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Preface to Visions of England:
The Visionary Tradition

Meaning of ‘Visions’ and ‘Visionary’

A ‘vision’ is “something which is apparently seen otherwise than by ordinary sight; especially an appearance of a prophetic or mystical character, or having the nature of a revelation, supernaturally presented to the mind in sleep or in an abnormal state”; or “a mental concept of a distinct or vivid kind; a highly imaginative scheme or anticipation”; or “the action or fact of seeing or contemplating something not actually present to the eye; mystical or supernatural insight or foresight” (Shorter Oxford English Dictionary). (‘A revelation’ is, according to the same dictionary, “the disclosure of knowledge to man by a divine or supernatural agency”.)

‘Visions of England’ therefore means “views of places in England which are also seen otherwise than by ordinary sight, with prophetic, mystical, revelatory and imaginative insight, not by the bodily eye”. Or more simply “seeing England with prophetic, mystical, revelatory and imaginative insight”.

‘Visionary’ means “able or accustomed to see visions; capable of receiving impressions by means of visions”; or “presented or apprehended in a vision”; or “existing in imagination only” (Shorter Oxford English Dictionary). The ‘visionary tradition’ in poetry is therefore “the tradition of seeing visions and reflecting them, and imaginative vision, in poems”.

These poems, all written before 1999, are views of England filled with prophecy and mysticism and looking back to the work of the Metaphysical poets and the visionary tradition of Blake.

Provenance of this selection: places in England

On 20 February 1979 I visited the English Neoclassical literary critic Christopher Ricks, then Professor of English Literature at Cambridge University, in Christ’s College, Cambridge to discuss my early Metaphysical poems, which he had been reading. He gave me a tutorial and rattled through sixteen points on the poems for two hours and then said, “There are too many poems. Get a friend to make a selection of 30 and bring them out, and make your entrée.” Having edited his definitive The Poems of Tennyson (1969), he advised me to follow Tennyson’s practice of amending lines, advice I took to heart and have implemented ever since. He then took me for lunch in Christ’s Senior Common Room. I sat next to him at a long table among a dozen dons.

I was in a creative time and more poems kept coming, and I was still working full-time and coping with my new poems in the evenings and at weekends. My lengthy Selected Poems: A Metaphysical’s Way of Fire (146 poems or excerpts) came out in 1991, followed by my Collected Poems: A White Radiance, 1958–1993 in 1994 (1,272 poems), and – following a further visit to Christopher Ricks on 27 January 1993 and a day walking round Oxford with him on 21 June 1993 – my first epic poem Overlord about the Second World War from D-Day to the Fall of Berlin (41,000 lines of blank verse in four separate volumes, 1995–1997). And I wrote two verse plays. There were now even more poems along with works of epic and dramatic verse, and I had still done nothing about getting a friend to select 30. I thought John Ezard of The Guardian might assume that role, but he was busy writing articles and meeting deadlines and we met increasingly infrequently.

In March 1998 the Earl of Burford, the heir to the Dukedom of St Albans, became my Literary Secretary following an interview at my then home in Albion Hill, Loughton which doubled up as Head Office of the Oak-Tree Group of Schools. He worked five days a week at Otley Hall in Suffolk, a historic Tudor house I had acquired and opened to the public, and I drove down twice a week to oversee the restoration and running of the stately home and work with him. His ancestor the 3rd Earl of Southampton, Shakespeare’s patron, had been closely involved with the Earl of Essex, whose secretary Robert Gosnold III had owned it and lived there, and with his Cambridge friend Bartholomew Gosnold, Robert Gosnold III’s nephew. Both Southampton and Bartholomew Gosnold had joined Essex’s Cádiz and Azores expeditions in 1596 and 1597 – Southampton had captained Essex’s ship on the second of these – and Southampton had funded Bartholomew Gosnold’s expedition to America in 1602, which had been planned at Otley Hall and during which Bartholomew named Martha’s Vineyard (after his daughter Martha) and Cape Cod. So Otley Hall had strong family associations for the Earl of Burford. A full account of Otley Hall’s historical and literary associations can be found in my illustrated guidebook Otley Hall (2001), which can still be obtained at the property.

