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			‘There is certainly another world, but it is in this one’


			Paul Éluard


		


	

		

			A NOTE ON QUOTATIONS


			William Blake did not attend school as a child and the home-learnt nature of his writing is often apparent. Historically, this has bugged academics a great deal. Blake scholars have typically had a rigorous formal education and been taught to attach high importance to grammar, punctuation and spelling. For them, the urge to tidy up Blake’s text and to fix mistakes here and there, to make things easier for the reader, has been almost irresistible.


			The problem with this was knowing when to stop. Scholars began by just adding a few harmless missing commas. Yet the temptation to keep polishing remained strong, and before long they added their own rhythms to the text. Different academics made different fixes, and in time Blake’s work began to vary from source to source.


			The current academic attitude is that it’s best to leave the whole thing alone, and that we should learn to live with Blake’s punctuation and grammar. This is the approach I also use. The majority of quotations from his works are taken from the 1988 revised edition of The Complete Poetry & Prose of William Blake, rather than earlier, politely amended sources.


			This choice was not made just for reasons of academic purity. It was also done out of a love of the writing quirks displayed. What type of person doesn’t love stray capitals, random punctuation and a giddy abundance of ampersands? Like the fingerprints visible in the clay of early Aardman animations, or the warts-and-all one-take rawness of early rock ’n’ roll recordings, a writer’s idiosyncrasies and mistakes humanise their work. They reveal their writing to be the painstakingly built creation of an imperfect soul trying to construct something extraordinary. Blake’s works were so visionary that the presence of the fingerprints of a flawed human creator in the text itself can only add to them.


			This rule only applies to the words of Blake, of course. The reader is entirely within their rights to view any typos by the author as unforgivable and unprofessional, and as a source of eternal shame.


		


	

		

			1.


			THE END OF A GOLDEN STRING


			On 10 December 1825, the fifty-year-old English lawyer Henry Crabb Robinson attended a dinner at the home of his friend, the London businessman Charles Aders. Eliza, Aders’s wife, was a painter and printmaker, and she had invited a few artist and engraver friends to the party. Over the course of the evening Robinson became increasingly fascinated by one of the guests – an elderly, relatively unknown poet and painter by the name of William Blake, whose conversation casually roamed from the polite and mundane to the beatific and fantastic.


			Blake was short, pale and a little overweight, with the accent of a lifelong Londoner. He was dressed in old-fashioned, threadbare clothes and his grey trousers were shiny at the front through wear. His large, strong eyes didn’t seem to fit with his soft, round face. Robinson noted in his diary that he had ‘an expression of great sweetness, but bordering on weakness – except when his features are animated by expression, and then he has an air of inspiration about him’.


			For all his wild notions and heretical statements, Blake was pleasant company and easy to like. The aggressive and hectoring voice of his writings was not the Blake those who met him recall. Many years later, another guest at that party, Maria Denman, remarked that, ‘One remembers even in age the kindness of such a man.’


			What made Blake so fascinating was the casual way in which he talked about his relationship with the spirit world. Blake, Robinson wrote, ‘spoke of his paintings as being what he had seen in his visions – And when he said “my visions” it was in the ordinary unemphatic tone in which we speak of trivial matters that everyone understands and cares nothing about.’ Blake peppered his conversation with remarks about his relationship with various angels, the nature of the devil, and his visionary meetings with historical figures such as Socrates, Milton and Jesus Christ. Somehow, he did this in a way that people found endearing rather than disturbing. As Robinson wrote, ‘There is a natural sweetness and gentility about Blake which are delightful. And when he is not referring to his Visions he talks sensibly and acutely.’


			Robinson walked home with Blake that night and was so struck by the conversation that he spent the evening transcribing as much of it as he could remember. The two men became friends, and Robinson’s diary an invaluable record of how Blake acted and thought during the last two years of his life. ‘Shall I call him Artist or Genius – or Mystic – or Madman?’ Robinson mused that first night. He spent the rest of their relationship attempting to come up with a definite answer. ‘Probably he is all’, was the best he could find. It is a question that has puzzled many who have encountered Blake’s work over the following two centuries.


			Through his attempts to understand his new friend, Robinson only became more confused. Some of Blake’s declarations appeared to be foolish nonsense. When they first met, Blake told him that he did not believe that the world was round, and that he believed it to be quite flat. Robinson attempted to get Blake to justify this outrageous claim, but the group were called to dinner at that moment and the thread of the conversation was lost. While some of Blake’s opinions appeared obviously wrong, others were simply baffling. When Robinson asked him about the divinity of Jesus, Blake replied that, ‘He is the only God. And so am I and so are you.’ How could Robinson even begin to interpret an answer like that? If there was any sense to be found, it was quite outside mainstream nineteenth-century theology.


			Yet Robinson couldn’t bring himself to dismiss Blake as a simple madman, nor could he shake the suspicion that there was something important and vital about his worldview, even if it was frustratingly obscure. As he later wrote, ‘It is strange that I, who have no imagination, nor any power beyond that of a logical understanding, should yet have great respect for the mystics.’


			A week after the party, Robinson made his first visit to Blake’s home at Fountain Court in the Strand, where he lived with his wife, Catherine. The building itself has long since gone, but it was roughly where the Savoy hotel now stands. Robinson was unprepared for the level of poverty in which the couple were living. ‘I found him in a small room, which seems to be both a working room and a bed room,’ he wrote. ‘Nothing could exceed the squalid air both of the apartment & his dress, but in spite of dirt – I might say filth – an air of natural gentility is diffused over him.’


			This was the second of the two rooms that the Blakes rented on the first floor of the building. The first was a wood-panelled reception room, which doubled as an unofficial gallery for Blake’s drawings and paintings. The second, at the rear, was reserved for everything else. In one corner was the bed, and in the other was the fire on which Catherine Blake cooked. There was one table for meals, and another on which Blake worked. From here he looked out of the southern-facing window, where a glimpse of the Thames could be seen between the buildings and streets that ran down to the river. This sliver of water would often catch the sun and appear golden. Behind it, the Surrey Hills stretched into the distance. For all the evident poverty, visitors spoke of the rooms as enchanted. As one later recalled, ‘There was a strange expansion and sensation of Freedom in those two rooms very seldom felt elsewhere.’


			Blake, Robinson remembered, was ‘quite unembarrassed when he begged me to sit down, as if he were in a palace. There was but one chair in the room besides that on which he sat. On my putting my hand to it, I found that it would have fallen to pieces if I had lifted it, so, as if I had been a Sybarite, I said with a smile, “Will you let me indulge myself?” and I sat on the bed, and near him, and during my short stay there was nothing in him that betrayed that he was aware of what to other persons might have been even offensive, not in his person, but in all about him.’


