on sympoiesis:

 
The Greek word Gorgon translates as dreadful, 
but perhaps that is an astralized, patriarchal hear-

ing of  much more aweful stories and enactments 
of  generation, destruction, and tenacious, ongo-
ing terran finitude […] The Gorgons erupt more 
than emerge; they are intrusive […] I wonder what 
might have happened if  those men had known how 
to politely greet the dreadful chthonic ones.
 

Erupting from beneath, the chthonic speech of  Blakean 
figures like Earth, Thel and Oothoon is as beautiful as 
the voice of  Almirena in Handel’s aria ‘Lascia ch’io  
pianga’ (1711). What appears tentacular proves in- 
finitely tender. What appears captive proves exces-
sive. Even in ‘Earth’s Answer’, Blake’s apparently dark 
mythopoesis never stops with despair; it ‘stays with the 
trouble’ with profound compassion.
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Timothy Morton has written extensively on  
Romantic poetry, ecology and eco-philosophy. As 
well as advocating for radical change in books such 
as Dark Ecology (2016), Hyperobjects (2013), Humankind 
(2017) and Being Ecological (2018), he hosts a podcast 
exploring a range of  themes from politics, philoso-
phy and history to racial injustice, environment and 
music. He lives in Texas and is Rita Shea Guffey 
Chair in English at Rice University. He is current-
ly working on his first exclusively Blake-themed 
book, Hell on Earth, which he describes as his own 
take on Blake’s The Marriage of  Heaven and Hell.  

Timothy Morton in conversation with George Laver

George: Before this interview I learned with delight 
that you’re working on a book on Blake. Can you 
give a sense of  how this came about and what  
motivated you to finally commit to this project? 
What arguments do you make in the book?  

Tim: I chose to devote my time to this project after 
the very unpleasant news about the supreme court 
and abortion in the US. Chapter Two of  this book 
was already called ‘Abortions’, and the book itself  
is called Hell on Earth —  it’s basically my version of  
The Marriage of  Heaven and Hell. As to what it’s about: 
imagine that there is a God, this master that you 
can never serve correctly, and this is why you have 
religion. Now imagine a servant who does exact-
ly what you tell them to do, all the unintended  
consequences included. Now think about the bio-
sphere. You wash your hands with antibacterial 
soap and it makes the bacteria evolve. You buy an 
avocado from Latin America and you use a lot of  
jet fuel. In other words, the biosphere is a servant, 
of  which we are part, that does exactly what you 
tell it to do. The problem is this idea of  ‘master’, 
and the idea of  Heaven being opposite to Hell. In 
effect, we’re living as part of  the body of  Satan. 
This is me trying to upgrade, or make more in-
tense, what I’ve already been saying.  

We’ve also got to change the whole idea of  what 
apocalypse could be, and this is one of  the fun-
damental things that Blake is doing. What he calls 
‘mental fight’, I like to call ‘psychic warfare’. We 
need a religion-scale response to what’s going 
on, not just to make powerful rhetoric, but also 
because, like Blake says in ‘The Divine Image’, 
Religion is a place where human beings alienate 
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superpowers on to some abstract, mostly sadistic 
white guy in the sky. If  you’re a Marxist that guy 
might be called Slavoj Žižek, but they’re basically 
the same thing. These superpowers are compas-
sion, love, solidarity — all these things we get from 
evolution, from being embodied beings living in a 
biosphere. Our soul is like me in 3D — everything 
I ever did, saw, touched, tasted, smelled, everyone 
I talked to — the invisible part of  our body, like he 
says in Marriage. Religion is a way of  thinking, dis-
placed from the biosphere, about these superpow-
ers which we need right now to change the world.  

George: A critique of  ‘Nature’ itself  underpins your 
ecological writing. Ironically, our magazine itself  
is named after Blake’s figure for ‘Nature’. How 
does ‘Nature’ hinder ecological thought, and how 
important is it that we dispense with ‘Nature’ when 
reading Blake?  