At one of our early meetings in my study, which had been an Elizabethan tiring-room (or attiring-room, dressing-room) for travelling players, the Earl of Burford remarked, “Your work is like a cathedral amid modern buildings.” I told him about the need for a new selection and the idea emerged in our discussions that he would select 100 poems, not 30, focusing on places in England featured in my poems and on my metaphysical perspective. As my Literary Secretary he read all my poetic works.

Principles, thought processes and categories behind selection

On 30 April 1999 the Earl of Burford messaged me that he had selected 152 poems, mostly from Collected Poems: A White Radiance and a few from what would become Classical Odes. Under the heading ‘Poems: British Selection’ he set out the principles and thought processes behind his selection:


I have selected 152 poems, some long, some short, some very short, from which I shall make a final selection of about 100 next week. I shall also put them in order, according to what scheme I’m not yet sure. I am tempted, however, to begin with ‘Elemental Sea’ because it contains the image of the hermit, which I think should be the defining symbol of the selection.

You, the poet, are the hermit. You give your readers a tour of Britain, guiding them by the light of your metaphysical lamp. Like a hermit of old, you tramp the length and breadth of the country, teaching the mystic tradition. Suddenly you light on an ancient stone and holding your lamp over it cry, “Look here! See, see!”

Thus you cast yourself in the role of psychopomp [in Greek mythology, “a conductor of souls to the place of the dead” (Shorter Oxford English Dictionary) and so a spiritual guide for the souls of the living]; or of the shaman, willing – by a huge effort of mind – his country’s renewal.

One of the advantages of using the image of the hermit at the very beginning is that it lets the reader know that there is a vital exchange between mind and landscape. The mind’s ecstatic charges not only apprehend the landscape, they vivify it. For this reason, I’ve also been keen to include poems that open a window on the landscape of the poet’s mind, as for example ‘Bumble-Bee: Correspondence’.

Included also are poems whose central images are symbols of Britain and British life: the sea, the oak tree, bluebells in spring, the snail etc. All these help to give insights into the peculiar spiritual life of the country. In addition, it makes sense that certain images that are both powerful and intrinsic to the poet’s metaphoric world (e.g. a tree as the universe) should recur in the selection. Ultimately, then, a metaphysical vision of the country emerges.

The overall impression should be of a poet with a strong sense of Britain’s special destiny – the country, after all, that has fostered his own special insights into the universe.



In the event he did not begin with ‘Elemental Sea’ or include ‘Bumble-Bee: Correspondence’. Among the papers is his handwritten list of the 152 poems with strike-throughs to bring the tally down to 101 (in fact 102 as one of his numbers merges two poems).

He also identified 26 poetic categories in the poems in Collected Poems: A White Radiance and what would become Classical Odes, which he considered for the selection:


England; Britain; English Heritage/History; British Heritage/History; Essex; Cornwall; East Anglia; The Celtic World; Europe; The Sea; The Far East; The Middle East; Decline of the West; Christian Culture; Greece/Rome/Classical Culture; History; The Modern Age; World Politics; Gardens; Love; Death; Nature; The Spiritual Quest; Mysticism; The Artist and his Art (The Imagination); The Fire/Light.



It is for the reader to judge how many of these categories can be found in the poems he chose, but his focus on England excluded many of the categories beyond England’s shores.

There is a later note in my handwriting among these papers: “Call it Visions of England?”

Visions of England was the outcome: 102 poems celebrating places in England and my metaphysical outlook. These were in fact universal – indeed Universalist – poems with a significance that went far beyond England’s borders.