			‘I live in a hole here, but God has a beautiful mansion for me elsewhere,’ Blake once said. He knew that he was pitied by the occasional prosperous artist who visited, but he thought that it was he who should be pitying them. ‘I possess my visions and peace,’ he argued. ‘They have bartered their birthright for a mess of pottage.’ Robinson was struck on that first visit by how at ease the Blakes seemed with their poverty. ‘I should be sorry if I had any earthly fame, for whatever natural glory a man has is so much detracted from his spiritual glory,’ Blake told him. Despite how the world had treated him he was quite happy, he insisted, because he wanted nothing other than to live for art and had no desire to do anything for profit. But as Robinson also noted, ‘Though he spoke of his happiness, he spoke of past sufferings, and of sufferings as necessary. “There is suffering in heaven, for where there is the capacity of enjoyment, there is the capacity of pain.”’


			During later visits, Blake’s failing health was clear. In December 1826, Robinson visited Blake to tell him about the death of their mutual friend, the celebrated sculptor John Flaxman. Blake’s first reaction was a smile. ‘I thought I should have gone first,’ he said, then remarked that, ‘I cannot consider death as anything but a removing from one room to another.’


			Blake died in that room the following August. The painter George Richmond reported that he died ‘in a most glorious manner. He said He was going to that Country he had all His life wished to see & expressed Himself Happy […] Just before he died His Countenance became fair. His eyes Brighten’d and he burst out Singing of the things he saw in Heaven.’


			With Blake gone, Robinson could no longer hope to find the answers to the riddle of his strange but fascinating friend. Turning to the work he left behind usually caused more confusion. Perhaps there hadn’t ever been a coherent vision to be decoded in his work? The simplest explanation was that there was only madness there all along.


			Five days after Blake died, he was given a pauper’s burial in an unmarked grave at the Bunhill Fields dissenters’ burial ground, beyond the northern boundary of the City of London. The name ‘Bunhill’ derives from ‘bone hill’ – the place had long been used to dispose of the unwanted dead.


			With his bones under the ground and his spirit departed, that should have been the end of his story. Blake’s friend John Flaxman, in contrast, was one of the most influential and famous artists of his day, and those who mourned him assumed posterity would keep his name alive for centuries. There had been no such earthly fame for William Blake and precious few had been prepared to part with money for his work. He would remain in the memories of those who knew him as a fond curiosity – history, surely, would not remember him.


			On the face of it, the story of the clash between the world and William Blake seems a straightforward one. Blake had lacked the ability to respond to the pressures and challenges of contemporary life and society. As a result, he spent his life impoverished and misunderstood, alternately mocked and ignored. He was thought of as a madman first and an artist second. This clash had not been a fair fight, and Blake had lost. For those who knew him, it had at times been painful to watch. It was perhaps some comfort, then, that when his bones were under the soil, the struggle that was the world versus William Blake finally came to an end.


			


			Some 191 years later, in the early afternoon of 12 August 2018, people began making their way to Bunhill Fields. London has expanded massively since William Blake’s death, and the graveyard has gone from being on its outskirts to near its centre. People kept arriving, some walking by themselves, others in small groups. They congregated on the north lawn and, standing together, they looked an unlikely bunch. They varied so widely in age, wealth, ethnicity and class that it was as if representatives had been dispatched from every corner of British society.


			By 3 p.m., close to a thousand people were gathered to witness the unveiling of a grave marker above Blake’s remains and to pay their respects to his memory. The Blake Society had raised money for a flat piece of Portland stone, carved by the stonecutter Lida Cardozo Kindersley, which was set into the grass. The event was unticketed and barely advertised, except for a tweet which gave details of the time and place along with the words, ‘All are welcome!’ Who could predict, in this modern age, how many people would assemble to witness the unveiling of a grave marker for a long-dead Georgian poet?


			The Blake Society certainly hadn’t expected a turnout of this size. There were no microphones or PA systems for speakers to address the crowds; no one had realised that they would be needed. Instead, speakers stood on a bench, or spoke as loudly as they could.


			Just over a year later, a retrospective of Blake’s work was held at Tate Britain, three and a half miles to the southeast. The exhibition contained an almost overwhelming collection of more than 300 original works, including paintings, prints and illuminated texts. It was extraordinarily popular, selling close to a quarter of a million tickets over its four-and-a-half-month run. The crowds at the exhibition led to an article in the Guardian entitled ‘Caught in the crush: are our galleries now hopelessly overcrowded?’


			The huge demand for tickets for the Blake exhibition was perhaps unsurprising, given the ecstatic nature of the reviews. The exhibition, according to the Evening Standard’s five-star review, was ‘weird, dark and magnetic’. ‘The artist’s reputation has waxed and waned, but this Tate show blows away all our preconceptions,’ said the Sunday Times, adding that ‘viewing it is like being drunk’. The five-star review in the Guardian thrilled at how Blake’s genius as an artist was not overshadowed by his reputation as a poet, claiming that: ‘He blows away Constable and Turner – and that’s with his writing hand tied behind his back.’ Even the Daily Mail was wowed, although they took a slightly more sensational angle: ‘Naked genius! He was a nudist obsessed by sex who talked to angels for inspiration, but for all his madness, William Blake was one of our greatest artists – as a new exhibition reveals.’


			Among the rapturous reviews, it was difficult to find anyone not convinced of Blake’s genius. A review by the BBC’s Will Gompertz appeared, at first glance, to be one such exception, awarding the exhibition only three stars. Yet Gompertz had nothing but praise for Blake and his work. Instead, he took issue with how the large-scale exhibition was produced and offered ideas for how it could have been done differently. ‘Covering the entrance foyer leading to the exhibition in a hideous bright red was a mistake,’ he tells us. ‘A block of vulgar, shouty colour setting completely the wrong tone for this most sensitive and ethereal of artists.’ Despite his opinions on the colour scheme of the foyer, Gompertz still recommended that his readers attend the exhibition: ‘To have so much of William Blake’s psychedelic imaginary world laid out before you is a once-in-a-generation occasion and not to be missed.’


			The almost total lack of negative criticism aimed at Blake and his work was striking, especially in the current media ecosystem. When everyone comes together in universal praise of a popular subject, it presents a golden opportunity for a professional contrarian to step forward. An opposing view will almost certainly result in that most valuable of modern currencies, a great deal of attention.


			There are many valid lines of criticism that could be used to take such a stance. The generally recognised incomprehensibility of Blake’s later writings, for example, is an obvious place to start, as is the argument that many of his biblical and eighteenth-century references are irrelevant to a modern audience. Blake’s lack of skill at drawing from life, rather than his imagination, has often been noted, and his illustration of ‘The Tyger’ from one of his best-known poems has frequently been mocked. Then there is always the option of dismissing him as a madman, as his contemporaries did, and denying that there is any coherence, truth or wisdom in his philosophy. It is not difficult to make the argument that Blake’s work is gibberish.