Tim: It’s exactly as Blake says: Nature is not bunny 
rabbits and beetles. Nature is a human construct 
designed to oppress humans and other life forms. 
It’s normative — it has to be defined against some-
thing that isn’t natural, real or not. In the 1970s 
and 1980s people said homosexuality is unnatural. 
‘Some beings are more natural than others’ — this 
is oppressive ideology, the fascist categorisation 
of  some beings as subhuman as a way to connect 
to lifeforms who aren’t human. Why did the Nazi  
party have all these animal rights laws? Because 
they were able to connect to trees and dogs over the 
bodies of  people sent to the concentration camps.  

To genuinely connect to trees and dogs you have 
to get rid of  ‘Nature’. Neither I nor Blake are de-
nying that trees and birds exist. He says things like 
‘A dog starved at his Masters gate | Predicts the 
ruin of  the State’ (‘Auguries of  Innocence’, ll. 9-10, 
E490). Dogs are part of  social space, like cats and 
trees, so social space is never completely human.

Moreover, when we think about the Sun not just 
as a penny but a choir of  angels, and ask how that 
fits, well — it’s the same as when we see a ‘blood 
moon’. It’s not a ‘blood moon’, which is a word 
people scramble towards to give it meaning. It’s 
actually a ‘science moon’, it’s a sphere. You see 
the yellow penumbra around it, darkening towards 
the centre. It’s a sphere, not the disc we connect to 
in astrology. So for a while it’s got no reference to  
human beings.  

I don’t think Blake was opposed to science. How 
could he have been friends with people like Joseph 
Priestley otherwise? He’s opposed to scientism, the 
religion of  science. Science isn’t saying ‘the Sun is 
nothing but a copper penny’, or  ‘you are nothing 
but the atoms you are made of ’ — that’s scientism. 
So, funnily enough, thinking about the Sun as we 
relate to it as a collective of  human beings is better 
— it can be brought in tune with science as op-
posed to being the opposite. It doesn’t have to be 
oppressive — racism, for example, is a scientistic 
construct, and so is Nature. Science is only allowed 
to interpret data, it isn’t allowed to say anything 
about what’s out there in the way these constructs 
do — and that’s why it’s really magic actually.  

George: Your work is identified with object-oriented 
ontology (OOO), which holds, broadly speaking, 
that non-human objects exist whether or not hu-
man beings acknowledge them. Even in a very 
basic sense, Blake’s method of  production and 
presentation demands we be object-oriented. Does 
experiencing Blake’s poetry and art in this way 
lend itself  to ecological insight in a way that tech-
nologically reproduced text and images on a page 
or screen do not?  

Tim: Ontology is telling you how things exist, not 
what exists. OOO is saying things flicker in and 
out of  existence — they are alive in a deep way, be-
cause there is always a gap between what things are 
and how they appear. It’s a transcendental gap that 
you can’t point to. Of  course, you can say the Sun is 
a choir of  angels, because how it appears is differ-
ent to what it is. Incorporating that playfulness into 
thinking about the world is the key point of  OOO. 
Blake is playfully serious rather than seriously play-
ful, like Google does — deploying your instinct to 
be playful to make money with candy machines, 
burger bars and its gamification of  things. 

Instead we need a playful deployment of  seri-
ous ideas, knowing that these ideas are always in 
motion. The key to OOO is that things are mov-
ing, and this movement isn’t extrinsic from things, 
like in mechanical causality. OOO says things are 
moving all the time, which is in line with quantum 
theory, but also with Blake — things are living and 
have their own movement. It’s only because of  
quantum events that our bodies don’t disperse into 
a cloud — we only exist because we flicker in and 
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out of  existence. This living, flickering and flaming goes 
into his designs — angels fly on the page, letters and 
trees melt into one another.  

The book is also an object, and OOO says that if  a 
thing exists it exists in the same way as other things. So 
a book exists in the same way as me, a sentence, and a 
bunny rabbit — there’s an ontological gap between what 
they are and how they appear. Blake constantly draws 
attention to the fact that we are reading a book. In Mar-
riage, he makes us know that the Devil is writing a thing, 
and you’re holding it now. And the imagery in the books 
is illumination, not illustration — it has its own vitality.  