Visions of England, then, covers what was in 1999 about one-thirteenth and is now about one-twentieth of my poetic works (excluding my two epics and five verse plays), and sees me as a hermit. I should point out that a later selection, Selected Poems: Quest for the One (211 poems or excerpts, 2015), sees me as a quester for Reality and observer of social follies and vices in all my poetic works, and that it would be possible to see me in a different light in a different one-twentieth of my poetic works: for example, as a journeyer along the Mystic Way (as in Selected Poems: A Metaphysical’s Way of Fire); as a developing Universalist; as a poet within the perspective and tradition of seven disciplines; as a social, satirical poet; as a reflector of Western culture; as a Nature poet; as a war poet of the Second World War, Iraq and Afghanistan; and as a poet carrying forward the tradition of the Metaphysical poets in Baroque work that unites sense and spirit, the Augustan and Romantic perspectives. Visions of England may include aspects of all of these eight alternative approaches, but the point I am making is that it would be possible for a selection of a similar length to offer a completely different view of my poetic works.

Overtaken by events

Visions of England was overtaken by events. In 1998 I had written a verse play, The Tragedy of Prince Tudor, about a Prince who protests against the impending break-up of the United Kingdom by hostile international forces, and the prospect of the loss of its sovereignty. Dismayed at the Blair Government’s Reform Bill to abolish the hereditary peers’ voting rights in the House of Lords and end a 700-year-old tradition, the Earl of Burford told me he detected Brussels’ hand at work and was going to protest.

As a descendant of Shakespeare’s patron the 3rd Earl of Southampton (and also of the 17th Earl of Oxford who Oxfordians regard as Shakespeare, and of Charles II and Nell Gwyn), and mindful of Southampton’s involvement in the Earl of Essex’s march through London and abortive coup of 1601 that led to Southampton’s imprisonment in the Tower and Essex’s execution (and Robert Gosnold III’s being fined £40), he felt he had to rise to his family’s tradition of making a stand in critical times and make a similar protest in what would be a “beautiful act” that would also be remembered for 400 years. He told me he was planning to climb onto the throne in the House of Lords, stand on its seat and address the assembled peers. I talked him out of violating the seat of the throne.

On 26 October 1999 he went ahead and made a principled protest in a packed House of Lords by leaping onto the Woolsack, the Lord Chancellor’s wool-stuffed seat, and denouncing the Third Reading of the Reform Bill, which he branded treasonous. His speech would today be regarded as anti-EU: “This Bill, drafted in Brussels, is treason. What we are witnessing is the abolition of Britain…. No Queen, no culture, no sovereignty, no freedom.” His spirited “act” led to 92 hereditary peers remaining in the Lords to this day, of whom 90 are now elected.

In a further protest the Earl of Burford stood for Parliament in a by-election. He left my employ in April 2000 and then changed his name to Charles Beauclerk. In August 2000 my publisher went into receivership and the manuscript was put away. It was soon buried under other papers.

Nearly twenty years later, in January 2018, I was assembling papers for my next deposit in my literary Archive at the Albert Sloman Library, University of Essex and came across Visions of England. As a celebration of places in England it looked perfect for the UK’s post-Brexit time. I immediately saw that my poetic treatment of the places reflected aspects of England’s history and culture. I contacted Charles Beauclerk and he gave his blessing to the selection’s remaining under the byline of ‘the Earl of Burford’ as he had still been known as the Earl of Burford when he made the selection. I am delighted that Visions of England can at last see the light of day.

Shakespeare asked the 3rd Earl of Southampton to support his poems ‘Venus and Adonis’ and ‘The Rape of Lucrece’ in two letters/dedications written in 1593 and 1594 (the only letters by Shakespeare that have survived, both written to the 3rd Earl of Southampton), and just over 400 years later the 3rd Earl of Southampton’s descendant made a selection of my poems in Tudor Otley Hall, which Southampton is thought to have visited. Of the many remarkable events that have happened in my life, this is one of the more extraordinary.

In the visionary tradition of the Metaphysical poets; Blake; and Shelley

My “visions” are rooted in the 17th-century Metaphysical poets, especially Marvell – as can be seen in ‘A Metaphysical in Marvell’s Garden’.

