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« HE Mental Traveller” is one of Blake’s most notori-

ously enigmatic poems. The only extant version
from Blake’s lifetime appears in the neatly penned Picker-
ing Manuscript;' it consists of twenty-six even quatrains in
iambic tetrameter, rhyming abcb and lacking any annota-
tions or designs. Whatever neat rhyme and reason the po-
ems appearance might suggest, there is, however, an
unmistakable unruliness to its internal logic that makes it
extraordinarily difficult to parse. Summary can hardly do
justice to the twists and turns of the narrative, in which a
speaker describes the courses taken by a male and a female
(or females?) who age and grow young again in a series of
peculiar concertina-like arcs, traversing a constantly
changing landscape. Spatiotemporally, syntactically, per-
spectivally, it is profoundly disorientating.

I am certainly not the first to point out the difficulty of in-
terpreting “The Mental Traveller” Although the earliest
commentator, William Michael Rossetti (in Alexander
Gilchrist’s 1863 Life of William Blake), confessed no imme-
diate qualms about the challenges,’ numerous scholars
from William Butler Yeats onwards have readily declared
their perplexity and, on occasion, have even dismissed the

I would like to thank Jon Mee for his guidance during my work on
this article.
1. On the dating of the poem, see Bentley, Blake Books 342; on the dat-
ing of the manuscript, see also his earlier “The Date of Blake’s Picker-
ing Manuscript”
2. Rossetti was apparently quite comfortable interpreting the poem as
symbolizing the life cycle of a “mental pheenomenon™ “The mental
phanomenon here symbolized seems to be the career of any great Idea
or intellectual movement—as, for instance, Christianity, chivalry, art,
&c” (Gilchrist 2: 98).
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poem as an object of interest altogether.’” For many schol-
ars, however, an acknowledgement of the poem’s sheer
opacity features chiefly as the precursor to a claim to have
found a unifying meaning of some kind or other—a way of
making it make sense, of pointing to something outside the
poem as if to say, this is what Blake really meant. In an as-
tonishingly large number of cases, that meaning is present-
ed in the form of a diagram.

The Diagrammatic Tradition

So common is the tendency to diagram this particular po-
em that it is possible to speak of a diagrammatic tradition
peculiar to scholarship on “The Mental Traveller” This tra-
dition began with Yeats and enjoyed a life span of over fifty
years, no insignificant period in the history of Blake stud-
ies. Diagrams were proffered by Yeats (1925), Hazard
Adams (1963), Martin K. Nurmi (1964), Donald Ault
(1974), James B. Twitchell (1975), and Izak Bouwer and
Paul McNally (1978-79). Crucially, Northrop Frye’s theory
of the “Orc cycle” (1947) leaned heavily on “The Mental
Traveller;” which it sought to reduce to a cyclical model as a
schema for a Blakean system. Frye’s cycle was probably the
single most influential critical apparatus when later schol-
ars came to visualize the poem as a diagram.

Despite the number of diagrams, the interpretive and epis-
temological premises of the diagrammatic tradition have
not come under sustained scrutiny. Since the 1970s, there
seems to have been a substantial shift away from diagrams
of “The Mental Traveller;” and I know of no attempts after
Bouwer and McNally’s article. This shift occurred silently
and without interrogation, and nowadays the poem rarely
enjoys more than a glancing mention in studies of Blake’s
work. A more critical and explicitly revisionist reading is
called for, with a view to dwelling on the poem’s inherent
(and, I would argue, deliberate) resistance to codification.

“The Mental Traveller” is by no means the only text or as-
pect of Blake’s work to have been diagrammed by critics.
Though diagrams of it are exceptional in their number, they
also participate in a wider and more longstanding tendency
in Blake scholarship, which has continued to show up on
occasion during the twenty-first century.' With this in

3. Yeats discussed his difficulty in explaining the poem in A Vision (see
Harper and Hood 134). Bernard Blackstone dashed out his view in a
mere two sentences, declining to pursue the matter further: “The Men-
tal Traveller is an extremely cryptic poem in quatrains: as to its mean-
ing, one reader’s guess seems as good as another’s. It is based on Blake’s
favourite dichotomies of male and female, age and youth, freedom and
bondage, and is cyclic in its action” (131).

4. The diagrammatic and indeed cartographic impulse has had a firm
foothold in Blake criticism at large: see, for example, S. Foster Damon’s
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mind, the present revisionist consideration of the “Mental
Traveller” diagrams will also speak to some of the funda-
mental assumptions—and the genealogies of these assump-
tions—that have guided the methods of Blake scholars.
Here I shall focus on three ironies within the “Mental Trav-
eller” diagrammatic tradition. The first inheres in the fact
that so many scholars have spoken of the poem as pre-
eminently puzzling and multidimensional and yet, in the
moment of criticism, have sought to solve the puzzle us-
ing two-dimensional abstract signs. My primary discom-
fort with this tendency lies in the brevity and superficiality
of their justifications of the use of diagrams; by contrast,
I advocate serious interrogation of the problems that go
hand in hand with diagrammatic criticism when it comes
to interpreting Blake’s work. The second irony is that in us-
ing diagrams, these critics are acting in a rather unBlakean
spirit—as many of them, though briefly, do point out them-
selves—given Blake’s well-known suspicion of diagram-
matic forms (though he does use diagrammatic forms in
the illuminated books—a point to which I shall return).
Thirdly, it is ironic that the majority of “Mental Traveller”
diagrams take the shape of a circle, even though Blake was
overtly suspicious of circular and spherical forms alike both
in this very poem and elsewhere throughout his oeuvre, as
we shall see.