			Yet no one was prepared to do this. In the attention economy, it is rare indeed for such low-hanging fruit to remain unpicked. This was certainly not because everyone understood his work and approved of what he was trying to do. For the majority of the 233,000 who attended this exhibition, his art remained as strange, enigmatic and incomprehensible after the exhibition as it did before.


			Yet there was something about Blake’s work that these great crowds recognised as important and valuable, even if they couldn’t verbalise exactly what it was. It was as if they knew that denying this mysterious something was wrong and that doing so might damage them on a deep and little understood level. Whatever it is about his art that we connect to, we somehow know that to deny it is taboo. These are secular times. We are largely secular people. We have difficulty in admitting that we have recognised something which feels sacred.


			It is not unusual to feel a little fear when you first encounter Blake. His understanding of how the world works is so far removed from the modern consensus that we can be wary of trying to see the world through his eyes. Perhaps his madness is contagious? Perhaps exposure to his work will change you permanently, in a way that marks you out as different in your current social circles? Robinson asked whether Blake was ‘Artist or Genius – or Mystic – or Madman?’ We approach his work hoping that we’ll discover which of those apply to Blake, but our fear is that we’ll also discover which apply to ourselves.


			Despite all this wariness and uncertainty, the undeniable attraction that pulls us in has taken Blake from an obscure, mocked failure to a position so central to British culture that he is now beyond criticism. The specific spark of attraction varies from person to person – it might be a line of poetry that moves us in a way we can’t understand or an unexpected glimpse of one of his paintings that takes us unawares, like passing a window into another world. Whatever it is, we somehow know when we feel that pull that understanding Blake is a risk worth taking.


			For all his arcane references and reputation for incomprehensibility, Blake was trying to communicate with us. The engraving on the grave marker at Bunhill Fields concludes with a quote from his epic illustrated book Jerusalem:


			I give you the end of a golden string
Only wind it into a ball
It will lead you in at Heaven’s gate
Built in Jerusalem’s wall.


			Those lines make explicit the promise Blake made to those who approach his work. He has found a way to a numinous place, and he beckons us to accompany him. Deep down, we all suspect that there is something missing, some part of our basic humanity that has become invisible to us. Blake was claiming that he had found it. His work is a trail he has left. He wants us to follow. It’s not surprising that we’re tempted. After all, what have we got to lose?


			For all his seeming incomprehensibility, his current fame and the size of his audience suggest that understanding Blake is not something that we have given up on yet. On the contrary, our efforts seem to be increasing with every passing year. We have many advantages now that Robinson lacked. Our understanding of both the mind and the nature of reality are far in advance of the world two centuries ago. We also have easy access to the huge amount of research and analysis into his work that occurred in the twentieth century. Once his art was extremely rare and every page found was precious; now his entire body of work is just a few mouse-clicks away.


			Blake’s art contains rare gold, but to mine it is not always easy. It forces you to grapple with abstract philosophical ideas and arcane mythologies, of the type it is much easier to ignore. It is powerful and strange, and it may indeed change us for good. But what sort of life would it be if we shunned opportunities like this, which might just transform both ourselves and the world around us?


			Many thought that the world had beaten William Blake, but there was a reason why that fight seemed like such a one-sided battle. Blake never agreed to a material struggle, and he made no effort to defend himself on that level. Instead, his time, energy and work were dedicated to an entirely different set of objectives, and he fought for those on a battlefield of his own choosing. The way in which the world attempted to shape Blake was very different to the way Blake attempted to shape the world.


			Blake’s attention was focused somewhere that is not easy for us to define or label. We do intuitively feel, however, that it exists. Our desire to understand it better is the reason why we are so drawn to Blake, and part of the reason why he has received such immense posthumous fame and praise.


			William Blake versus the world, we will discover, turns out to be a far more interesting story than that of the world versus William Blake.
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			2.


			TWOFOLD ALWAYS


			The Blake family house stood on the corner of Marshall Street and Broad Street (now Broadwick Street), in central London. It was tall and narrow, with the family haberdashery shop on the ground floor and a further three floors above for the growing family. William Blake was born in this building on 28 November 1757, the third of seven children (two of whom died in infancy). The house had been built on top of an old burial ground; above the stench of the dirty, noisy city, it was said that the smell of the dead could still be overpowering.


			Blake’s home was in an area which then represented – as it still does – a mixture of poverty, commerce and genteel excess. A workhouse and an abattoir stood nearby, but so did the elegant lawns and gravel walks of Golden Square. It was a short walk along Oxford Street to the Tyburn gallows, which still drew large crowds for its regular hangings. The streets were muddy hollows, the city a maze of dark twisting alleyways, and violence and drunkenness were commonplace. It was in this house when, at the age of four, young William looked at the window and saw the face of God pressing in. He screamed.


			The first decade of Blake’s childhood was carefree. His parents recognised that he was a sensitive child and made the decision not to send him to school with other children. Instead he was home-schooled by his mother, on the recommendation of the Moravian Church she had previously belonged to. Young Blake learnt to read and write, although his punctuation and spelling would always be eccentric. The principal object of study in those early years was the Bible, and this text remained the foundation of his work and imagination for the rest of his life.


			Blake’s lack of formal education afforded him time and freedom to wander, and as a boy he loved to explore. London was then still small enough that he could leave the hectic streets of Soho behind and walk out into the lanes and footpaths of the countryside. A typical walk, described nearly a century later in 1863 by his first biographer, Alexander Gilchrist, took him south over Westminster Bridge, past St George’s Fields to the ‘large and pleasant’ village of Camberwell and the fields and hedgerows beyond. He would continue for a few more miles, perhaps to Blackheath or the ‘antique rustic town of Croydon’. The landscape Blake explored has now been almost entirely overlaid with concrete and construction, but it survives in idealised form in his work.


			Blake enjoyed a level of freedom that modern-day children would find incomprehensible. From the evidence of his later recollections and work, it can appear that, to his innocent child’s eyes, unburdened by responsibility, he was free to explore paradise. Britain was at peace between Blake’s fifth and seventeenth years, so he grew up believing this was the natural condition of the world.


			On one summer’s morning, around the age of eight or ten, he went out to Peckham Rye. As Gilchrist famously described this incident, ‘Sauntering along, the boy looks up and sees a tree filled with angels, bright angelic wings bespangling every bough like stars.’ On returning home, Blake innocently related the incident to his parents. His father’s initial reaction to what he assumed was a lie was to hit him. It was only his mother’s intervention that saved him from a severe beating.