The title Visions of England echoes volume 12 of my poetic works, Visions Near the Gates of Paradise, and looks back to Blake’s “fourfold vision” (for example, in my ‘Beauty and Angelhood’); to his critique of the materialist outlook in his letter to Butts in 1802, “May God us keep/From Single vision & Newton’s sleep”; and to his ‘Visions of the Daughters of Albion’ (‘Albion’ being another word for ‘England’ and the name of the road in which I then lived). I must point out that Blake’s daughters’ visions were troubled whereas my visions were in harmony with Nature and the universe.

My ‘visions’ also look back to the 1845 painting by Joseph Severn of Shelley composing Prometheus Unbound in the Baths of Caracalla in Rome in early 1819, in which he is sitting in a historical setting with his mind elsewhere, seeing something “otherwise than by ordinary sight”, setting down an imaginative vision.

In Visions of England I show an England that is a green and pleasant land as in Blake’s ‘Jerusalem’ but has its own culture within European culture. And the last two poems of this selection, written in December 1998 and May 1999, anticipate feelings that the UK faced being fragmented and might need an English Liberation Front, the discontented outlook that led to the vote for Brexit in 2016. In 1991, in The Fire and the Stones, I had prophesied that the European Community would become an integrated United States of Europe, which the EU’s European Commission now want to create, and several of the poems in this selection can now be seen to have been prophetic in anticipating Brexit and to accord with the current English mood of independence.

Since 1999 I have had all 34 of my poetic volumes published – Collected Poems 1958–2005 (1,478 poems, 2006) contained the first 30 volumes, and volumes 31–34 appeared in Life Cycle and Other New Poems 2006–2016 (206 new poems, 2016) – along with Classical Odes (318 poems, 2006), a total of 2,002 poems in all; and I have written a second epic poem Armageddon (2010) about the War on Terror (9/11, Iraq and Afghanistan, 25,000 lines of blank verse). I have also had three more verse plays published. Now, looking back on the poems in Visions of England I am struck by their vividness and vitality.

When they appeared in Collected Poems: A White Radiance, in Collected Poems 1958–2005 and in Classical Odes – the last four poems in this selection are classical odes – they were accompanied by sometimes extensive notes, and readers who want to know more about poems such as ‘Beauty and Angelhood’ can consult these. Withholding the notes emphasises the involvement of the spirit and its visions, intensifies the poems’ spiritual focus and brings out their vividness and the vitality of their rhythms. In a few instances – following Ricks’ advice in 1979 that I should amend like Tennyson – I have made minor amendments to the original versions of poems.

When I was discovering myself as a poet in Japan while writing ‘The Silence’, I was accompanied during my afternoon walks in the hot sun by my shadow, a constant companion that became an image for the future wise self I hoped I was heading towards and (in my mind then) would become in my old age. Now, at 78, looking back from the wisdom of my Shadow which I believe I have become, I marvel that Providence, in its wisdom, left me sufficiently clear of public duties to have time to write my works. I cannot help feeling that I did well to spend long hours writing at my desk with (wherever I was living) an inspiring view of my garden, a corner of the universe whose seasonal growth and decay nourished my soul with its vitality just as rustic surroundings nourished the souls of Nature hermits – and Marvell – in bygone times.

The picture of me on the front cover, taken without my knowledge on 14 April 1986, shows me sitting near the cottage believed to have been the “dwelling” of Wordsworth’s Solitary, Blea Tarn House between Little Langdale and Great Langdale in England’s Lake District, and opening to an imaginative vision that would become ‘At Blea Tarn House’ (15–16 April 1986, not in this selection) and ‘At Cartmel Priory: Taming the Unicorn’ (written on 18 April 1986, in this selection). It is a modern equivalent of Severn’s picture of Shelley writing in the Baths of Caracalla in Rome (see p.xxiii), and my eyes, too, are in imaginative vision within an inspiring landscape.

15–16, 21, 24, 26, 31 January, 1–3, 5 February 2018
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Joseph Severn’s 1845 painting of Shelley composing Prometheus Unbound in the Baths of Caracalla, Rome, in early 1819
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