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Praise for William Blake and the Sea Monsters of Love:

‘A dazzlingly written and wildly eccentric mashup of biography, history and memoir … The result is one of the most original and uncategorisable works I’ve read for a long time. Indeed, it wouldn’t be an exaggeration to describe it as a life-changing book’

Robert Douglas-Fairhurst, The Times

‘Hoare’s impassioned style, alive with metaphor and wordplay, has often been called “dreamlike”. This is apt, given his total immersion in his subject … Nothing will be as audacious or intriguing as William Blake and the Sea Monsters of Love’

Jenny Uglow, Times Literary Supplement

‘Not so much a cradle-to-grave account as it is a compendium of his influence on other artists and thinkers … Hoare celebrates Blake and his “fantastical ideas” and relates his own awe as he seeks out the artist’s surviving prints and looks through a pair of the man’s spectacles’

The New Yorker

‘This wild, dreaming leviathan of a book is undoubtedly Hoare’s masterpiece … A mesmerising tapestry, intricate, strange and very queer, that ranges through time and space’

Olivia Laing, author of The Garden Against Time

‘Queer in all senses of the word’

Neil Tennant, Pet Shop Boys

‘A triumph, as strange, unclassifiable and awe-inspiring as the man at its beating heart … A dexterous blend of memoir, biography, art history and literary criticism, resembling an elaborate collage or a dazzling Wunderkammer of all that is quirky, queer, radical and, above all, unique’

Malcolm Forbes, Wall Street Journal

‘Philip Hoare’s fabulously idiosyncratic compendium of memories, serendipitous reading, scholarly biography and wild imaginings is beautiful and gripping’

Lucy Hughes-Hallett, New Statesman

‘Hoare’s version of a Blake print, a meandering, undulating reverie … A book to dive into and get lost in; you might find a new world while you are at it’

Christoph Irmscher, Art Newspaper

‘An impassioned magnum opus celebrating Blake’s star-shaken genius by discovering his lineage everywhere in the author’s own crystal cabinet of artists and outlaws. A tremendous literary performance’

Iain Sinclair, author of The Last London

‘A Blakean universe replete with fairies and spirits, butterflies and stars, sacred monsters and hermaphrodites … Endearingly intimate’

Kirkus Review

‘Everything exists at once: horror, stars, trees, art, love, and it’s up to us to behold it all. Which is exactly what Philip Hoare does … He really sets out to behold it all’

Helena de Groot, Poetry Foundation
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[image: Start of image description, An illustration of a winged, elderly figure with flowing hair and a beard reaches out over a smaller, human figure lying face-up on the water. The human has a serpent wrapped around their leg. The scene is set against a backdrop of a glowing light, with rays extending outward., end of image description]

Adam lies sprawled on the shore. The rocks are washed green by the sea. His new-born body is spreadeagled, arms outstretched. He doesn’t know what he’s for. There’s a serpent already wrapped round his legs. The pain of creation is on his face. You can see it in the whites of his eyes.

God flies over the abyss, bestowing the sentence of humanity, his holy hand held over Adam’s fiery head. After all the storms and the planets and the seas, all the whales and the birds and the trees, he decided to make this beautiful creature out of earth and water to hold dominion over them all. 

God’s wings—who made them? who took the picture?—sprout out of his shoulders like a cape. He’s a swan or a dove. The new dawn is fading, there are dark clouds in the rosy sky. God knows what he has done. The anguish is in his face. It’s too late. There’s no escape. Adam is already abandoned. Stranded, on the rocks. 

Something the tide left behind. 





5.15 am, winter dark. A bright white light moves across the sky as I swim out to sea. Low down but high up, it slides steadily from Jupiter in the west towards Orion in the east. Over the distant refinery, with all its towers and silos. 

Ahead of it is a smaller light, like a companion star, travelling at the same speed. In between them is a scrap of white cloud, an abstract ice-cream swirl. It is lit by the bright light which shines on it with the intensity of a stadium at night. 

I watch it for a little while. Everything takes place in silence, except for the sound of me in the sea. Slowly, steadily, the starry entourage moves across the sky, then sinks into a low bank of cloud. It doesn’t come out the other side. 

It wasn’t a plane or a helicopter or a drone; it glowed from inside and made no noise. Too low for a satellite, too slow for a meteorite. I am used to seeing all these things. Fireballs and airliners carrying everyone and all their dreams. Some days I see more stars than I see people.

I felt sad when it had gone. I wondered if I should have seen it at all. It was like standing in a crowd but being the only one to notice the dead queen being carried past your eyes. The parade passed me by. I wanted it to stop for me. 