			Gilchrist described the tree full of angels as Blake’s ‘first vision’. This may seem like an error, given that we have heard how he saw the face of God in the window at the age of four. But on one level, the reaction of his father does justify the description of the tree of angels as his first vision, because this was the moment when Blake learnt that his visions were not considered normal. Other people, he discovered, didn’t share them. As his dad’s reaction showed, regular people not only didn’t believe in them, but they could react to them with great anger.


			Children accept the world they grow up in unquestioningly, regardless of poverty or privilege. Before this incident, Blake could have believed that the things he saw were a common part of the world. If you were being raised on the Bible, you might expect to occasionally see angels in much the same way that you occasionally saw cows, or stables, or palaces. It was only after his father reacted violently that Blake discovered this wasn’t the case. Blake’s Peckham Rye ‘first vision’ was the moment he realised that he was different – the first crack in his innocence.


			


			The Middle English word ‘vision’ originally referred to a supernatural apparition, but its meaning has since been downgraded to describe regular, everyday sight. Nowadays, visions – in the original sense of the word – are almost entirely absent from the world we read about in the media or see reflected on our TV screens. Most people live their lives without once glimpsing an angel, let alone the face of God.


			Because Blake’s visions continued throughout his entire life and inspired his painting and poetry, it’s not possible to tell his story without tackling them. His visions are central to his modern fame and more fundamental to our idea of the man than even his genius for painting and poetry. History is full of great artists, and there is no shortage of mystics who report strange and baffling visions. But people who experience visions, and who are also great enough artists to give others a convincing glimpse of what they have seen, are few and far between.


			Most accounts of Blake’s life and work explain his visions away as a form of ‘eidetic imagery’ – a vivid mental image which a person can see either in their mind’s eye or externally, as if the mental image was part of the observer’s environment. The term ‘eidetic imagery’ may be an appropriate label for what Blake experienced, but a label is very different to an explanation. If we want to really understand William Blake, we need a deeper understanding of what it means when someone sees ‘a vision’.


			There are many ways to interpret accounts of visions of angels or spiritual entities. One, which is common in the modern era, is to assume that people are simply lying – angels don’t exist, therefore anyone claiming to see them must not be telling the truth.


			Few find this explanation satisfying in the case of William Blake. Given the artistic obscurity in which he lived his life and his reputation as a madman that these visions engendered, it is difficult to find a plausible reason why he would lie about them. It is not just that he reported such visions over his entire life, from childhood to old age, that makes him believable, but the eerie qualities of the work he produced inspired by them. After seeing the startling originality of many of his paintings, it can be harder to believe that he didn’t experience visions than it is to believe that he did.


			Another explanation is that the spiritual beings do in fact exist, external to their observers, and that reports of them are straightforward accounts of actual encounters. This was the approach favoured in biblical and classical texts. When we read about how God spoke to Moses from the burning bush, or how Helen encountered Aphrodite in the Iliad, it was understood that these were regular accounts of things that happened. It is hard not to be sceptical of an explanation like this in the materially minded twenty-first century. Even in Blake’s time, there were few who would have accepted a literal interpretation of his visions. Blake himself recognised that the entities he saw weren’t ‘really there’ in the everyday sense. He knew that the people he was with did not see the things that he saw.


			So if he wasn’t lying and if his visions weren’t objectively real, how should we interpret what was going on?


			The first academic to really tackle this question was the American philosopher William James, who published The Varieties of Religious Experience in 1901. James was uninterested in theology or the structure and history of religions. Instead, he was concerned with religious experience itself. He wanted to know what was happening to people in the moments when they felt they were in touch with something larger and more important than the physical world. These experiences, he recognised, were universal. They occurred to people in different cultures, religions and historical periods. Those people interpreted the incidents through different cultural frameworks, of course, but the actual experiences they described were fundamentally similar. If experiences such as these occurred regularly throughout history to people of widely different cultures, James reasoned, then the scientific worldview needed to recognise and study them. Science is an enquiry into the whole universe, after all. It is not an enquiry into only the parts of the universe that scientists are comfortable with.


			As James realised, there were several qualities that reports of religious experiences had in common. The most obvious, and the most frustrating, was the quality of ineffability – the impossibility of communicating exactly what the experience was like. As he described a spiritual experience, ‘no adequate report of its contents can be given in words […] mystical states are more like states of feeling than like states of intellect. No one can make clear to another who has never had a certain feeling, in what the quality or worth of it consists.’ Just as you couldn’t explain to a person who had never tasted mustard exactly what the experience of eating mustard was like, people who had experienced a mystical state were equally unable to adequately describe it to others.


			The American neurosurgeon Eben Alexander III experienced a visionary state in 2008. He spent seven days in a meningitis-induced coma, during which time he entered what he later described as ‘a world of consciousness that existed completely free of the limitations of my physical brain’. After he had returned to a normal mental state, he struggled with the difficulty in expressing exactly what he had experienced. It was, he wrote, ‘rather like being a chimpanzee, becoming human for a single day to experience all of the wonders of human knowledge, and then returning to one’s chimp friends and trying to tell them what it was like knowing several different Romance languages, the calculus, and the immense scale of the universe’.


			The second quality that James identified was that the experience was noetic – meaning that it was imbued with information: ‘Although so similar to states of feeling, mystical states seem to those who experience them to be also states of knowledge […] They are illuminations, revelations, full of significance and importance, all inarticulate though they remain; and as a rule they carry with them a curious sense of authority.’ It is this noetic quality, and the sense that during the experience you were granted profound, new knowledge, that gives a religious experience a sense of revelation. It is a glimpse of a larger state of mind that shows the poverty of our everyday awareness. Without this, an ineffable experience could be dismissed as little more than a period of feeling strange.


			James also identified two subsidiary qualities, namely transiency and passivity – the experiences do not last for long, and they involve a lack of agency. As he wrote, ‘the mystic feels as if his own will were in abeyance, and indeed sometimes as if he were grasped and held by a superior power.’ Despite their transient nature, these experiences can produce lasting changes in people.


			The author Philip Pullman, who is a prominent critic of religion, has had similar experiences. ‘The sense that the whole universe is alive – not just inanimate, but alive and conscious of meaning – is one that I’ve felt on two or three occasions, and they made such a deep impression on me that I shall never forget them,’ he said in a 2002 talk at the Oxford University Department for Continuing Education.