George: Arguably your most influential idea is the ‘hyper-
object’ — an entity so massively distributed across time 
and space that it can’t be seen or comprehended more 
than partially by any one observer. Examples include 
plastic, the solar system, the ocean, and global warming. 
Do we see the hyperobject anywhere in Blake?  

Tim: Hyperobjects are things that are so spatially 
and temporally big that you can’t point to them all at 
once. Climate change — you need terabytes of  RAM 
processing speed to model it in real time. If  a human  
being points to it, they’re really pointing at the weather. 
Clearly, words like ‘Golgonooza’ are for beings that are  
massively distributed in time and space. If  anything, 
London is a hyperobject, but Blake’s found a word for it. 
If  you say ‘London’ you get confused, but Golgonooza 
is a being. He’s constantly coming up with neologisms 
for things that are groups of  things, or massive things, 
or very very long-lasting things.  

So Urizen — it’s the sadistic being in the sky, but 
it’s also your idea of  the sadistic being in the sky. It’s  
showing that if  there is this being then maybe we’re  
actually implicated with this being. ‘Coronavirus’ — it’s 
inside us, it’s over there, we are part of  it and it’s part 
of  us — obviously a hyperobject. This is the beauty of   
inventing new concepts. You can break through the 
ideas that hold people back.  

George: In Humankind, you introduce the idea of  ‘spec-
trality’ — the notion that every being contains, coexists 
and depends upon things that are both itself  and not- 
itself  — the bacteria existing in the human body are 
one of  your favourite examples. For Blake, ‘Spectres’ 
are something at least ostensibly quite different. Giv-
en that both you and Blake each have your own quite 
distinctive lexicons, has it been a challenge negotiating 
these convergences in vocabulary?  

Tim: Not at all. One thing that I share with Blake is 
this playful, provisional use of  words. You’ve got books 
like the Blake Dictionary by Foster Damon, which is very 
useful, but it’s taking it a little too seriously to have this 
‘Dungeons & Dragons’ categorisation of  every single 
being. I can use the word ‘spectre’ in one way and think 
about Blake’s ‘Spectres’ in another way, and I don’t have 
to hold onto the way it was said in Humankind. Human-
kind was designed to persuade a certain kind of  left-
wing thinker about the importance of  ecology — this 
is a different book, trying to talk to as many people as 
possible in a provocatively playful way. When you make 
your book you do have to ‘Create a System. or be en-
slav’d by another Mans’ (Jerusalem, pl. 10, l. 21, E10), but 
you know that it’s provisional. If  not, it’s an alternative 
to Religion — and that means you suck.  

George: One of  the quotes that I’ve carried with me ever 
since I started reading your books is ‘we are all hyp-
ocrites’ — indeed, ecological advocates are frequent-
ly accused of  hypocrisy. Throughout his books Blake 
gives a central position to ‘forgiveness’ as the means 
to redemption for humanity, for instance asserting:  
‘Mutual Forgiveness of  each Vice | Such are the Gates 
of  Paradise’ (For the Sexes: The Gates of  Paradise, ll. 1-2, 
E259). Why is it so important that we forgive each oth-
er’s hypocrisies? Why do you think Blake came to the 
same realisation two hundred years before global warm-
ing had entered our awareness?  
 
Tim: I only just experientially figured out what ‘forgive’ 
means, about three weeks ago. You’re allowing the be-
ing to exist, and yourself  to exist. There’s wiggle room, 
you’re not stuck in this hell-space of  hating. What they 
did was bad, but you forgive them — you can have two 
thoughts in your head simultaneously. Allowing things 
to exist without manipulating them is key to how for-
giveness works. The other line is ‘they became what 
they beheld’ (Jerusalem, pl. 36, l. 10, E32) — if  you fixate 
on something or somebody, your fixation is that person, 
in a way. QAnon are fascinated by paedophilia because 
they’ve created this world. It tells you about their mind.  
 