But I also wanted to be left alone. 

Maybe it’s the sea that’s done this to me, spoilt me for the ordinariness of life. Maybe it was a mistake to give myself up to it, to the exclusion of everything else. It was a deliberate experiment that I undertook, willingly. To be unmoored by the sea, leaving me attached to no one and nothing else. Forever unsure of myself, the way you feel when you see yourself in the mirror in the hall and wonder who you are. 

I pull up to the junction on my bike. Music from vehicles leaks out. The dual carriageway runs either side of me, a race that no one ever wins. On the corner is an abandoned petrol station, its forecourt empty. Under the asphalt is the house where I was born, bulldozed to make room for this road so that I could ride by. Its ghost lingers in the only things I can remember: its strange name, Akaba, and the bedroom where I came out, cracked open to the sky. 

The lights change and I ride over the bridge where they once hung a shark upside down. The river runs down to the sea, past rubbish dumps and back gardens. No one notices me. I’m a secret agent of myself, the way dogs keep themselves to themselves with barely a hint of melancholy, only a furrowed brow or the lift of an eye. 

I race to get back to the sea in the dark. It’s still there. So still I could slide across it. So black it becomes like the sky. It’s my faith. I place all my trust in it. If only we knew what God looked like, we’d know what to expect. It makes time stop, or even go into reverse. The sea is the perfectible me, my bones out of a cuttlefish. It turns me inside out. There’s no alternative. Either you’re in or you’re out. The refinery spouts tongues of fire, roaring, something loosed from below. I’ve been all over the world. 

This is the most exciting place I know. 

A long time ago I was with a good friend driving south in his car. For some reason we started talking about William Blake. We were having an argument about something else. 

You don’t know anything about him, my friend said, quite fiercely and randomly. 

I remember looking up at the green hills that had been cut open, slashed to bare chalk to create a bypass so that we could drive by. 

The silence stretched on. I wondered if I should tell him to stop the car and let me get out. 

But then I thought, inside, how remarkable it was, that we should be arguing about a man who had died two hundred years ago. I knew, secretly, that my friend was right. I didn’t know anything about Blake. 

So I started to write this book. 




In the summer of 1971, Marc Balet, a young student from the Rhode Island School of Design, came to England in search of diversion and, perhaps, a job. Someone told him Derek Jarman was the Andy Warhol of London. 

That sounded good to me, Balet said. So he rang the number he’d been given, and Derek Jarman picked up. 

The artist was living in a derelict warehouse on the south bank of the Thames. A decaying part of the city where huge buildings lay empty, their blank windows eyes open to the sky. At night he slept in a greenhouse he’d put up in the cavernous space as if it might rain indoors. He sipped his tea by an open door three floors up, looking down on the river below as it gathered speed on its way to the sea. I distrust all figures of authority, including the artist, he said.

In those days you could walk into those places and live in them. The city was still porous, unpatrolled, unCCTV’d. You could move through it unseen. Parts of it were still blackened, still wrecked by history. Glamorous, dead or alive. Dark corners where something used to be, made wild by destruction. Rising and falling with the river that wound through them like a big fat snake. 

Black timbers in the mud. The rot of the city, the flow of the river, what it left in its wake. The way we knew things would always be and secretly hoped they would not. 

Marc Balet came armed with a Super 8 cine camera. It was a magical invention from America: part roving eye, part ray gun. He lent it to Jarman, who began collecting glittering glimpses of his friends, fabulous figures seen among the ruins on the decayed riverside. People I wanted to be, people who would soon fade away. He was filming the future from his past. His promised land. Something sensational and strange. Unnatural and natural, the way that he was. 

The following summer, our handsome young American from Connecticut joined Jarman and his friends on a trip to the Isle of Purbeck in Dorset on the far coast of England. There was the artist Andrew Logan; Bente and Ernst Lohse, two architect students from Denmark; and a young man named Ian whom they may have picked up in a club, no one knows. They drove down in an old car, intending to spend the night together in a cave overlooking the sea, ready to make their film the next day.

I remember the rocks and sea, Andrew Logan told me, and the excitement of making a movie. He’d brought along a wind-up gramophone and one record to play on it: Land of Hope and Glory.

It was a big adventure and they were ready for it. It was fifty years ago and things were different then. People looked different, behaved differently. Even the sky looked different. We were an earlier edition, a different shape, a different species. There were fewer things to wear, to use, abuse and destroy, but just as much to worry about. Always waiting for what would happen next. We had no choice.

