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1 “B LISS was it in that dawn to be alive, / But to be
young was very heaven!” Thus Wordsworth looked

back at the heady days of Paris in 1789 from the vantage
point of 1805. Such nostalgia, of course, is a hallmark of

Romanticism. Nor is it a simple recollection, but a multi-
layered process of memory: in this case, Wordsworth looks
back at a time of looking forward, much as Blake writes in
1793 a “prophecy” of America in 1776. Then there is the
memory of memory, as in Wordsworth’s “Tintern Abbey,”
where the speaker remembers how a remembered scene
has sustained him in the intervening five years. In the 1799
Prelude, he turns back to his earliest memories—“Was it for
this?”—in an attempt to resolve his writer’s block. Look-
ing backward in order to move forward is a quintessentially
Romantic exercise, one complicated further by the uncer-
tainty of imagining what “might will have been,” as Emily
Rohrbach has shown (2).

2 Such was the case when I visited William Blake and the Age
of Aquarius at the Mary and Leigh Block Museum of Art at
Northwestern University, curated by Stephen F. Eisenman.
The exhibition explored how and why Blake became a role
model for artistic revolutionaries in postwar America,
building up to the countercultural upheaval of the 1960s.
But this was not a straightforward study of one-way influ-
ence in which Blake served as background. In the cata-
logue, Lisa G. Corrin, director of the Block Museum,
expresses “hope that seeing Blake against the backdrop of
the ‘Age of Aquarius’ will enable us to reconnect to the radi-
calism of this iconic figure and to find in his multidimen-
sional contributions meaning for our own tumultuous
times” (vii). As Eisenman adds, “the products of both peri-
ods are potentially valuable resources for social movements
still to come” (6). In a Romantic act of meta-recall, this ex-
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hibition recalls the recollection of Blake. Back in 1995,
Morris Eaves referred to Blake’s perennial status as “the sign
of something new about to happen” (414). That “something
new” begins, as ever, with a Romantic glance backward.

3 The more than fifty Blake prints came from a variety of
sources, including the Yale Center for British Art, the
Rosenbach in Philadelphia, and Northwestern’s own
Charles Deering McCormick Library, which also supplied a
number of the posters and other material from the 1960s.
The exhibition occupied five rooms on the airy second floor
of the museum’s modern glass building beside Lake Michi-
gan. In the foyer, visitors encountered a large reproduction
of the frontispiece of Europe with a brief introduction. The
first room of the exhibition proper was an immersion in
Blake. Visitors were introduced first to Songs of Innocence
through its title page and such poems as “The Shepherd”
and “Infant Joy,” then to Songs of Experience with an espe-
cially fine example of “London” (copy F, Yale Center for
British Art), and from there to the prophecies of America,

Europe,1 and The Book of Urizen. The narrative of the show
thus claimed Innocence as a radical state in itself, not an
apolitical condition, in keeping with Eisenman’s introduc-
tion in the catalogue, which begins by focusing on the
symbolism of the flower in the peace movement. Yet Ex-
perience is not necessarily a fallen condition in Aquarian
terms, as seen through the lens of Jimi Hendrix’s “Are You
Experienced?”

4 One of the most interesting aspects of this room was the
arrangement of Blake’s seven Dante engravings above a se-
ries of images from copy H of Visions of the Daughters of Al-
bion, a juxtaposition intended to counter the assumption
that Blake’s radicalism faded with age. While the placard
pointed predictably to the depiction of the lustful in Inferno
5, who seem far from tormented in Blake’s rendition, I was
even more interested in how the bodies of Dante’s thieves
often mirror the tortured and twisted poses of Bromion
and Theotormon in the earlier work.

1. I was surprised to see the placard describing the frontispiece to Eu-
rope as “The Ancient of Days,” a title not conferred by Blake and not
particularly accurate (as Anthony Blunt pointed out decades ago).

All exhibition images courtesy of the Block Museum of Art, Northwestern University. © Clare Britt Photography.
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5 In a small room to the left hung a complete set of Job illus-
trations from Eisenman’s collection. The connection to the
Age of Aquarius seemed somewhat tenuous: the placard
mentioned how, for Blake, the only “true religion” is that
which honors the body and its impulses, yet the Job illus-

trations don’t celebrate energy in the way that, for instance,
The Marriage of Heaven and Hell does. There might have
been an opportunity to probe further into the biblical un-
derpinnings of revolution and “infernal reading,” perhaps
through Allen Ginsberg and his use of Moloch.

6 I initially went the wrong way upon leaving this room,
turning the corner by the watercolor The Number of the
Beast Is 666 to enter the psychedelic room, with Rick Grif-
fin’s poster for Kenneth Anger’s film Lucifer Rising making
an obvious, if abrupt, connection. What I should have
done, however, was turn right from the first room into a
room displaying visual artists’ responses to Blake from the
1940s on, especially the journal Tiger’s Eye and artists’
books by Kenneth Patchen and others. I know how difficult
it is to light these galleries, but I did find that glare made it
hard to view some works, such as Ad Reinhardt’s screen
prints, which at first appeared solid black.