It is not my aim to belittle the achievements of the scholars
who have proffered these diagrams. It should be borne in
mind that their diagrammatic readings do go some way to-
ward rescuing “The Mental Traveller” from the void of crit-
ical capitulation. They demonstrate that there is merit in
taking the poem seriously. And, at least at a glance, one can
certainly appreciate how a diagram might seem to provide
a welcome prophylactic against textual chaos.

In this article it is my contention, however, that diagram-
matic interpretations come at the cost of flattening the po-
em’s radically and fundamentally disruptive logic. Is there a
way of living with the internal contradictions without re-

much-reproduced map of Golgonooza in his Blake Dictionary (163).
Susan Fox offers verbally what she later describes as a “standard dia-
gram ..., a series of concentric circles beginning at the infinite center
point of Eden” (9, 209). Ault, one of the “Mental Traveller” diagram-
mers, employs a diagram elsewhere in Visionary Physics (37); see also
the “List of Charts” (viii) in his monumental Narrative Unbound.
Gerda Norvig includes numerous diagrams in her Dark Figures in the
Desired Country (144, 147, 166, etc.). Saree Makdisi produces a dia-
gram linking the “Spiritual Fourfold London” with global geography
in his Romantic Imperialism (168). Hatsuko Niimi includes two graph-
ics, which she calls diagrams (and which might also be considered ta-
bles or charts) in “The Book of Ahania: A Metatext” (52). Still more
recently, Russell Prather makes use of numerous diagrams (as well
as several tables) in “William Blake and the Problem of Progression”
(514, 517, 520, 530).
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solving them into such petrific forms? The unruliness of
Blake’s work (and this may well be true of any text) is per-
haps an inevitable casualty of criticism; the critic cannot
fully escape the charges of objectification and reduction.
With Blake’s work it is not only a case of making a thick
world thin; the world of his poetry and art is disjunctive in
a way that criticism—particularly of a diagrammatic bent—
struggles to accommodate. This limitation is also guaran-
teed to a certain extent by the logic of print; every work of
criticism potentially risks the kind of abstraction to which
Blake famously and frequently objected, separating mind
(what we take to be the text’s content or meaning) from
matter (the formal makeup of the textual artifact) and plac-
ing the former within a new—and usually linear—material
context (book, article, thesis). Of course, “The Mental Trav-
eller” itself is known only in its linear, fair-copy state, pre-
sumably in preparation for transposition into print. In for-
mal terms the jump to linear print criticism therefore seems
less immediately jarring than it does, for instance, in com-
mentary on a manuscript text such as The Four Zoas, which
features numerous verbal annotations and struck-out
words, as well as graphic components. The primary issue
in the case of “Mental Traveller” criticism therefore has to
do not so much with the poem’s form as with its content—
the syntactic and spatiotemporal obstructions to the kind
of smooth linearity that can all too easily appear to be the
aspiration of print criticism both formally and rhetorically.
Recognizing this issue, recent scholars such as Nicholas M.
Williams and especially James Chandler have made great
strides back toward the poem’s logic and syntax of resis-
tance, suggesting that there may be ways of allowing its dif-
ficulties to participate in and even survive the critical mo-
ment, in part by making the difficulties the very theme (or
indeed object) of criticism and, as much as possible, resist-
ing the urge to abstract a single, positive meaning from the
text.” In particular, Chandler’s analysis (a rare twenty-first-
century instance of detailed commentary on “The Mental
Traveller”) characterizes the poem as disruptive or “inhos-
pitable” to smooth circuits of “sentimental” exchange (277).
While I eagerly endorse such approaches, I believe that
there is value in retracing our steps to draw out a major
strand of Blake scholarship that has not been actively scru-
tinized, and that embodies many of the twentieth-century
critical impulses that have shaped the field.

In what follows, I shall firstly outline the “Mental Traveller”
diagrams in chronological order, attempting to trace their
genealogical roots and afterlives across the critical tradition
and pointing out some of the problems that accompany
them from an interpretive point of view. Secondly, I shall
connect the diagrammatic impulse with a broader tenden-

5. See Williams 2-5 and Chandler chapter 8, especially 275-81.
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cy toward completion or transcendence of the Blakean text
in the act of criticism. Finally, I shall turn to the tensions
between the diagrammatic impulse and Blake’s own life-
long suspicion of diagrammatic and circular forms.

The “Mental Traveller” Diagrams

At the outset, three broad statements can be made to high-
light three interpretive problems that accompany the dia-
grams. Firstly, most focus on the poem’s temporal makeup,
making very little or very vague reference to its spatialized
landscape. One issue with this is that the bodies are thereby
detached from the spaces wherein they do their moving in
the poem’s unstable landscapes, and placed instead within
the new, seemingly stable, spatial context of the diagram.
Another issue is that there are multiple temporalities with-
in the poem. There is the past tense of the opening stanza
and the present tense of all that follows. Herein the male
and female figures grow alternately old and young again so
that time seems continually and simultaneously to unfold
and refold itself against the linear thrust of the manuscript
page. This separation between time and space can be con-
nected with a broader separation between mind and body,
since the presence of physical settings in the poem is cen-
tral to its elaboration of overlaid mental and corporeal
conceptions of journeying. Whereas the title gestures to a
privileging of mind over and above the world of the body,
the kind of travel mentioned in the first stanza and the vari-
ous other instances of travel in the poem are of a distinctly
bodily nature. As Williams has similarly noted, “What
complicates the picture is the fact that what the Mental
Traveller sees is a vision of extreme corporeality” (4). Dia-
grammatic criticism assumes that, as Rossetti proposes in
his commentary, “the ‘Mental Traveller’ indicates an ex-
plorer of mental phaeenomena,” as though there were no
bodily context at all (Gilchrist 2: 98).°