George: The three chapters of  your book Dark Ecology 
are epigraphed with couplets from ‘Auguries of  Inno-
cence’. It strikes me that non-human animal suffering 
is often neglected in favour of  ‘harder’ issues such as 
CO2 emissions. Can the sensitivity to non-human  
suffering which Blake exhorts in this poem be of  value 
to contemporary ecological discourse?  
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 Tim: Yes. Firstly, there’s the fact that traditional eco-
logical science, ethics and politics on the one hand, and  
animal rights on the other, don’t connect at all, so one 
of  the goals of  my work is to see how they could con-
nect. The second point is that hyperobjects are impos-
sible to see all in one go, so you see little signals of  
them. One great signal of  mass extinction is unexpect-
ed species rarity. It’s very subtle — ‘there are slightly too 
few birds in this forest’ — but that’s the signal. So in a 
very oppressive moment of  English history — and I’m 
down with David Erdman’s interpretation of  ‘Auguries 
of  Innocence’ here — there’s a deployment of  para-
noia. You see tiny things that are symptoms of  huge 
things. That’s always happening in global warming. On 
the BBC’s today programme this morning, they were 
saying the heating events in Pakistan recently would be 
every three hundred years without human beings, but 
now it’s every three years. An augury is actually a physi-
cal thing that you interpret as if  it’s saying something to 
you. We’re looking at things like the weather, extinction, 
or slightly too much species rarity, as an augury — we’re 
living inside this poem now.  

George: In the spirit of  VALA, do you have a favourite 
piece of  Blake-inspired art or writing that you'd like to 
share with us?  

Tim: When I teach ‘A Poison Tree’, I also teach the three 
musical settings of  it that I know. There’s the Vaughan 
Williams, where there’s the sinister oboe for evil things 
happening, this cartoon evil being. The second is  
Benjamin Britten, which is more like a horror movie  — 
‘I was doing this thing, then I woke up and found the 
murder weapon in my hand — oh my God!’ But that’s 
not quite right either, a human who realises they’re a 
cartoon. My favourite one is ‘Magpie’ by Blur, which is 
a human being deliberately being a cartoon. They got 
the tone right — this is an idiot psychopath guy, going ‘I 
was happy, it was great’, then you realise that God is this 
idiot psychopath who kills people. It creeps up on you. 
Any art that does that I find to be extremely Blakean, 
where the way it unfolds, the bit you don’t pay attention 
to, is part of  what it’s talking about. That’s also a huge 
insight of  Sigmund Freud.

There’s this idea of  Romantic irony, where the poem 
realises that it’s a character in the poem, which is basi-
cally Bladerunner — which is definitely another favourite. 
This Gnostic idea that you’re a limited being in a limit-
ed, failed universe. If  you come too close to the trees in 
the video game you realise they’re not completely filled 

in. What if  the universe was like that, made by an idiot? 
And the new Marvel film The Eternals. The title gives 
it away, but this is a highly Blakean film. A God-like 
being creates these beings, then he realises the universe 
he’s created is a bit shit, so then he creates these other 
beings to fix it, but they create a worse problem, so then 
he creates other beings to fix that problem, and those 
are the beings who realise they’re puppets and quit.
  
George: Northrop Frye wrote in Fearful Symmetry that, 
for Blake, ‘Nature is miserably cruel, wasteful, purpose-
less, chaotic and half  dead’. How far do you feel our  
understanding of  Blake and ‘Nature’ has come since 
Frye wrote this?  

Tim: He’s got it so wrong there! That’s a good example 
of  what we were just talking about actually. ‘The Tyger’ 
is a perfect example of  someone who would think that 
tigers are like that. It’s this kind of  awe-struck stupidi-
ty, terror and awe of  this being that you can’t possibly 
change that’s really mean. Wow, Northrop, you fucked it 
up, dude! You didn’t notice the picture at the bottom is 
this cuddly tiger smiling!  

This idea that nature is cruel and nasty — no, no, no. 
Whatever we call the world we live in, it’s always going 
to be a human construct slash actually real, to go back 
to OOO. There’s going to be forests, tigers, lambs and 
sunflowers, but there’s also going to be human appro-
priation of  those things. There’s going to be flies, but 
you don’t have to see flies as this freaking mechanism 
and thereby say ‘well, I guess I’m one of  those too. It 
doesn’t matter what we kill because we’re all machines!’ 
He’s not saying that, Northrop! If  I’d known he was 
that bad I wouldn’t have been so intimidated by him in 
the 1980s!