7 The artists of the 1940s seem to have been primarily inter-
ested in reproducing Blake’s method of printing and/or the
visual effect of his composite art. For instance, Stanley
William Hayter at his workshop, Atelier 17 (relocated from
Paris to New York), experimented with various methods of
color printing. He collaborated with Ruthven Todd to re-

produce Blake’s method of relief printing. As Eisenman
notes, “They largely got it wrong, supposing Blake used
a transfer process in order to avoid writing backwards”
(44). Still, the resulting portfolio of prints based on short
poems by Todd is engaging, and it demonstrates further
that it was not only Blake’s revolutionary ideas that attract-
ed these followers. His method of combining word and
image on a single plate and in a single process spoke to
the abstract expressionists. As much as Jackson Pollock
and Reinhardt differ in style from Blake and from each
other, they share certain aesthetic principles. As Clifford
Ross puts it, “Abstract Expressionist images invoke; they
do not depict. They confront; they do not describe” (18).
Like Blake, these artists are engaged in “a heroic, one-on-
one confrontation with the subconscious” (Ross 18). While
Blake’s visual works are, of course, more representational,
they also reveal an awareness of the limits of representa-
tion.

Blake/An Illustrated Quarterly Vol. 52, no. 3 (winter 2018–19)



Vol. 52, no. 3 (winter 2018–19) Blake/An Illustrated Quarterly



Blake/An Illustrated Quarterly Vol. 52, no. 3 (winter 2018–19)



8 Other works in this room, moving forward into the 1950s
and 1960s, reflected a more thematic Blakean influence. Di-
ane Arbus published a series of photographs in Harper’s
Bazaar called Auguries of Innocence, captioned with lines
from Blake’s manuscript poem of that title. According to
Eisenman, these photos, published in the wake of John
Kennedy’s assassination in 1963, evoke “the national mood
of lost innocence” (72). The artist Jess engaged in deliberate
Blakean appropriations in a variety of media, such as an oil
painting entitled Salvages VI: Rintrah Roars …, with paint
so thick that it becomes almost sculptural, like a bas-relief,
and an untitled “paste-up” featuring a shepherdess and her
flock decorated with speech bubbles, some from newspaper
clippings and others simply articulating “No! No! No!” or
“Universal YES!” This piece captures not only something of
Blake’s composite art but also his engagement with the
print culture of his own time. I was struck to find that, in a
further instance of Blakean intervention and annotation,
Maurice Sendak, author of the very Blakean Where the
Wild Things Are (1963), had produced illustrations for a
limited edition of Blake’s Songs in 1967. The illustration for
“Night” shows a benevolent lion (remarkably like the one in
Sendak’s Pierre) “guard[ing] o’er the fold” (E 14). Also in-
cluded was a page from Sendak’s Lullabies and Night Songs
(1969; first published 1965), in which he experiments with
printing the text inside the illustration. In “Sleep, Sleep,

Beauty Bright” (titled “A Cradle Song” in Blake’s Notebook,
E 468), the cradle is flanked by a tiger (facing forward) and
a mother/nurse (facing away), while children perch in the
tree branches above.

9 Jay DeFeo’s The Rose incorporates elements of the Europe
frontispiece as well as “Albion Rose.” The Rose is an enor-
mous canvas upon which the artist layered paint, mica, and
wood, up to a foot thick in some areas (Ferrell, catalogue p.
120). While the exhibition did not include this 1800-pound
painting (Whitney Museum), it did include a study for it (a
graphite and gelatin silver print on paper), as well as Wal-
lace Berman’s photographs of DeFeo naked in front of it.
These photographs recall not only “Albion Rose” but also
Leonardo’s Vitruvian Man and the crucifixion (see Traps),
in each case revising the original with the body of a female
artist. In an alcove off this room, visitors could watch Bruce
Conner’s film The White Rose, depicting the removal of the
massive relief when DeFeo was evicted from her studio.
The film is slow, lyrical, and elegiac, while also giving a
sense of the scale of this monumental piece.

10 More compelling to me than The White Rose was what I call
the psychedelic room. This room was truly multimedia,
with more of an emphasis on musical responses to Blake.
Using headphones, visitors could listen to renditions of
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Songs by Ginsberg and the Fugs. Martin Sharp’s large poster
Jimi Hendrix Explosion echoes Blake’s letter to Hayley, “My
fingers Emit sparks of fire with Expectation of my future
labours” (E 709). Knowing that Hendrix drew on Blake for
his “Voodoo Chile,” it would have been nice to have some
video or audio recording of him in this exhibition. What
we did have was another alcove in which visitors could re-

cline on beanbag chairs and watch The Psychedelic Expe-
rience (1965), a representation of an LSD trip introduced
by Timothy Leary, followed by several videos of the Doors
in performance. Leary and the Doors both allude (directly
or in spirit) to the infinite vision promised “if the doors of
perception were cleansed” (E 39).