Secondly, the critics’ diagrams take for granted that the
message of the poem, the bit calling for a diagram, is the
narrative constituted by the complementary courses taken
by the male and female figures. In fact the poem is far more
peopled than this tendency implies: it contains the guests
who come to stay at the cottage (line 61, E 485), who may
indeed differ from “the Beggar & the Poor / And the way
faring Traveller” (lines 38-39), the other male lover of the
“Female Babe” (lines 49-50), further lovers wandering in
“Labyrinths of wayward Love” (lines 83, 87), the shepherds
and inhabitants of the cities (lines 91-92 and stanza 24),

6. The majority of critics affirm this position. Morton D. Paley, for ex-
ample, seems to echo Rossetti when he writes that the title “tells us that
this poem is about ‘mental’ rather than ‘corporeal’ phenomena—inter-
nal rather than external, spiritual rather than physical” (97).
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and indeed the possibility, repeatedly arising in the poem,
that there is in fact more than one female figure (the “Fe-
male Babe” born in stanza 11 may differ from the initial
“Woman Old” of stanza 3; the same goes for “a Maiden” in
line 56 and “a Woman Old” in line 102). It is also important
to consider the route taken by the narrator and, related-
ly, by the (mind of the) reader. Throughout, the landscape
of the poem shifts from rock, to cottage and garden, to
desert and labyrinths, to city, and back to rock. It is difficult
to ascertain whether the speaker is observing from afar or
present every step of the way, and accordingly difficult to
assume any stable readerly point of view in spatial terms,
since we can never be sure where exactly we stand.

Thirdly, there is a tendency for the diagrams to assimilate
“The Mental Traveller” to a wider system—whether bibli-
cal, Blakean, or otherwise—supposed to be external and
complete. It is true that, at various stages of the poem, the
figures of the male and female share traits with members of
Blake’s mythology as elaborated in his other works: at one
point or another the male figure can be identified with
Christ, Orc, Urthona, Tharmas, Urizen, Luvah, Fuzon, etc.,
and the female with Vala, Enitharmon, Tirzah, Rahab, the
daughters of Urizen, etc. The possible correspondences are
too many and too convoluted, however, to be summarized
by Frye’s typological analysis, or indeed by diagrams like
Nurmi’s or Bouwer and McNally’s. John H. Sutherland sim-
ilarly acknowledges that “there is a violence and inaccuracy
in the giving of abstract equivalents for these figures at any
of the stages of their developments,” despite proceeding to
base his analysis on precisely this kind of schematic ap-
proach (145). I shall return to the problems with the sup-
plying of systems throughout my discussion of the
diagrams.

All of the critical problems outlined above are epitomized
by Yeats’s diagram. In the first edition of A Vision (1925),
reflecting on his initial analysis in The Works of William
Blake, Yeats readily confesses his earlier discomfort with
the poem’s prodigiously challenging nature:

When Edwin J. Ellis and I had finished our big book on
the philosophy of William Blake, I felt that we had no un-
derstanding of this poem: we had explained its details, for
they occur elsewhere in his verse or his pictures, but not
the poem as a whole, not the myth, the perpetual return
to the same thing; not that which certainly moved Blake to
write it .... (134)

Upon returning to the poem, he claims to have reached an
understanding of it “as a whole” via his theory and diagram
of double gyres (see illus. 1): “When I had understood the
double cones, I understood it also. The woman and the man
are two competing gyres growing at one another’s expense.”
When Yeats first introduces his diagram of the interlocking
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cones, he uses terms strongly reminiscent of “The Mental
It is as though the first act of being, after cre-
ating limit, was to divide itself into male and female, each
dying the other’s life living the other’s death” (130).

»_ <«

Traveller”:

1. William Butler Yeats, A Vision (London: T. Werner
Laurie, Ltd., 1925) 130.

By supplying his own schema to explicate “The Mental
Traveller,; Yeats both assimilates the poem to an overall
Blakean system and, as Barbara Croft writes, “interprets the
poem according to his own system in order to prove that
his and Blake’s systems are the same” (Croft 45). His vision
of the poem as being reducible to two interlocking cones
through which the narrative moves continually is at the
root of later critical diagrams of the poem, and at the root,
too, of many of the problems involved with these diagrams.
The impact of this visualization resounds through decades
of Blake scholarship. Adams directly revises Yeatss mod-
el in proposing his own alternative, Kathleen Raine bases
her reading of the poem on what she sees as the Platonic
underpinning of both Yeats’s and Blakes thought systems
(406-18), Twitchell returns to Yeats’s gyres in his diagram-
matic version, and Bouwer and McNally cite Yeats’s dia-
gram in their article (192n14).

As I have mentioned, a particularly foundational moment
in the reception of “The Mental Traveller, as in that of
Blake’s oeuvre at large, was the publication of Northrop
Frye’s Fearful Symmetry in 1947. Frye’s interest in what he
calls poetic genres, modes, and archetypes positions Blake
as a practitioner of archetypal symbolism; he uses this
premise to authorize a reading of Blake’s myth as stable,
systematic, and even schematic: “Blake was, it is obvious, so
conscious of the shape of his central myth that his charac-
ters become almost diagrammatic” (143). Frye’s characteri-
zation of Blake as a diagrammatist suggests a major root for
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the diagrammatic criticism that followed, a point to which
I shall return.