It’s taken forever to understand some of  this stuff, 
in my own personal life as well. It really goes along 
with this idea I truly believe that art is from the future. 
You don’t know completely what it is yet, but it’s al-
ways making us realise — meaning is from the future, 
it’s not from the past. Look around you. Our homes, 
clothes — I’ve decided to put my watch on, that’s the 
past. Is anything around you a little bit broken and 
wrong? Good, therefore the past sucked. We have to 
orientate towards the future, the possibility that things 
can be different. Blake is so clearly about that —  
‘Children of  the future Age. | Reading this indignant 
page’ (‘A Little Girl Lost’, ll. 1-2, E29). He’s putting  
messages in bottles for unknown people to read.
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Jerusalem: Blake, Parry, and the Fight for Englishness by  
Jason Whittaker (Oxford University Press 272pp 
£25)

That Jason Whittaker is head of  the school of  English 
and Journalism at Lincoln may help to explain two of  
the strong qualities of  his most recent book: the great 
depth of  research and understanding of  both Blake and 
the myriad contexts of  ‘And did those feet’, comple-
mented by the highly enjoyable and accessible quality of  
his writing style. It has nothing of  the ‘dryness’ of  some 
academic texts, but all of  the scholarship. Whittaker 
tirelessly pursues the metamorphoses of  Blake’s verses 
that originally form part of  the Preface of  his major 
prophetic work, Milton, through its complex re-framing 
as an anthem and hymn, at each stage claimed by dif-
ferent factions as embodying their version of  ‘English-
ness’.

We are given fascinating insights into the composer, 
Hubert Parry, who first set Blake’s words to music and 
learn of  Parry’s growing discomposure concerning its 
use as a rallying cry for World War One, which eventually 
led him to gift ‘Jerusalem’ to the Suffragette movement. 
Thereafter, the trail snakes, like one of  Blake’s serpents, 
through the claims made on ‘Jerusalem’ by both the  
political left and the right: from Clement Atlee’s vision-
ary speech in 1951 — his was the Labour government 
that created the welfare state in 1945 — to its appropri-
ation by UKIP and the far-right British National Party. 

The book makes eminently clear how many such 
claims on ‘Jerusalem’ are based on a fundamental lack 
of  understanding of  what Blake may have intended. 
Competing claims, Whittaker explains, tend to resolve 
into the essential tension that Orwell identified between 
patriotism and nationalism: between love of  country 
and xenophobic exceptionalism. Similarly, we are shown 
that ‘Jerusalem’ can be equally dear to the establishment 
and to counterculture: to both the Tory Party confer-
ence and the avant-garde movements of  the 1960s. 

I am indebted to Whittaker’s book for introducing 
me to the Nobel Prize winning author Kenzaburō 
Ōe’s novel, Rouse up O Young men of  the New Age (1983),  
a title taken, like the words of  ‘Jerusalem’, from the  

Preface to Milton. We also learn of  an extraordinary 
wealth of  creative responses to Blake in other litera-
ture, in film, and — most strongly — in music: clas-
sical, contemporary and experimental. Mark Stewart’s 
‘Jerusalem’, a bold and uncompromising treatment, is 
a personal favourite of  mine. Others were a revelation 
to me, and I imagine, will be to many readers of  this 
excellent book. Finn Coren, a Norwegian musician, has 
recorded two Blake albums. Surprisingly, Marc Almond, 
of  Soft Cell and ‘Tainted Love’ fame, has a very power-
ful setting of  Blake’s words. His album concludes with 
some of  my favourite lines from the major prophecy 
Jerusalem, making explicit the world-embracing, inclu-
sive nature of  Blake’s own vision of  ‘Jerusalem’ and 
Englishness:

In my Exchanges every Land,
Shall walk, and mine in every Land,
Mutual shall build Jerusalem,
Both heart in heart and hand in hand.

