
R E V I E W

Kathleen	Raine,	From	Blake	to	A	Vision

Hazard	Adams

Blake/An	Illustrated	Quarterly,	Volume	15,	Issue	4,	Spring	1982,	pp.	187-188



187 

to her in the fading daylight while the ghastly 
figure of descending night is about to smother her 
with his bell-shaped pall; and the contrary situation 
is portrayed in the Grave design where a beautiful 
nude man, an angelic messenger, dives downward, 
blowing his bell-shaped trumpet, to waken the 
shrouded, ghoulish skeleton below and rouse him 
from the sleep of corporeal death in the grave. 
The pictures thus comment upon each other like type 
and antitype. Thanks to the inventiveness of Gene 
Conner and Murray Schwartz, layout and production 
editors, this kind of interplay is a general feature 
of William Blake: The Seer and his Visions, a 

feature the thoughtful reader cannot help but learn 
from and enjoy. 

Because of such felicities, this handsomely 
produced book is a valuable volume indeed. It will 
be accessible to many because of its reasonable 
price, and so long as its owner or borrower reads 
the pictures and skims the text, rather than vice 
versa, it will make an excellent introduction to 
Blake's art. 

1 "A Vision of the Last Judgment," The Poetry and Prose of 
William Blake, ed. David V. Erdman (New York, 1970), p. 550. 

2 Cf. John Hollander, "Ta lk ies , " The New York Review of Books, 
Dec. 8, 1977, 50-54, p. 51 . This is a review of Klonsky's 
Speaking Pictures and D. J . Gordon's The Renaissance Imagination. 
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fo l lows. But the wr i te r is Kathleen Raine, and l i k e 
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Raine declares Swedenborg to be a major i n f l u -
ence on both Blake and Yeats. This is not news. 
I t would be i f Raine were to declare that Blake does 
not attack Swedenborg. She doesn't , but she also 
f a i l s to mention that he does and that he tends to 
use Swedenborg very eccent r ica l ly indeed. Raine 
declares Blake to be a diagrammatist l i k e Yeats and 
a l l the diagrams of both to be Jungian mandalas. S. 
Foster Damon's diagram of Blake's c i t y of Jerusalem 
is presented, along with Blake's Vision of the Last 
Judgment and the famous plate 36 of Milton. But i t 
is not said that Damon might better not have d ia-
grammed Jerusalem, which as far as I can see is 
constructed to be a trap fo r diagrammatists, as is 
j u s t about a l l of A Vision. Plate 36 stands out as 
the only diagram Blake included in a l l of his 
i l luminated works and surviving manuscripts. Of 
course, i f one equates every mandala discovered in 
Blake wi th a diagram, one f inds diagrams everywhere, 
as does Raine when she declares A Vision of the Last 
Judgment a mandala and claims Blake to have described 
many mandalas. The nice thing about mandalas is 
that they are ubiquitous, once one learns alertness. 

The t i t l e of t h i s monograph can be taken 
l i t e r a l l y . Raine spends some time on i t s " t o " (the 
space between Blake and A Vision), which turns out 
to be the El l is-Yeats Blake of 1893. In the vast 
commentary in that work Yeats (and E l l i s ) introduced 
occultism in to the in te rp re ta t ion of Blake and made 
for the most part a tasteless mess of i t to go alonq 
with the i r butchering of Blake's tex t . This 
occultism has been inconvenient fo r most of us, but 
not for Raine. I t is cer ta in ly the occu l t i s t aspect 
of Yeats's in te rpre ta t ion that i s constantly get t ing 
him into t rouble. For example, Yeats "relates 
Blake's quaterni ty to the four 'wor lds' of the 
Cabala and other systems" (p. 16). This is typ ica l 
of where Raine thinks Yeats goes r i g h t , but I 
believe him to be going rather consistent ly wrong 
here. Raine can accept much of Yeats's reading of 
Blake because her own in te rp re t i ve level is so l o f t y 
and abstract that she rare ly feels she must stoop 
to de ta i l s of the text and never to questions of 
tone. Bas ica l ly , however, the problem is that not 
enough at tent ion is paid to the way in which the 
whole of any of Blake's works controls how much we 
should read into any given part . Unfortunately, at 
Raine's level the "wisdom" of Swedenborg, Blake, 
Yeats, and Jung is a l l one. These four are "among 
those who have . . . attempted what must, sooner or 
l a t e r , be attempted i f indeed a 'New Age' and a 
change of the premises of our cul ture is approach-
i n g . " 