			I’d never taken any drugs stronger than alcohol or cannabis, and not much of that, so I can’t compare it to a drug-induced trance, and there was nothing trancelike about it. I was intensely and ecstatically awake, if anything. I just saw connections between things – similarities, parallels. It was like rhyme, but instead of sounds rhyming it was meanings that rhymed, and there were endless series of them, and they went on forever in every direction. The whole universe was connected by lines and chains and fields of meaning, and I was part of it. It lasted about half an hour in each case, and then faded. I’ve hardly ever talked about it because it seems like something whose significance is private.


			Pullman has a great dislike of the words ‘spiritual’ and ‘mystical’ and he avoids using them to describe what happened to him, but the ineffable, noetic and transient nature of his experiences suggests that they were of the same type as those that James was trying to understand a century earlier. It seems likely that these experiences have been an influence in Pullman’s move away from a strict atheistic worldview. As he told the comedian Adam Buxton in 2019, ‘I’m believing more and more firmly in this thing called panpsychism, the idea that consciousness is actually everywhere. Consciousness is a normal property of matter just like mass or electric charge, and it’s not something that is restricted to human beings.’


			Although James was able to move our understanding of visionary experience on from being considered as either lies or literal truth, the shared qualities he identified were still frustratingly slippery things to get to grips with. There wasn’t much that objective study could do with reports of transient, passive reception of ineffable knowledge that had little impact on anything other than the recipient’s quality of life.


			This is what makes the ineffable nature of these mystical moments so frustrating. To give others a glimpse of what these experiences were like was beyond most visionaries. Attempts to explain the impact of the visionary state can come across as trite, sentimental or embarrassingly obvious. The experience of a mystical state in which you understand that all is love can be life-changing, but to be simply told that all is love can have about as much emotional impact as reading a greetings card.


			Perhaps more than any visionary before or since, Blake had the creative skill to express what he experienced. Not completely, of course, and not always clearly. But for those who have never had even a whiff of a vision themselves, the work of William Blake can do more than anything to convince them that such experiences are real. One poem in particular gives a revealing look at the form his visions took.


			


			In 1801, when Blake was living on the Sussex coast, he went for a long walk across open countryside and got into an argument with a thistle. His description of this incident survives in a poem he sent with a letter to his friend and patron Thomas Butts.


			Blake starts by describing an idyllic scene of natural beauty, but very quickly he begins to populate this scene with supernatural beings:


			With happiness stretchd across the hills
In a cloud that dewy sweetness distills
With a blue sky spread over with wings
And a mild sun that mounts & sings
With trees & fields full of Fairy elves
And little devils who fight for themselves


			As the poem continues, the otherworldly contingent escalates. Blake talks about the presence of God, along with silver angels and golden demons, but there is nothing to suggest that this is anything more than poetical metaphor. He then mentions the spirit of his father ‘hovering upon the wind’, along with his brothers Robert and John. ‘Tho dead, they appear upon my path’, he states, and describes how they beg and entreat him to make an unspecified change in his life. It takes effort to drive these spirits away, suggesting that they are more real to him than the fairy elves and golden demons previously mentioned. Those were ideas he could easily move on from. His dead family, in contrast, were stubborn.


			It is then that he encounters the ‘frowning Thistle’, who he sees as an angry old man. It picks up where his family had left off, imploring him to make the unspecified change in his life that he was stubbornly refusing. The thistle warns him that going ahead as planned will lead to poverty, envy, old age, fear and the death of his wife. It is the voice of all his worry, anxiety and guilt. Blake is not for turning, however, and angrily kicks the thistle to pieces with his boot.


			Fortunately for us, Blake describes what he means when he talks about arguing with the thistle:


			What to others a trifle appears
Fills me full of smiles or tears
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


			He is aware that other people would not see anything more than a normal thistle. He himself also sees the normal thistle, with his ‘outward’ eye. This is not a regular hallucination, in which something not present is seen and believed to be real. Instead, it is a case of ‘double vision’, in which Blake is seeing two contradictory realities at once. He is entirely aware that the thistle is just a regular thistle while at the same time seeing it as an ‘old Man grey’. The imagined aspect of this seems to have its origins in the physical, because a spiky thistle does seem to be, out of all the plants and wildlife you’d encounter in the Sussex countryside, the one most apt to portray a hectoring old man.


			This ‘double vision’, Blake tells us, is normal for him. It is ‘always with me’. To see the real world with his ‘outward’ eye and also an imagined counterpoint with his ‘inward’ or mind’s eye is, for Blake, his regular mode of perception. Remaining aware of the dual nature of his visions was therefore important, as it kept him on the right side of sanity. Most of us would experience a similar phenomenon if we were kept in isolation for long enough, away from other people. It is normal for people to start talking to themselves when they are alone for any length of time, and if isolation continues they may start projecting their inner monologues out into the world and argue with people who are not present. To a passing observer, this is how Blake would have looked, out in the fields shouting at the thistle.


			Events then move up a gear. Out of the sun comes a character from Blake’s own personal mythology. This is Los, who represents creative fire, and who we will talk more about later:


			Then Los appeard in all his power
In the Sun he appeard descending before
My face in fierce flames in my double sight
Twas outward a Sun: inward Los in his might.


			Again, Blake remains aware of the dual nature of what he describes: to the regular, ‘outward’ eye it was the sun; to the inner eye it was Los. The content of the vision may have escalated, for a burning mythological figure stepping out of the sun is considerably grander than an abusive thistle, but the nature of his vision was the same.


			Blake stands his ground and argues his case against this terrifying flaming figure. Even now that the argument is taking place on a mythological scale, the subject is still Blake justifying his life choices to himself. A relatively minor personal matter has become, when projected out into the world, a great cosmic struggle. Blake goes into battle with Los ‘With the bows of my Mind & the Arrows of Thought’, and eventually defeats him.


			Then something extraordinary happens, and the nature of his vision changes. Blake tries to describe what happens clearly, but his description can appear bewildering to those new to his work:


			Now I a fourfold vision see
And a fourfold vision is given to me
Tis fourfold in my supreme delight
And three fold in soft Beulahs night
And twofold Always. May God us keep
From Single vision & Newtons sleep


			These are strange statements that need some unpacking.


			What Blake is trying to do here is to describe four different modes of perception, or states of awareness. The ‘twofold’ vision we have already encountered. This is a dual mix of physical reality and mental imagination, and again Blake stresses that he has this mode of perception ‘always’. The implication is that it is far superior to ‘single vision’, by which Blake means the material world objectively observed, without any contribution from the mind or the imagination. This is ‘Newton’s sleep’, the scientific perspective that Blake views with horror.