This book combines a love of  Blake with years of   
research and is likely to be of  great interest not only to 
Blakeans, but also to a far wider readership. 
Stephen Pritchard

Tyger by S.F. Said (David Fickling Books £12.99)

One of  the many astonishing themes to weave its way 
through S.F. Said’s latest novel, Tyger, is that of  Islam 
and the role of  Muslims in the imperial city of  London. 
Wonderfully illustrated by Dave McKean, it is set in a 

Reviews
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fictional alternative world, one where the Empire has 
never died, slavery was never abolished, and immigrants 
are closely corralled in a London ghetto, part of  a  
dreary status quo where nearly all wild animals have 
been destroyed in the pursuit of  profit and pleasure. 
It is in this world, on a suitably unsublime garbage 
heap, that the hero of  Tyger, a young boy called Adam  
Alhambra, discovers the eponymous creation, a magical 
beast that is being hunted by Sir Mortimer Maldehyde 
who runs a cruel menagerie in which the few remaining 
wild creatures are imprisoned.

Blakean motifs were clearly evident in Said’s last  
novel, Phoenix, but they are fundamental to Tyger, not 
least in its invocation of  Blake’s most popular poem. 
One of  the most prominent interventions is the city 
of  London itself: of  course, there have been plenty of  
others such as Shakespeare, Dickens and Arthur Conan 
Doyle who have made the city a principal character, but 
the London of  Tyger is what happens when the dark 
Satanic mills of  Blake’s century are projected forward. 
At times, it would perhaps be more accurate to decribe 
the city as a London where Blake has not lived and writ-
ten, but Said’s debt to Blake is always evident, as when 
Adam is sent on a task that takes him to the workhouse:

He passed through Trafalgar Square on his way to 
the workhouse, and gazed at the grand art galleries 
by Nelson’s Column. He wished he could go in and 
see their pictures. But only lords and ladies were 
allowed in there.

We are here firmly among the ‘charter’d streets’ of  
Blake’s other famous Song of  Experience, ‘London’, 
and elsewhere Adam’s journeys through familiar steets 
and locations such as Highgate, Tottenham Court Road, 
and Oxford Street evoke Los traversing Albion’s city of  
dreadful night in Blake’s epic poem Jerusalem. Like Blake, 
Said is a Londoner through and through: as one char-
acter, Solomon, remarks - ‘I am a Londoner… it is my 
home now.’

The counterfactual, imaginary city of  Tyger is remi-
niscent of  another location by a Blakean author, Lyra’s 
Oxford in Philip Pullman’s His Dark Materials trilogy, 
and Said lets his imagination play with a recreation of  
London as much as Pullman does with the university 
city. In the London of  Adam, slaves are still bought and 
sold while foreigners are confined to slums, unable to 
explore what in our world is the most multicultural of  
British cities. 

This is the first time that Said has portrayed his main 

character as Muslim, and the sources for Tyger are as 
much Scheherezade as William Blake: it is the spirit of  
The Arabian Nights that infuses the central character 
of  the novel, for the eponymous Tyger is as much a 
djinn liberated from a bottle (or rescued from a rubbish 
dump) as the creature forged in distant deeps or skies in 
Blake’s poem. A talking immortal, she opens the doors 
of  perception and imagination in Adam and Zadie, 
preparing them for the conflict that will take place be-
tween the protaganists and the forces of  Sir Maldehyde, 
explicitly named by her as Urizen. Indeed, as becomes 
clear throughout the novel, the London in which the  
tyger is currently trapped owes much to the dark, closed-
off  world created by the fallen demiurge in Blake’s The 
[First] Book of  Urizen, one which is ultimately doomed 
to destruction unless the lost rivers of  London are — 
like its inhabitants — freed once more. 

Finally, this novel feels very Blakean in terms of  its 
design: the art of  Dave McKean — and the layout 
of  the novel as a whole — makes this a particularly  
engrossing novel. For the first few chapters, we are 
treated to many delightful illustrations of  Adam,  
London, the Tyger itself, but it is towards the end that 
the printed page finally liberates itself  in terms of   
design — just as the tyger sees the hope of  liberation. 
Some of  these wonderfully illustrated pages will be 
familiar to readers of  comics and graphic novels, but 
they remain far too uncommon in more convention-
ally printed books. Nonetheless, if  Tyger shares many 
allusions with William Blake’s poetry it also invokes his 
spirit in the art of  the book.
Jason Whittaker
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