In particular, Frye’s formulation of the Orc cycle that he
finds in Blake’s mythological system is based in no small
way on his cyclical reading of “The Mental Traveller” Fol-
lowing his typological method, Frye explains “The Mental
Traveller” in terms of Blake’s mythological figures, concep-
tualized along the lines of natural processes as manifested
in history: “Orc, now Urizen, dies a seed’s death as the
world becomes ‘a dark desart all around, and eventually re-
enters the world of Generation as a reborn Orc” (229).
Nowhere in “The Mental Traveller” are Orc, Urizen, or
Generation mentioned. Indeed, the Orc cycle, hugely influ-
ential in Blake studies, has more recently been countered
by critics such as Christopher Hobson, on exactly these
grounds: that it “fails the most conservative of all method-
ological tests, that of textual and graphic evidence” (“The
Myth of Blake’s ‘Orc Cycle” 6).” Hobson argues that Blake’s
Orec cycle is actually Frye’s Orc cycle, a myth that Frye im-
poses upon Blake’s oeuvre to give it the appearance of con-
forming to a stable cyclical system, when in fact there is
limited internal evidence to support Frye’s claims (Blake
does not present Orc in cyclical terms, Orc is never actually
shown aging into Urizen, and so on). In mapping “The
Mental Traveller” onto his Orc cycle, Frye is very much
paving the way for subsequent diagrammers of the poem,
many of whom either borrow the Orc cycle model whole-
sale or impose their own external systems (or their own in-
ferences about a Blakean system).’

Hazard Adams’s 1963 diagrams (illus. 2 and 3) are a case in
point. Adams seems to have wholly accepted Frye’s argu-
ment that the key to the poem is the Orc cycle, and both of
his diagrams take the form of circles, a move that recalls
and builds upon Yeatss gyres (81-82). Following Frye,
Adams analogizes the various temporal phases undergone
by the gendered archetypes with mythological figures from
Blake’s other work—Orec, Tirzah, Urizen, Rahab. Moreover,
as Twitchell would later note, Adams’s second diagram
“gives no indication of the expansion and contraction of
space” (3). In fact, despite adopting the spatial form of a di-
agram, the visualization is actually a reading of the poem’s

7. Parts of this essay are also reproduced in Hobson’s The Chained Boy,
chapter 2 (46-92).

8. Although he refrains from diagramming the poem, Edward J. Rose,
citing Frye alongside diagrammers Adams and Nurmi, similarly views
it as a “concise” and “rhythmical” version of the Orc cycle (“the entire
punishing circle in which man and woman, and mankind and history,
are caught”) (137-38). Rose, too, draws upon a Fryeian faith in uni-
versal archetypes: “Orc is an eternal form of the imagination, (a psy-
chological state) and Blake, in describing Orc, develops a structure of
images present in all literature and all cultures. What we see is the re-
pression of energy on an archetypal scale” (138, emphasis in original).
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temporal, rather than spatial (or indeed spatiotemporal),
makeup. The disembodied perspectives of both of Adams’s
diagrams reflect his notion that the speaker is “reporting
upon the fallen world from the point of view of eternity”
after a past-tense “journey into the fallen world” (87). This
notion is belied by the poem’s shifting tenses and perspec-

Female youth (Rahab)

Male age (Urizen)

tives, whereby the speaker appears simultaneously as a dis-
tanced prophetic observer (a “mental traveller”), who is
physically removed from the events described, and as a
journeyer in the present tense, who is physically present
every step of the way.

Male youth (Orc)

\"

Female age (Tirzah)

2. Hazard Adams, William Blake: A Reading of the Shorter Poems (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1963) 83.

Beguiled to infancy

Aged shadow Female babe

N

M_dle child

Aged crone
/\\ Bright virgin /\/

Bleeding youth -

3. Hazard Adams, William Blake: A Reading of the Shorter Poems (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1963) 98.
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SUMMER AND EARLY AUTUMN

Husbandman
(Palamabron)

Youth
(Orc) Nubile

virgin

SPRING
Woman
old 1

Woman

Male |
babe £

Female babe

Marries

old i Becomes
wanderer

LATE AUTUMN-

EARLY WINTER
Merchant-Manufacturer
(Urizen)

Philanthropist

Outcast
(Tiriel)

WINTER

Freezing
old man

Destroyed
as garden

Maid
appears

Meets maid

Grows young

EMERGING SPRING

4. Martin K. Nurmi, “Joy, Love, and Innocence in Blake’s “The Mental Traveller;” Studies in Romanticism 3.2 (1964): 117. © 1964
Trustees of Boston University. Reprinted with permission of Johns Hopkins University Press.