			This scientific mode of perceiving the world had been largely unknown in Britain before the seventeenth century, but it had been growing ever since, especially after the founding of the Royal Society in 1660. A good example of the objective observation that the Royal Society promoted is an article entitled ‘Effects of Lightning in Northamptonshire 1725’ in the Royal Society journal, Philosophical Transactions, written by a J. Wasse. This was a lengthy, dispassionate description of the corpse of a shepherd, who was killed when struck by lightning out in the fields. Wasse describes the effect of the lightning strike on the shepherd’s body and on the objects he had around him with a level of forensic detail that would make Sherlock Holmes proud. What was new here was the absence of any reference to the mythological associations of thunder and lightning, which any earlier account of a similar scene would have contained. There was no sense of awe about the ‘wrath of God’. Nor was there any trace of human feeling for the victim.


			In Blake’s writings there are confusing references to the importance of seeing ‘through’ rather than ‘with’ the eye. This was another way to state his belief in the superiority of double rather than single vision. To see the world with single vision was, for Blake, to be robbed of everything that mattered in life – one of the many ways in which he was in opposition to the spirit of his times.


			Nowadays, we have a greater understanding of the role that the mind plays in supposedly objective, passive observation. We suffer from many psychological biases which affect how we see the world, and as a result we often see what we expect to see. As Blake wrote, ‘A fool sees not the same tree that a wise man sees.’ As the role of the mind in perception becomes increasingly understood, we are learning that we too tend to see the world in twofold vision, rather than the single vision of Newton’s sleep. The difference is that, unlike Blake, we are largely unaware of it.


			If single vision is detached, objective observation and twofold vision is a merging of what we see and what we think, then what is the ‘threefold vision’ he talks about? Blake’s description of it as being ‘in soft Beulahs night’ is not, for most readers, immediately helpful. Beulah is, like Los, another aspect of his personal mythology. It is a sweet moonlit place, associated with dreams, love and divine inspiration. Blake probably got the name from John Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress, in which the land of Beulah is an earthly paradise on the borders of heaven. To experience the state of Beulah is to experience a blissful, post-coital embrace from the whole universe.


			The paradise of Beulah is how many would imagine heaven, but Beulah as Blake understood it is just a temporary state. It is too passive to be a true heaven. For Blake, the idea that the afterlife consisted of angels sitting around on clouds playing the harp was not something he found remotely appealing or plausible. Instead, the heaven of Beulah is a temporary kindness that acted as a respite from the constant work of the universe. It was something we could enjoy for as long as it lasted, but it was a holiday from existence, not our ultimate goal. Beulah was also a necessary buffer between the world of men and the higher realm above.


			By calling this state a ‘threefold vision’, Blake is saying that the world of Beulah is an addition to, not a replacement for, the twofold vision previously described. It was as if a state of grace descended upon him after exercising his imagination and experiencing twofold vision. It did not change the content of what he was experiencing, but instead altered what it felt like. There he was, in angry dispute with a thistle out in the gentle rolling fields of Sussex, when from nowhere a blissful spiritual balm found and embraced him.


			After threefold vision comes fourfold vision – a glimpse of the higher realm that Blake refers to as Eternity. This, he tells us, is the ‘supreme delight’. It is also noetic, as William James explained, and profoundly ineffable. Here is the full-blown mystical state that James analysed and studied. It is a much rarer state of mind than Blake’s ‘twofold vision’, and not something he experienced every day. Blake himself struggled with how to describe fourfold vision. As he wrote in his epic poem Milton:


			O how can I with my gross tongue that cleaveth to the dust,
Tell of the Four-fold Man, in starry numbers fitly orderd


			For now, we will have to leave this strange state of awareness, although we will return to this subject later. Blake was not able to describe or explain this ineffable visionary state in the poem he sent to Thomas Butts. He did, however, manage to describe the route by which he achieved his glimpse of Eternity.


			It began with his imagination, or ‘twofold’ vision. By exercising his imagination, he was able to visualise his personal concerns and difficulties in mythological terms. With his problems brought out into the light and projected onto the world in this way, their contrasting positions were compelled to struggle until a conclusion was reached. Blake had made a psychological breakthrough. It is at this point that Blake’s vision went from twofold, to threefold, to the fourfold of Eternity. This ‘supreme delight’ was not something he created himself, but something he said was ‘given to me’. It was a side effect of Blake’s imaginative struggles. In many ways, it was a reward for achieving a psychological breakthrough.


			Blake was always clear that his route to Eternity came through the exercising of his imagination. On one occasion he was at a party, and he described a walk he had recently taken. ‘I came to a meadow, and at the farther corner of it I saw a fold of lambs,’ he said. ‘Coming nearer, the ground blushed with flowers; and the wattled cote and its woolly tenants were of an exquisite pastoral beauty. But I looked again, and it proved to be no living flock, but beautiful sculpture.’ We can now recognise this statement as another example of his twofold vision, in which living lambs were also perceived as timeless art. A lady at the party, however, pressed him for more details. ‘I beg pardon, Mr Blake,’ she said, ‘but may I ask where you saw this?’ Blake touched his forehead and said, ‘Here, madam.’


			Blake’s visions, then, were neither lies nor objective truth. They were a state of mind he could achieve by exercising his imagination. ‘Imagination’ is a word we all feel we understand, yet it proves to be a tricky concept to define, as we shall see later. For now, however, it’s worth noting that Blake’s claims that his vision was ‘twofold always’ suggests an unusually powerful imagination at work.


			But how can a strong imagination lead to the experience of a vision state? As we will see, a clue can be found in another aspect of the mind – the sense of self. Or, more accurately, in the sense of self being dissolved.
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			3.


			I COME TO SELF ANNIHILATION


			Blake had a very different childhood to modern English children. The carefree innocence of his first ten years and the freedom to wander unhindered in the idyllic English countryside never left him. He returned to this garden of Albion repeatedly in his adult work. For Blake, paradise was part of the world that we should be able to walk to at any time, rather than a far-distant spiritual realm which we hope to one day be allowed to access. For all that Blake is known as a working-class London artist, it is the Eden-like countryside he explored as a child in which much of his work was set.


			High-functioning athletes and highly skilled musicians sometimes talk about becoming so focused that they lose all sense of time, space and ego. They become so fully immersed in what they are doing that it is as if they do not exist, except in their actions. This state is called ‘flow’ by psychologists, or more casually ‘being in the zone’. In a similar way, Blake’s work suggests that there were moments when his sense of self dissolved as he wandered the countryside as a child. This state of mind is a profound one, and mystics go to great lengths to experience it. At such a moment, all is truly one and no division exists, because when there is no sense of ‘you’, there is no way that ‘you’ can be separate from the rest of the universe. This is perhaps why the countryside, in Blake’s work, has all the qualities of a prelapsarian paradise.


			Blake certainly valued the experience of the loss of sense of self and viewed it as a spiritual goal. In his epic poem Jerusalem, he writes:


			O Saviour pour upon me thy spirit of meekness & love:
Annihilate the Selfhood in me, be thou all my life!


