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Orc under a Veil Revealed: Family
Relationships and their Symbols in
Europe and The Book of Urizen'

By Kazuya OKADA

Introduction

Allt:nl ion has often been drawn to the veil of Enitharmon
(illus. 1a, 1b), representing her relationship to her child,
Orc; and its symbolic importance to Blakean mythology is
generally agreed upon. But the attendant discussion has pro-
duced several, often problematic, arguments. To understand
the deeper significance of the imagery, we have to re-exam-
ine Orc’s figure in the light of a reconsideration of the tradi-
tional mythic sources which throw light upon the meanings
of family relationships, These relationships, which provide
Blakean mythology with their interlocking dimensions, in
effect systematize his idiosyncratic cosmology. His mythol-
ogy is activated especially by the interaction of certain names
which are identified with each character: namely, Los as fa-
ther figure, Enitharmon as mother, and Orc or Oothoon as
child. Elucidating the significance of family relationships
thus helps us realize how Blake’s proto-mythological
framings are fundamentally based on certain family rela-
tionships, extending from the earlier works—such as
America or Visions of the Daughters of Albion—all through
to such later works as Vala, or The Four Zoas and Jerusalem.
More important, perhaps, attention to these relationships
can throw light upon transitional works, particularly, Eu-
rope and The Book of Urizen. Here in particular, the rela-
tionships, when more deeply analyzed, enable us to take a
fresh look at Or, to recognize Urizen with Jupiter asa greater
father figure, Los with Vulcan as the father, or Enitharmon
with Venus as the mother of Orc. I wish to argue here that
this new light reveals the so far hidden position of Orc’s fig-
ure as the son between Vulcan and Jupiter, i.e., Cupid. It is
not common to see a Cupid figure implied within the char-
acterization of Org; but it is my contention that this con-
struction leads us to discover a more significant profundity
which Blake intends in the figuration of Orc. The discus-
sion will work towards the ultimate aim of encouraging Blake
readers to reinterpret the creation of Orc as a challenge to

' This essay was originally read at BARS (British Association for
Romantic Studies) 6th International Residential Conference, Keele
University, in the summer of 1999. | acknowledge with gratitude a
grant from the English Literary Society of Japan which enabled me to
give the presentation at the conference.
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la Europe plate 4. Glasgow University Library.

1b The Book of Urizen. The Pierpont Morgan Library, New York.
PML 63139 copy B, plate 19 (Bentley 21).
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2 Frontispiece to Europe. Glasgow University Library.

restore Cupid’s original position: a move in which Blake
can be seen as discursively aligned with the contextual revo-

lutionary ethos, which in turn poses the larger question of

radicalism in romanticism.
Infant/Infinity Compassed

A rough sketch of the Ancient of Days in the Notebook is
an original design of the frontispiece to Europe (illus.
2).2 The original sketch contains an inscription of five words,
quoted within the following lines cited from the Prophecy:

. who shall bind the infinite with an eternal band,
To compass it with swaddling bands? and who shall
cherish it
With milk and honey?
[E 61: italics mine’]

The act of “bind[ing| the infinite” or “compass|ing] it”
has provoked several interpretations in the history of Blake

studies. One major interpretation derives from the point of

view which sees it as a biblical allusion to the charting out

* The Notebook of William Blake 96.
' Blake texts are quoted from the Erdman edition, cited as E fol-
lowed by the page numbers.
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3 One of Blake's illustrations to Edward Young's Night Thoughts.
Courtesy of The National Museum of Western Art, Tokyo.

of the seven days of creation, i.e., a view which regards it as
the depiction of “the Divine Circumscriber Critics on the
side of the latter prefer to depend on the following descrip-
tion of Urizen in chapter VII of The Book of Urizen as a
supplementary citation: ... formed golden compasses / And
began to explore the Abyss” (E 81).

Although the act of encompassing has long been thus un-
derstood in conceptual terms, in the following discussion 1
want to draw the point of emphasis, at least at first, away
from this to the question of the form of the compasses as an
iconic symbol. To collate the various instances of the form,
a subject seemingly oft noticed but little investigated, will
illustrate with fresh clarity how a degree of repressive
authoritarianism is elaborated within Blake's connotative
vocabulary.

To try to understand the elaboration more deeply, let us
examine Blake’s illustration to Edward Young’s Night
Thoughts (illus. 3: later used as the plate representing Night
the Fifth of The Four Zoas). This illustration seems to allude
to the holy family. However, we may explain the parent fig-
ures, especially the father figure shown in an encompassing
gesture, as Blake's ironical protest against the repressive nur-
ture of infants,

* Sutherland, “Blake and Urizen,” 248. See also M. Tolley's com-
ment; the act of “[t|he compasses of this ratio form the circular hori-
zon which limits man, spatially and mentally” (117).
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4a The Christ Child Asleep on
the Cross. Victoria and Albert
Museum, London.

4b The Christ Child Asleep on the
Cross. Private Collection. On loan
to the Fitzwilliam Museum,
Cambridge.