16 The next diagram is Nurmi’s 1964 attempt, appended to his

analysis (illus. 4). He makes no reference to either Yeats’s or
Adams’s diagrams,” which perhaps indicates the existence
of an independent diagrammatic impulse. Although he
comments on the vexing tendency of critics to “seize upon
some aspect of it [“The Mental Traveller”] as a ‘key’ to its
meaning,” Nurmi does have recourse to keys of his own,
chief among them—yet again—the Orc cycle. “Ultimately,”
he writes, “its cyclical convolutions must be seen in context
with the Orc cycle as embodied in the major prophecies”
(109). His diagram abstracts from the poem a system corre-
sponding to Blake’s mythology elsewhere in his oeuvre: the
male babe is figured in turn as Orc, Palamabron, Urizen,

9. Nurmi notes that Adams’s book appeared too late for him to re-
spond to it (109-10n3).
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and Tiriel. This mythological schema is further overlaid
and systematized in relation to the cycle of the seasons. It is
appropriate, at least, that Nurmi identifies the discontiguity
inherent in the route of the female figure or figures in the
poem, unlike the basic contiguity implied by the neat forms
of Yeatss gyres or Adams’s circles. Once again, however,
Nurmi’s diagram would have it that the poem advances a
purely conceptual, mental vision that can be divorced from
embodied experience, including that of the reader: “The
characters in the poem,” he writes, “are symbolic states, not
people” (117n22).
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5. Donald D. Ault, Visionary Physics: Blake’s Response to Newton (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1974) 187.
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6. Donald D. Ault, Visionary Physics: Blakes Response to Newton (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1974) 191.
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Donald Ault’s diagrams of “The Mental Traveller” (illus. 5
and 6) in his Visionary Physics—which charts the dispersal
of Newtonian elements throughout Blake’s work—are par-
ticularly impressive and devote greater attention to spatiali-
ty than any of the previous attempts. Although his diagrams
are not circular, Ault, too, has recourse to the Orc cycle,
writing of “this cycle, which Northrop Frye has called the
‘Orc cycle,” and representing the “two intersecting cycles”
of the male and female in smooth uninterrupted lines (186).
In the first diagram, Ault marks the settings of the
Garden—Cottage and City, but these are still located along
the lines of a wider systematized schema of Generation,
Ulro, and Beulah, borrowing terms from Blake’s mythology
in other works. The male babe and female babe are likewise
assimilated to codified labels drawn from Blake’s other po-
etry. In the second diagram, space itself is reduced to a state
of the female aspect of the poem: she comes to embody
space, the male time, concepts that, we are told, cannot be
appropriately integrated in the Newtonian system. More-
over, in the form of his diagrams Ault imports his own addi-
tional graphic system as though to clarify the poems
challenges, only briefly and parenthetically justifying his
choice of layout: “Clearly this poem, as parody of Satanic re-
currence, demands some kind of double helix diagram”
(189). He offers no further indication as to why the double
helix structure should be so “clearly” illuminating, instead
moving swiftly on to elaborate further connections between
“The Mental Traveller” and Blake’s philosophical system.
Despite his stunning and intricate visualizations, Ault ulti-
mately cleaves to an understanding of the poem that views it
mainly as a mental exercise through which Blake supposed-
ly epitomizes his philosophical system.

The next diagram was proposed by Twitchell in 1975 (illus.
7). Unlike Nurmi and to a far greater extent than Adams,

3

Shadow

TIME

Infancy

EXPERIENCE

19

INNOCENCE

Ault, and Bouwer and McNally, Twitchell most directly
places himself within the diagrammatic tradition. His arti-
cle includes reproductions of both Yeats’s and Adams’s dia-
grams (notably excluding Nurmi’s and Ault’s). Challenging
the circular emphasis of Frye and Adams, he contends that
in “The Mental Traveller” and The Sea of Time and Space
(Arlington Court), Blake is adapting the symbol of infinity
(e0), newly introduced by the mathematician John Wallis in
1655 and incorporated into calculus by the early eighteenth
century (4). One of the benefits of his schema is that, like
Aults, it recognizes that space, as well as time, is represent-
ed in the poem. The bounding line represents the passage
of time, while the area contained within the line represents
expanding and contracting physical space. Yet Twitchell’s
reading can only go as far as abstracting from the poem’s
convolutions a general concept of space, one that eclipses
the imagery of the rock, the garden, the cottage, and the
desert that materialize within the poem. His schema also
shares with the other diagrams a disembodied perspective
that inevitably obscures the state or position of the reader
in relation to the events of the poem. Whichever shape one
takes as most approximate to the poem’s (spatio)temporal
composition, such diagrams are ultimately misrepresenta-
tive of the perplexing text that confronts the reader ap-
proaching “The Mental Traveller” from the ground.

A further case in which the mentalized or allegorical mes-
sage of the poem is extracted and then resolidified in the
new spatial context of the diagram is Izak Bouwer and Paul
McNally’s creation of two circular diagrams to represent
what they perceive as the single route or narrative (illus. 8
and 9). Their first diagram shows what they believe to be
the theological cycle that is repeated in the poem: a cyclical
process proceeding out of Eden to earthly incarnation via
the fall, and finally back to Eden via the apocalypse. Labels

Maiden

Crone

EXPERIENCE

7. James B. Twitchell, ““The Mental Traveller; Infinity and the ‘Arlington Court Picture,” Criticism: A Quarterly for Literature and
the Arts 17.1 (1975): 4. Copyright © 1975 Wayne State University Press, with the permission of Wayne State University Press.
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to either side indicate an analogy between the fall and man’s
slumber, and the apocalypse and man’s awakening. In the
second diagram, this theological cycle is further assimilat-
ed to the four Zoas of Blake’s mythology in a way that sug-
gests “a basic correspondence between “The Mental Trav-
eller’ narrative and The Four Zoas narrative” (189). While I
agree that there are grounds to make such a broad compar-
ison between the texts, I find the diagram to be reductive
and indeed misleading. As Sutherland rightly notes, “The
male Babe’s experiences are more complex than Orc’s sim-

ple rise, stagnation, and fall” (141). Like Bouwer and Mc-
Nally’s diagram, Frye’s Orc cycle ultimately minimizes any
sense of the variety of circumstances described in the po-
em (as well as in The Four Zoas). Moreover, these diagrams
again ignore the literal aspect of the journeying undertaken
in the poem; the cycle is abstracted from the particularities
of time and place: “The cycle is merely a representation of
the various states in which Man may find himself, and the
apparent sequentiality is part of the metaphor used to rep-
resent contiguous states” (Bouwer and McNally 189).