			In his poem Milton, he dismisses earthly laws in favour of the ‘Laws of Eternity’, in which the loss of the sense of self is paramount:


			 … know thou: I come to Self Annihilation
Such are the Laws of Eternity that each shall mutually
Annihilate himself for others good, as I for thee


			‘Self Annihilation’ is something other than death; during the horrors that unfurl in Jerusalem, a character seeking freedom from his struggles desperately cries out, ‘O that Death & Annihilation were the same!’ Blake understood the self as a mental creation separate and distinct from physical life, which can be annihilated without our bodies coming to harm.


			This loss of a sense of self, it should be noted, is different to the psychological experience known as dissociation, a state in which the mind becomes detached and disconnected, often as a way of avoiding dealing with trauma. Unlike the loss of a sense of self, it is a fundamentally passive experience. In contrast, the flow state is intensely active – the mind is so absorbed in an experience or activity that it forgets to conceive of itself as being in some way separate.


			In the twenty-first century, science has made great advances in understanding how the brain generates its sense of self. In 2001, the American neurologist Marcus Raichle started recording the mind ‘at rest’ when he was studying the brain with fMRI scanners at Washington University. His aim was to help calibrate the machine and to understand the differences in brain activity caused by performing mental tasks. To his surprise, he discovered that patients’ brains didn’t just go quiet when they were lying back and doing nothing. Instead, several specific brain sections lit up and started communicating with each other. What that mental activity was about was not immediately obvious, but those brain regions were clearly communicating about something.


			The functions of the brain areas in question related to autobiographical information, such as remembering the past and predicting the future, or thinking about other people and predicting how they might behave. These are all brain functions needed for daydreaming, so it makes sense that they would be active when people were lying back and letting their mind wander. This network of brain areas has now been given the somewhat dull name of the ‘default mode network’ – the network which becomes active by default when we didn’t seem to be doing anything specific.


			What Raichle had discovered was the structure of the brain’s high-level, top-down organising network. Some researchers refer to the default mode network as a ‘task-negative network’ because it goes quiet when the brain has a specific task that it needs to pay attention to, and only starts up again when the job is done. It is when the brain is intensely focused on a task that the default network becomes sufficiently quiet for the selfless ‘flow’ state to be experienced. There is an exception to this general rule, which is that the default mode network also becomes active during tasks that require access to our autobiographical memories or social understanding. This makes sense, because the combined actions of the areas of the default mode network are our current best neurological model for how the brain constructs that most elusive of things: our sense of self.


			The sense of self has long been a tricky problem for philosophers, psychiatrists and neuroscientists alike. We all think we have a sense of self and intuitively believe that it therefore must exist, but it has proven frustratingly difficult to find, or even define. As children, we might assume that our eyes operate like windows, letting light into our heads and allowing our ‘self’ to see the world outside. But how exactly would this work? Is ‘the self’ like a little person who watches this information, as if on a TV screen, with eyes of their own? If that was the case, would that little person also have another person inside their head, in order to watch what was going on in front of their eyes? That person would then need an even smaller person inside them, and so on to absurdity.


			Neurologists have diced and sliced the brain pretty finely and there is no little person to be found, nor indeed any singular part of the brain which seems to act like one. Our sense of self is not a discrete thing, it turns out. It is perhaps better thought of as a story. It is the story of who we are, what we are like and where we are going, and as such it grows out of our history, our relationships with others and our goals for the future. All this is an emergent quality that arises from the interplay of many different areas of the brain, of which the most prominent are the same that make up our default mode network. It is when these areas are communicating that the story of ourselves can be told and our sense of self can be said to exist.


			If it is the case that a profound spiritual feeling of unity is the result of a reduction in the brain’s sense of self, then this has significant implications for another hallmark of the visionary experience. Those who have had visions frequently claim that the experience was in some way more real than normal life. They often view the immaterial spiritual realm that they have encountered as a more fundamental state of reality than our everyday world of matter. This was very much Blake’s opinion, and it was also the conclusion of countless mystical seekers going back centuries, from the mystery schools of the ancient world onwards. Outside the West, however, this is not always the case. In Buddhism, for example, visions are valued, but it is accepted that they may be delusions and the product of the imagination.


			Is this sense of things being ‘more real’ simply a side effect of the absence of a self? When you are present and self-aware you are able to question what is going on around you, and apply doubts and criticisms where necessary. But when the self is absent there is no ‘you’ to question anything, so all that there is can only be accepted as unarguable and true. The voice that questions whether this is nothing more than a dream is no longer present.


			Given our current understanding of consciousness – or rather, our lack of it – a suggestion like this remains speculative. It may, in fact, be that the reason why visionary states feel more real than the everyday world is because that is exactly what they are, and mystics and visionaries are genuinely gaining access to the unfiltered experience of a more fundamental reality. However, for those sceptical of such a position, the suggestion that it is the absence of a sense of self which causes this belief can be a helpful one. The idea that Blake’s visions convinced him that there was a greater reality than the material world can then be accepted, without having to also accept that this was true. With this intellectual hang-up neatly sidestepped, we are free to examine Blake’s visions and explore what it is about them that is of value.


			


			The default mode network helps us to understand how the physical world works, allowing us to make reliable predictions about what is likely to happen next. It is a stubbornly practical and rational system, and as such it is not interested in populating our material environment with characters from the imagination. The default mode network cuts out a lot of unstructured chatter between different parts of the brain and is therefore a highly efficient way for a brain to function. As a result, our imagination can be constrained by the default mode network. It can become subservient to what we know about the world.


			If you imagine that the connections between different brain regions are a map of the road network, then the default mode network is like the motorway network – the busiest, strongest and most used connections, and the fastest and most efficient way to go from A to B. Deliberately using the motorways to travel is more efficient than heading down country lanes at random, with no clear destination in mind, just to see what we might find.


			We are not born with a default mode network. Babies’ brains are like blank slates, and they are ready to learn and adapt to whatever time and place they find themselves in. This explains why people have no memory of their first years, because autobiographical information requires the default mode network to develop. Gradually, as babies grow, their default mode networks start to emerge and strengthen, and they begin to understand the world around them and their place within it. Our first long-term memories form between the age of two and four. Once we have a memory, we can begin to understand ourselves as a story that is acting out in time.


			While the child brain is developing, and the emerging default mode network is still weak, it is less rational and structured than an adult brain. As a result, the imagination is less constrained. We see this in the phenomenon of imaginary friends, in which a non-existent companion is conjured so strongly that the child perceives them as real. It is tempting to see a similarity here with Blake’s ‘twofold vision’, in which intense imagination leads to a weakened sense of self that results in imagined entities being perceived as externally present. It is rare for an adult to get into an argument with a thistle, but it would be less surprising for a child.