11 Just outside this haven of audiovisual escape was a wall full
of concert posters for the Doors, the Yardbirds, the Grateful
Dead, and others. I wondered whether the psychedelic
“melting letters” so characteristic of 1960s typography were
meant to mimic a drug trip or the vegetative letters of
Blake. Victor Moscoso, who designed many of these
posters, studied with Josef Albers at Yale. So did Richard
Anuszkiewicz, from whom we have a portfolio of screen
prints entitled Inward Eye, each of which the artist cap-
tioned with text from Blake. According to Eisenman,
“Anuszkiewicz created the images first and chose the texts
second” (56). The format of Inward Eye alludes to the em-
blem book and Blake’s own variations on that form, but the
designs here are purely abstract. These vertiginous optical
experiences are a hallmark of Op art, “a movement explicit-
ly aligning itself with technology; yet in its interventions

aimed at quotidian perception … implicitly visionary” (Ri-
manelli 324). As the title Inward Eye suggests, Anuszkie-
wicz, like Blake, is questioning what it means to see.

12 Finally, a smaller video screen in the main psychedelic
room featured film clips of the 1968 riots in Chicago. The
juxtaposition with the other videos led me to ponder the
contrasting modes of resistance: retreating into vision or
engaging in direct action. I appreciated the way the exhibi-
tion did not settle this question, but rather allowed the
footage to stand as another artifact from the Age of Aquar-
ius.
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13 The associated publication bearing the name of the exhibi-
tion is not a catalogue in the usual sense—a list of all the
objects in the show. I wish that it were. Nevertheless, it is a
handsome, high-quality volume with color reproductions
of many of the visual works, so that those who missed the
exhibition can still experience much of it vicariously. It also
reproduces other Blake works not included in the show and
provides crucial interdisciplinary context for students of
Blake who might be unfamiliar with the Aquarian counter-
culture, and vice versa. Eisenman’s general introduction
(from which I have already quoted) deftly begins with the
San Francisco “flower children” as heirs of Blake’s roses and
sunflowers, then presents a brief but effective introduction
to Blake’s “Life and Times” and to his art, concluding with
“The American Blake Revival” via Whitman, Ginsberg, and
Frye, which forms a bridge to discussion of specific works.

14 Other articles in the volume provide a variety of depth and
range. Mark Crosby’s “Prophets, Madmen, and Millenari-
ans” usefully situates Blake in the context of various radical

subcultures, while acknowledging that his work has been
adopted by establishment forces as well.2 Elizabeth Ferrell’s
“William Blake on the West Coast” delves deeply into a spe-
cific subgroup of artists and writers who began to discov-
er Blake in the late 1940s. The interplay between the Beat
poets and such visual artists as DeFeo and Conner is espe-
cially rich. Jacob Henry Leveton’s “William Blake and Art
against Surveillance,” a shorter article, is also more critical-
ly sophisticated, less a historical overview than a layered
reading of Blake’s method of color printing (exemplified in
The Book of Urizen) as a prototype for the work of the ab-
stract expressionists, such as Pollock and Reinhardt.

15 Two other articles probe the corners of Blake’s influence:
John P. Murphy’s “Building Golgonooza in the Age of

2. Unfortunately, Crosby repeats the error in Leo Damrosch’s Eternity’s
Sunrise that a Proverb of Hell graces the walls of Donald Trump’s li-
brary (80). See my “Blake, Trump, and the Road of Excess: An Urban
Legend.”
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Aquarius” elaborates on a little-known commune that ex-
isted outside Athens, Ohio, from 1969 to 1986. This Church
of William Blake was meant to serve as “the aesthetic
equivalent of Noah’s ark” in the darkened world of the Cold
War (161). Crosby’s second article, “Sendak, Blake, and the
Image of Childhood,” focuses on the popular children’s au-
thor and his visual and thematic engagement with Blake,
amplifying the few examples in the exhibition. (On a per-
sonal note, as one born in 1967, I can say that Sendak was a
formative influence long before I encountered any Blake—
or Ginsberg or the Doors, for that matter.)

16 W. J. T. Mitchell’s brief “Blake Now and Then” forms a fit-
ting epilogue to the volume, especially if one recalls his
1982 essay “Dangerous Blake,” in which he predicted sever-
al areas in which Blake studies might soon venture. One of
those areas, the question of madness, has particular bearing
on the 1960s, with its embrace of such epithets as “crazy”
and the emergence of Mad magazine (202). But Mitchell al-
so explores the slipperiness of temporal categories with re-
gard to Blake. In some ways, Blake may have seemed to
belong to the “now” of the 1960s more than the “then” of
the 1790s, but we are in a “now” half a century later, when
the “summer of love” seems a naïve figment of dreamy Beu-
lah. Perhaps the lesson, however, is that resistance and rev-
olution always appeal to nostalgia, as the word radical
refers to roots. As another Mitchell, Joni, sang, “We are
stardust / We are golden / And we’ve got to get ourselves /
Back to the garden.” That song itself looks back to a mo-
ment of anticipation before collapsing that time into the
Woodstock Festival, an event that Joni Mitchell did not at-
tend. And I, born in the late 1960s but always fascinated by
a culture I cannot quite remember, found myself back on a
campus where I had begun my serious study of Blake in the
early 1990s, watching current Northwestern students, a
further generation removed, as they encountered Blake,
Hendrix, and Ginsberg all at once. A Golgonoozic moment
indeed.
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