There are too many unsupported dogmatisms in 
th i s monograph. Many years ago I wrote what I think 
was the f i r s t serious American essay on Raine's 
poetry. I t was a quite favorable account ( I do not 
regret i t ) , and I t reated her poetic voices as those 
of enchantress and medium. But neither of these 
voices is the proper one for c r i t i c i s m . Lucki ly one 
can take my complaint, put i t to the side, and o r o f i t 

from parts of th i s t ex t , for there are some good 
things here though they are presented in a rather 
disorganized way. Raine sees certa in important 
sh i f t s of emphasis from Blake to Yeats and notices 
cer ta in of Yeats's misreadings. But must Blake's 
twenty-seven churches (cor rect ly traced back to 
Swedenborg) be so simply related to Yeats's twenty-
eight lunar phases, without so much as a word that 
twenty-seven is not twenty-eight? Is Yeats's l i t t l e 
dialogue in Vacillation r ea l l y a dialogue wi th his 
master Blake? I sn ' t there, though not a " ro ta t i on " 
of Urizen and Luvah, at least a cyc l i c i t y? Yeats 
got th i s a l l wrong because of his ast ro log iz ing of 
Blake. Is Yeats's mask rea l l y to be i den t i f i ed with 
Tharmas quite so eas i l y , as Raine does? Is there no 
time in Blake's e te rn i t y , or is e te rn i t y in Blake's 
time? Or is i t better to look rather more closely 
and consider that there may be more than one time 
in Blake? The most in terest ing part of the monograoh 
is toward the end where Raine discusses the i n f l u -
ence of "The Mental Travel ler" on A Vision and 
various poems. Here, however, not as much as she 
implies is new. She ca l l s Blake's poem a detai led 
examination of his symbol of Canaan. That seems 
promising, but she goes on to ut ter over several 
pages the fo l lowing equation: Canaan = Mundane Shell 
or Egg = the world of b i b l i ca l h is tory = space and 
time = the twenty-seven churches = the covering 
cherub = the womb = the serpent = the center = the 
m i l l s = the wheels = dens = Newton's universe = 
Mi l ton 's chaos and ancient night = Dante's Purgatory 
= "under the h i l l . " This i s , of course, roughly 
so in the way Joyce la te r also made everybody 
everybody else. But since a l l of these things are 
roughly the fa l l en wor ld, the revelat ion that the 
poem is about Canaan t e l l s us nothing that hasn't 
been well known to readers of the poem fo r a long 
time under some other term in the equation. 

Inc iden ta l l y , in the process of observing 
Blake's metaphorical chain, Raine ca l l s Satan the 
" los t t r ave l l e r " of one of Blake's la te short ooems. 
But i f we look at the syntax we discover that Satan 
is not the t rave l l e r but "the los t t r a v e l l e r ' s 
dream under the h i l l . " Of course, where everybody 
is everybody e lse, t h i s u l t imate ly makes no 
d i f ference. Or does i t ? The whole basis of Blake's 
thought turns on the pr inc ip le of i den t i t y and the 
paradox in that word. Ful ly read, i t indicates 
that everything has an iden t i t y of i t s own, but i s 
ident ical to other things as w e l l . Raine's occult ism 
negates the f i r s t meaning and presses for the 
second. This is the point at issue here. Was Blake 
an o c c u l t i s t who would suppress indiv idual i den t i t y 
or the "minute pa r t i cu l a r , " which Raine seems to 
confuse wi th the conscious ego, or i s he a v is ionary 
poet who ins is ts on both sides of the paradox at 
once? For that matter, in the end which was Yeats? 

The monograph has numerous i l l u s t r a t i o n s from 
occul t t ex t s , Blake, and A Vision. Some are not 
discussed. That's a l l r i g h t . Most of them are 
mandalas. 
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