As for the image of encompassing the infant, we may well
remember that the image of compasses itself is a well known
signifier in the iconography of the Christian tradition; when
God as creator is compared to a carpenter, the image of com-
passes can represent him in the role of designer or builder of
the world, and the meanings of the icon are in this same tra-
dition, further elaborated to identify Christ as a carpenter.
Interestingly, this development of the Christian connotation
of the image can help explicate some of Blake's illustrations of
the biblical stories, such as, for example, The Christ Child
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Asleep on the Cross (illus. 4a). In the illustration, the Christ
child is sleeping on a cross beside a scaffolding of timber,
and just next to the cross a set-square is placed which seems
to be emphasized by another pair of compasses leaning
against the woodwork. The importance of this compasses
icon gains in emphasis through his additional use of the
shape in another illustration on the same theme (illus. 4b).
In this illustration Joseph holds the compasses over the
Christ child. We can decode this image conventionally, i.e.,
as an implied prefiguring of the Child’s future as the one
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5 The Woman Taken in Adultery. Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.

who will create the world of love; but, on the other hand, it
might also be understood skeptically, for Blake uses the form
of compasses to connote a disapproval of restrictive author-
ity, which can be seen, for example, in Christ’s resentment
against such authority in his future ministry.” Such a skepti-
cal interpretation seems warranted when we look at another
piece of biblical illustration by Blake entitled The Woman
Taken in Adultery (illus. 5), where Christ is shown in a stoop-
ing posture, and his hand in a gesture of compassing. Tradi-
tionally Christ is simply writing on the floor, but this ges-
ture may be seen to imply Christ’s ironical criticism of the
fleeing crowd behind him, in that they are only compassing
others, as well as themselves, within a repressive morality.
We should emphasize that the shape of the compasses here
signifies Christ’s resentment against Urizenic power.
Curiously, this kind of emphasis on the image of com-
passes as denoting circumscribing authority may be deep-
ened and enhanced by considering Blake’s illustrations of
the nativity. These offer confirmation of ironic interpreta-
tions of the imagery through the repeated appearance of the
shape of compasses in the six illustrations to Milton’s On
the Morning of Christ’s Nativity. One advocate of such a read-
ing is Michael Tolley, through whose research we are in a

* As for this illustration, George Goyder includes in his explana-
tion: “the compasses of rational thought . . . symbolising the two ide-
als of love and truth, united and reconciled in Christ’s sacrifice”; and
David Bindman suggests that “the compasses in this work . .. may also
indicate that Christ’s death is to be at the hands of Reason in the form
of the Law of Solomon” (cited in Butlin's The Paintings and Drawings
of William Blake 2: 328).
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better position to appreciate Blake's ironical attitude towards
the Miltonic understanding of the infant Christ (145).
Tolley’s interpretation is as follows:

. . . throughout Europe we find Blake looking very
closely at Milton’s Hymn[On the Morning of Christ’s
Nativity] and it is not going too far to say that Europe
is primarily a reworking of Milton’s poem. (119)

If, with this explication in mind, we assume that Blake
here ironically indicts this type of Miltonic-Newtonic cre-
ator, we can go on to recollect Milton’s account concerning
God’s use of “the golden compasses .../ ... . to circumscribe
/ This Universe and all created things.”® Once we can regis-
ter Blake’s resentment against the Miltonic notion of a ra-
tional great-father (creator figure), one to be regarded in
the light of a confining and repressive power, we can be more
confident in detecting the irony ingeniously implied by the
compasses-like shape of the roof of the stable depicted in
the illustrations of the series (illus. 6a and 6b).

A consciousness of this irony enables us now to take a fresh
look at the frontispiece of Europe (illus, 2), where we might
consider the form of the cloud as suggesting a womb from
which a potential infant might just have been given birth
and whom Urizen is now compassing.” This possibility may
lead us further to identify the infinity, i.e., the unseen object
below the compasses, with Orc as the potential infant. How-
ever, an Orc whose symbolic meanings extend beyond those
connoted by the image of Christ leads us to further investi-
gation of, in particular, the role of Los and Enitharmon as
Orc’s parents as well as reproducers of the Urizenic power
of confinement; and this is the topic to which I now turn,

Parents: Los and Enitharmon

he Greek ovpilewv (“to limit”), from which Kathleen

Raine and others prefer to derive the name of Urizen,*
may precisely summarize his character, a circumscriber. That
Los as a father of Orc cooperates with Urizen so as to rein-
force the confinement initiated by him is discernible, for
example, in the last illustration of Jerusalem (illus. 7), where
Los holds compasses-like tongs in his left hand. In fact, we
might better characterize Los by designating him as a
sustainer, or a reproducer, of Urizenic domination, since, as
this plate shows, Los seems to be trusted with the charge of
confining Orc.” The hammer in the other hand, for use in

* Paradise Lost, V1I, 225-27.

7 See Tolley’s helpful argument, though my ultimate argument is
different from this opinion; “The birth of Christ represented the cru-
cial challenge to Urizen’s compasses” (119).

* See Damon 419.

* This is in contrast to The Book of Urizen, where “Urizen explored
his dens/ Mountain, moor, & wilderness, / With a globe of fire lighting
his journey/ A fearful journey, annoyed/ By Cruel enormities . . " (E
81).
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