Man

5 t APOCALYPSE
awakening

EDEN

INCARNATION

Man
FALL ) falling

asleep

Figure 1

8. Izak Bouwer and Paul McNally, ““The Mental Traveller’: Man’s Eternal Journey,” Blake 12.3 (winter 1978-79): 185.

LUVAH t

URTHONA
=

A=
URIZEN

) THARMAS

Figure 2

9. Izak Bouwer and Paul McNally, ““The Mental Traveller’: Man’s Eternal Journey;” Blake 12.3 (winter 1978-79): 189.
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Diagrams, Allegory, and Transcendence

As all of these diagrams indicate, the critic resists allowing
difficulty and disorientation to have the last word. The
compulsion is to push further, to discover a message or alle-
gory. This critical desire to diagram “The Mental Traveller”
arguably takes its cue in part from the poem’s opacity, as I
have already suggested, but also from the poem’s ostensible
resemblance to allegory: it appears to personify abstract
principles of some kind in the figures of the male and fe-
male. Twitchell is one of a number of critics to view the po-
em this way, writing of “whatever you think Blake may be
allegorizing in the male” (2). More skeptically, Williams
notes the poem’s “tone of normative explanation (‘And if the
Babe is born a Boy / He’s given to a Woman OId’ [9-10]),
which makes it resemble allegory, but “it is an allegory like
no other, whose ties to established codes (the Christian sto-
ry, classical myth, etc.) are at best oblique.” He rightly points
out that “despite attempts to translate it by reference to
these codes or to Blake’s own ‘mythology; the poem retains
the characteristics of an interpretive scandal, and seems al-
ways fresh in its capacity to resist easy codification” (2).

The desire to make the poem fit with a codifiable system
may also be partly attributable to the legacy of Frye’s critical
methods, as I have claimed. Frye notes Blake’s well-known
distrust of what he called “Fable or Allegory;, likening
Blake’s “allegory” to the simile, which points to something
outside itself to find its meaning. By contrast, he suggests
that Blake’s allegory operates via the “universal significance
in the artist’s creation of particular things” (121). In this, he
both assumes that Blakes “archetypal symbolism” is stable
and complete and places Blake in an idealist camp by gestur-
ing to Romantic notions of the symbol. This is not really the
place to anatomize Blake’s relationship to Romantic theories
about figuration, but two things are worth noting for the
purposes of this article. On the one hand, as Frye knew,
Blake’s distrust of allegory was in part consonant with other
Romantic-era criticisms of allegory as a rhetorical device
that, “in its restrictive Enlightenment conception,” epito-
mized “all that passed under the name of artificial signs”
(Halmi 13). On the other hand, Blake stands apart from the
Romantic symbolists in several regards, especially in the no-
tion that symbols in poetry gesture to some infinite and
transcendent truth of which they are a part. It is my claim
that “The Mental Traveller” engages in a kind of negative di-
alectic against a range of possible systems to which we might
point; it seems more to push negatively against meaning
than positively to mean or symbolize anything in particular.
If it recalls the Bible, classical myth, or Blake’s own myth, the
presence of these symbolic systems is always provisional. In
other words, Blake conjures their spectres, only to negate
the possibility for complete or lasting equivalence. By con-
trast, diagrammatic criticism has tended to foster a prefer-
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ence for closed, explanatory glosses without scrutinizing
the moments where the very terms of the glosses come up
against internal contradiction and flux across Blake's texts.

Whereas Frye in an idealist manner endorses reading Blake’s
myth as a unified network or language of archetypes, recent
critics have increasingly seen in Blake’s work a logic of block-
age and resistance to stable meanings. In the light of this
trend, the notion, implicit in the diagrammatic criticism, that
a codified system could facilitate a mental sublimation of the
poem’s chaotic matter calls for reevaluation. The diagrams, in
a manner shared with Damon’s Dictionary, suppose that the
troublingly fragmentary and chaotic nature of Blake’s poetry
requires us at every turn to supply the missing referent, the
absent represented truth, in the manner of the allegorical
mode or some transcendent principle as privileged by Ro-
mantic idealists. Relatedly, the same critics repeatedly down-
play the material conditions of the poem in favor of their
putatively more important mental analogues. In recent
decades Tilottama Rajan, Peter Otto, and Steve Vine, among
many others, have cumulatively contested the notion that
reading and interpretation along such lines might complete
the Blakean text through some transcendent vehicle or other
(the imagination, the intellect, etc.). Instead, these critics ad-
vise Blake scholars to valorize the obstructions to this com-
pletion embedded within the texts themselves by way of
deliberate catachresis and a variety of other visual and verbal
strategies designed to thwart any semblance of significatory
or narrative closure. Each of these scholars draws attention to
the material, historical specificities that inhere in Blake’s
texts, and that, always reaching impossibly toward the real of
history, can be registered “only in the collapse of the Symbol-
ic” and hence “in their failure to symbolize their own content”
(Vine 245, emphasis in original).