			In child development terms, imaginary childhood friends are believed to be a positive phenomenon that can lead to improved social, linguistic and creative skills. There is evidence from surveys in UK nurseries, however, that imaginary childhood friends have become rarer in recent years. Children now have far less opportunity to be bored, and with less time in their busy schedules for unstructured play and daydreaming they are less likely to invent characters so rich and interesting that they pass as real. Blame for this is sometimes placed on the use of tablets by pre-school children. It is possible that the use of screens is helping children learn about the world and causing their default mode networks to strengthen earlier, while at the same time reducing their need to flex their imaginations.


			The adult mind is, in a sense, in a rut. Once it knows what is likely to happen in the world, it does not usually bother itself imagining scenarios that do not fall into this pattern. A child who has yet to develop a fully formed default mode network may spend time imagining what their life would be like if they had a pet dinosaur they could ride to school and impress their friends with. An adult, in contrast, will think about what they need from the shops and what to watch on Netflix that evening. On one level, this is a much more practical and energy-efficient use of the brain, but it may not be the way to a richer, more fulfilling life.


			In a 2014 paper called ‘The Entropic Brain’, a team of researchers led by Robin Carhart-Harris from Imperial College London looked at the consequences of what they called ‘entropy’. In this context, the word ‘entropy’ referred to how chaotic or ordered the activity in the brain was, with chaotic, unexpected brain activity being classed as high entropy and calm, predictable brain patterns being classed as low entropy. Carhart-Harris’s argument is that the brain has evolved to limit entropy as much as possible, in order to run efficiently. As he explained in his paper, the brain tries ‘to promote realism, foresight, careful reflection and an ability to recognize and overcome wishful and paranoid fantasies’. It does this through several top-down brain networks, with the default mode network being a prominent example. These try to keep the brain running in a predictable and monotonous way with as little wild or unnecessary activity as possible.


			As sensible as this may sound, the brain can take its quest for efficiency too far. Addiction, obsessive compulsive disorder, eating disorders, depression and rigid or fundamentalist thinking are all the result of a brain that is too efficient, and which has too little entropy. Where these problems arise, a sprinkling of chaos is needed. In Carhart-Harris’s terminology, what is required is more entropy, not less. To achieve this, it is necessary to quieten rigid structures such as the default mode network. One way to achieve this is to practise certain forms of meditation. Another is to take psychedelic drugs.


			The link between a quiet default mode network and psychedelic drugs was something of a surprise to Robin Carhart-Harris. When his team of researchers from Imperial College London conducted fMRI scans of subjects under the influence of psilocybin, the psychedelic ingredient found in magic mushrooms, they found that blood flow in certain parts of the brain decreased. This result was further corroborated by measurements of oxygen consumption in the brain. This was a shock – the team had been working on the assumption that taking compounds like LSD or psilocybin would cause the brain to become more active, not less. The falloff in activity, they realised, was concentrated in the default mode network. The influence of psychedelics was weakening these rigid structures.


			The idea that William Blake took psychedelic drugs, and that this was an explanation for his work, was a common belief in the psychedelic counterculture of the 1960s and 1970s. Reading accounts of Blake’s visions, it is easy to see how such a belief could take hold. A good illustration of this was an incident in which Blake was in his home in Lambeth reading an edition of Edward Young’s Night Thoughts, which he had agreed to illustrate. As he read, he was struck by a question Young asked: ‘Who can paint an angel?’ Blake later recounted what happened next to the portrait painter Thomas Phillips.


			According to Phillips, Blake closed the book and cried, ‘Aye! Who can paint an angel?’ At that point he heard a voice in the room reply: ‘Michelangelo could.’ Blake looked around, but he saw nothing except a brighter light than usual. ‘And how do you know?’ he asked suspiciously. ‘I know,’ said the voice, ‘for I sat to him: I am the archangel Gabriel.’ ‘Oho!’ Blake responded, ‘you are, are you: I must have better assurance than that of a wandering voice; you may be an evil spirit – there are such in the land.’ ‘You shall have good assurance,’ said the voice. ‘Can an evil spirit do this?’


			‘I looked whence the voice came,’ Blake told Phillips, ‘and was then aware of a shining shape, with bright wings, who diffused much light. As I looked, the shape dilated more and more: he waved his hands; the roof of my study opened; he ascended into heaven; he stood in the sun, and beckoning to me, moved the universe. An angel of evil could not have done that!’


			There’s a lot to unpick here. It is telling that when Blake heard a voice claiming to be the archangel Gabriel, he didn’t fall to his knees in worship. Instead, he cried ‘Oho!’ and tried to catch him out. Blake is frequently contemptuous of doubt; in ‘Auguries of Innocence’ he writes: ‘If the Sun & Moon should doubt / Theyd immediately Go out’. But this incident shows us that while he didn’t doubt the reality of his visions, he did not blindly accept their contents.


			Blake’s story, and in particular the sudden rush upwards from the normal world to an expansive cosmic vision as the roof of his study opened, has all the hallmarks of a high-dose psychedelic experience. Yet the idea that Blake can be ‘explained’ as a drug user is not convincing, not least because he experienced the same visions from early childhood to the end of his days. Psychedelic mushrooms do grow in southern England, a fact that some have used to explain Blake’s visions. But there was no tradition of ingesting them deliberately, and the idea that British people in the eighteenth century voluntarily used mushrooms for consciousness expansion is ahistorical. As the author Andy Letcher notes in his study Shroom, ‘while [European] people appear to have been eating hallucinogenic mushrooms for as long as there have been records, until the twentieth century they always did so accidentally and unintentionally’.


			The few accounts we have of people in Blake’s period unwittingly eating psychedelic mushrooms resulted in experiences of horror, during which the mushroom eater was convinced that they had gone mad or been possessed by demons. There was no cultural frame to understand the experience in any way other than madness or religious horror. There was not a shamanic religious tradition, for example, within which the experience could be placed in context. It would be many years before twentieth-century authors such as Aldous Huxley and Timothy Leary were able to frame the experience as a positive one in Western culture.


			This is not to say that physical factors had no part to play in Blake’s visions. The mind and body are complicated and interconnected. It is possible that something like the paucity of a poverty diet, for example, may have had an influence on his mind. But while a physical cause is unlikely to be anything more than a contributing factor to Blake’s visions, what he was experiencing neurologically does seem to be a state similar to that which can be triggered by psychedelic compounds. This idea is further supported by the models created by the psychedelic counterculture of the 1960s, which have distinct similarities with Blake’s view of the cosmos, as we shall see later.
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