Still more recently, scholars such as Saree Makdisi, Jon
Saklofske, and Jade Hagan have sought to overcome the de-
sire to stabilize, systematize, and hence transcend Blake,
proposing “network architecture” as a nonlinear and non-
hierarchical means of modeling Blake’s works that might
celebrate limitless interconnections, mediating between
minute particulars and what Saklofske calls “wide area con-
nections” (385). Yet, as Hagan argues, Blake’s prevailing
suspicion of forms and systems that can become totalizing
and impersonal is such that his “attitude toward networks”
ought to be construed as “ambivalent”: the network form is
far from a stable or consistent key to Blake. What is impres-
sive and valuable about such scholarship is its studious in-
terrogation of its own methods and models. Saklofske and
Hagan especially have urged us to contemplate the colli-
sions of warring states and impulses—closure and open-
ness, particularization and generalization, determinacy and
indeterminacy—as they are thematized in Blake’s work and
as they agonize and invigorate our own interpretive efforts.
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Indeed, in the curious “interpretive scandal” (to adopt
Williams’s felicitous phrase) of “The Mental Traveller”—oc-
casioned in large part by its refusal to offer readers a stable
spatiotemporal grounding and hence point of view—Blake
ensures that any apparent completion achieved through
transcendence or systematization cannot be satisfactorily
accomplished. As Otto has argued, Blake’s later poems
work actively to resist interpretive reduction that occurs
through “recourse to an innocent, redemptive faculty or
power” that might afford transcendence—such as the
much-touted Romantic imagination or some supersensu-
ous divinity (18). Faced with the syntactical and spatiotem-
poral chaos of “The Mental Traveller; diagrammatic
criticism looks for transcendence of its own kind, wanting
to complete (and, in doing so, reduce) the poem through
recourse to codifiable systems, separating mind from mat-
ter. This impulse not only sidesteps the material embedded-
ness of “mental fight” but also overlooks the precise and
shifting relations that Blake elaborates between mental and
embodied aspects of experience.

25

26

Blake and Diagrams

Without wishing to repeat such systematization, I would
like to propose that “The Mental Traveller” is fundamentally
operative in Blake’s lifelong aversion to the totalizing im-
pulse and abstracting epistemology that underpin diagram-
matic forms. One of the poem’s diagrammers feels obliged
to concede that “it is ironic that although Blake hated dia-
grams, one often has to consult one’s own schema to explain
points in his poetry otherwise impenetrable to criticism”
(Twitchell 1). In this section I shall put further pressure on
this irony in suggesting that diagrammatic criticism,
although it has been used so often in Blake scholarship, is
actually rather unBlakean.

At the risk of revisiting well-worn ground, I begin by adum-
brating Blake’s agonistic engagement with diagrammatic
graphics. His famous caricature of Newton as a diagram-
matist (illus. 10) amply attests to the notion that a dia-
gram—as deployed by Enlightenment-era physicists like

10. William Blake, Newton (composed 1795, printed c. 1805). 46.0 x 60.0 cm. Reproduced courtesy of the Tate. N05058. Photo ©

Tate.
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11. William Blake, Milton copy D (composed c. 1804-11, printed 1818), plate 32 [Bentley numbering]. 16.9 x 11.4 cm. Library of
Congress, Lessing J. Rosenwald Collection. Catalogue number 1810. Image courtesy of the William Blake Archive.
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Newton—epitomizes an arrogant effort to reinscribe the
dualistic division between mind and matter that he finds
to be constitutive of humanity’s fallen condition in his age.
This division is also suggested in the later depiction of
“Miltons Track” (illus. 11). It is an enticing image, ostensi-
bly offering a hint of the straightforwardly illustrative or ex-
planatory visualization that may be craved amid the chaos
of Blake’s disorientating mythography, but its enticements
are offset on numerous fronts. As Marsha Newman writes,
“That Milton perceives globes and finite forms, even rec-
ognizable human forms, is indicative not only of narrowed
perceptions, caused in part by science’s limited explana-
tions of the material universe, but also that he enters a fall-
en world” (85). Similarly, Susan Fox notes that “the map is
paradoxical in that it traces a post-lapsarian event through
a prelapsarian universe—but that paradox is the only
means by which a map might be drawn at all” (208). The
finitude of the diagram as a stand-alone, stable image of the
whole of Blake’s cosmology in Milton is itself undercut by
the dynamic and anthropomorphic depiction of the four
Zoas in this and other books. And finally, even in this sur-
prisingly schematic image, the imbrications of the orbs’
outlines point to the dynamic interrelations between the
faculties that belie the image’s deceptively simple, two-
dimensional appearance. Even at his most diagrammatic,
Blake undercuts the potential for closure. Yet his use of dia-
grammatic forms in such instances also suggests a degree of
sympathy with diagrammers, appearing at least partially to
concede that diagrams can be useful to think with, even if
only for a moment. It seems to me that the issue, for Blake,
arises when schematization tries to become a substitute
for minute and unstable constituents: this is what we find
enacted in the kind of diagrammatic criticism that shies
away from or minimizes its own deficiencies. The tenden-
cy—in Blakean diagrammatic criticism as in other fields—
is to point out the basic inadequacy of a given diagram or
schema before proceeding to include it anyway, typically
without dwelling on the precise reasons for its perceived
inadequacy. Those reasons, I insist, are of the utmost im-
portance when it comes to interpreting Blake’s disjunctive
worlds.

As T have suggested, our critics’ recourse to diagrams is es-
pecially ironic, since so many of the diagrams adopt the
form of a smooth enclosed circle—a form toward which
Blake’s attitudes were at best ambivalent. “The Mental Trav-
eller” itself contains some much-quoted lines in which the
“altering” eye collapses the world of the senses into nothing
but a “Ball™:

The Guests are scatterd thro the land

For the Eye altering alters all

The Senses roll themselves in fear

And the flat Earth becomes a Ball (lines 61-64, E 485)
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The lines rehearse a typical Blakean indictment of the kind
of metaphysics that would view the world solely in terms of
dead geometry, abstracted or aggregated from the minute
particulars of the peopled universe. Blake reprises this pas-
sage in his famous philippic against miniaturizations of the
earth-as-globe in Milton. In the Milton passage we are told
that one’s “Universe” is best conceptualized as the realm of
experience apprehensible from the “flat Earth” surrounding
one’s moveable “dwelling-place,” as opposed to the deaden-
ing and immobile “delusion” of a “Globe rolling thro Void-
ness” conjured by mathematical instruments (E 127). Like
Blake’s globe, critics’ circular diagrams shrink the bodies
and landscapes of “The Mental Traveller” into a ratio sus-
pended in the void of a white page. Although the final
line of the poem (“And all is done as I have told”) seems
to gesture toward cyclical repetition, the poem is replete
with disruptions and obstructions that belie this semblance
of seamless circularity, setting itself up as a veritable trap
for the diagrammer. In its convolutions, breakages, and
multiple trajectories the poem’s structure seems closer to
what Blake might have called a “crooked” road than to the
smooth lines of scholars’ diagrams."

Yet any honest student of Blake will no doubt identify to
some extent with the diagrammatic impulse. Despite our
best efforts, it can be difficult to get away from the desire to
complete the text through our critical practice: this urge,
too, Blake knew well. It is dramatized time and again in the
figure of Urizen, whose efforts to measure and circum-
scribe the world around him are, after all, not entirely ill in-
tentioned. Indeed, scholars’ frequent recourse to diagrams
seems not dissimilar to the temporary comfort found by
Urizen in the hurried demarcation of the Mundane Shell,
rationalizing from above the daunting “Voidness” of “in-
definite space” in another formidable manuscript work, The
Four Zoas (E 314). Urizen’s is an earnest and perhaps not
entirely unfamiliar effort to make sense of the chaos around
him. As with Urizen’s petrific forms, critical diagrams seek
impossibly to impose static order upon the seeming narra-
tive chaos of “The Mental Traveller” Consequently, they are
limited by their separation of mind from matter and their
tendency to smooth over the untameable changes and con-
tradictions inherent in Blake’s relational universe. More-
over, they approach the poem from the very disembodied,
top-down perspective that Urizen craves in The Four Zoas:
“Where shall we take our stand to view the infinite & un-
bounded / Or where are human feet for Lo our eyes are in
the heavens” (E 391). Urizen’s cry calls to mind the dia-
grammatic will to power evoked in Blake’s iconic fron-
tispiece to Europe (illus. 12) and its reprisal in the color

10. “Improvement makes strait roads, but the crooked roads without
Improvement, are roads of Genius” (The Marriage of Heaven and Hell
plate 10, Proverbs of Hell line 66, E 38).
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12. William Blake, Europe copy E (composed and printed 1794), frontispiece. 23.4 x 16.9 cm. Library of Congress, Lessing J.
Rosenwald Collection. Catalogue number 1806. Image courtesy of the William Blake Archive.
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print Newton (illus. 10), which, as has been argued time and
again, cumulatively characterize the dualistic top-down
worldview as oppressive, delusional, and reductionist.

In contrast, throughout Blake’s work, the position of “hu-
man feet” is repeatedly cast as absolutely vital to all forms of
experience, from sensory to visionary. It is especially cen-
tral to “The Mental Traveller; in which the travels de-
scribed are vividly, sometimes violently, corporeal. As Otto
has painstakingly demonstrated, again stressing corporeali-
ty, The Four Zoas (the production of which spanned the pe-
riod in which “The Mental Traveller” was probably written)
can be read as a call for readers to attend to a series of spe-
cific scenarios within a disorientating spatiotemporal set-
ting in order to reach an understanding of their own fallen
ontological condition. Urizen could not act alone (nor in-
deed could Los):

In fact, Urizen’s harmonious world depends upon Los: the
creations of reason must be given shape by the imagina-
tion. A body formed by reason and imagination would be
little more than an inert diagram or sculpture. For the fall-
en body to come into being, it must also draw on Luvah
and Tharmas. (78)

Ottos terms may also provide a guide for ways of reading
“The Mental Traveller” that focus on tensions between dy-
namically conflictual components, resisting the urge to
supply a meaning into which those components might be
resolved. Seeking an external system to make sense of the
poem can provide only temporary and imperfect resolu-
tion.

Anyone still tempted to yield to their diagrammatic im-
pulses would do well to recall Blake’s sketch on page 25 of
The Four Zoas (illus. 13). It is a shaky edifice indeed: as the
figure, probably Urizen, tries to wrestle three compassed
spheres into submission, their unruly matter seems to push
back with equal force against his diagrammatic might.
Among other things, the image sounds a cautionary note
for the diagrammatist. Though schematics may help us (or
so we think) to work through some aspects of Blake’s com-
plicated mythology, try as we might, our diagrams ulti-
mately cannot tame the unruly matter of the Blakean
universe. Our mental travels through the world of Blake’s
poetry ought rather, I think, to attend to the words (and
sometimes images) on the page and the ways in which they
push back against our compasses—against even our most
cherished methods of sense-making.
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