That year the miners and dockers went on strike, one million people were unemployed and two states of emergency were declared, one after the other. It seemed like the aftershock of something yet to happen. 

Everything was unresolved, beyond our control. Power was cut off for nine hours a day. We ate and read by flickering candlelight, as if we’d gone underground, like miners ourselves. Life was rationed, work a three-day week. We were living through a play for today. It played out on our screens, like the video films we saw.

Fourteen British citizens shot by British troops in a British city, devices exploding in the Tower of London and Aldershot and a Birmingham pub. In Dublin, the British embassy was set on fire. An alien in a telephone box told us we had five years left and my father went to work in the factory, clocking in and clocking out. On Saturdays we went to the seaside and the sun shone as we climbed out of our shiny blue second-hand car. The sea, so dark and so bright. 

That January a blueprint for survival had been published in a magazine. Its authors hoped it would lead to the dawn of a new age in which Man will learn to live with the rest of Nature rather than against it. 

An examination of the relevant information available has impressed upon us the extreme gravity of the global situation today, they told us. For, if current trends are allowed to persist, the breakdown of society and the irreversible disruption of the life-support systems on this planet, possibly by the end of the century, certainly within the lifetimes of our children, are inevitable. 

Governments, and ours is no exception, are either refusing to face the relevant facts, or are briefing their scientists in such a way that their seriousness is played down. Whatever the reasons, no corrective measures of any consequence are being undertaken. 

When the manifesto appeared as a book later that year, it sold three-quarters of a million copies and no one took any notice.

[image: Start of image description, The front cover of a book entitled’ A Blueprint for Survival and featuring a quote from the Sunday Times saying ‘Nightmarishly convincing . . . after reading it nothing seems quite the same any more’., end of image description]

Jarman and his crew stumble down the hill to the shore and install themselves in a cave for the night, a deep slit left behind by an abandoned quarry, like a landing strip set high on the cliff. In the nineteen-thirties, the artist Paul Nash had seen this rocky shore as an iron wall of grey-black blocks. The seas are vicious here, he said, and there is no more bitter war between land and water than is fought along Winspit Cliff and Dancing Ledge, where the waves can be seen leaping in eccentric frenzy. 

Even to stand there is an effort. The world seems upside down. There could be anything hiding in those caves, anything washed in on the waves below. It all seems so exciting, as far from London as it is possible to be.

They’re not terribly well prepared. Their communal bed is a foam mattress laid on the rocks. They eat fish and chips by candlelight. The mist closes in and the waves send plumes of spray in the air. Darkness falls and it feels like the cave is gradually closing in on them. 

It’s not working out the way they planned.

At one am Balet hands out a ritual dose of sleeping pills; his mother sends them every month from Connecticut. The drug swoons and soothes them and they fall into a fitful sleep. Their rocky bed doesn’t seem so cold and hard after all. 

They emerge the next morning at dawn, only to find that the sea has gone. They wanted to make a film, about a drowned sailor lying in a rock pool, a siren sitting by him, floating her silver-paper boats. No sound, no script, just lovely bodies on rocks washed green by the sea as a masked god looked on. 

But the fog has rolled in and the seagulls are crying. They have been defeated by the elements that had lured them to this elemental place. 

Their film will have to wait till the stormy weather has blown over and the skies have cleared.

Derek Jarman was thirty years old. A dark and handsome man with a posh voice, shyer than you might suppose, given all the films he would make, hiding behind his camera. He’d spent his boyhood in Dorset in the years just after the war. His father served there as an air force officer before they were posted abroad. He remembered the sixpence offered for the first one to see Corfe Castle as they drove down to Swanage Bay; the way he would remember his family through the home movies his father had made. His mother, a dark-haired, beautiful woman, moving like a film star against a background of barracks and rose-filled gardens, from southern England to Rome and Karachi. 

Growing up on military bases and in boarding schools, Jarman felt extremely isolated, he said. It was a world of men and machines. But he also remembered riding pillion on a motorbike with his hands dug deep in the pockets of a handsome rider as they sped through the countryside, like the peculiar man his father talked about meeting in the air force before the war, who lived nearby in a strange forester’s cottage and rode his own motorbike down the same lanes. And he remembered being ordered into the sea off Dancing Ledge as a schoolboy, as though the water were a punishment rather than something to be enjoyed.

In the autumn of 1963, Jarman went up to London to the Slade School of Art. It sounded like a quarry itself, which wasn’t surprising, since it was made of Dorset stone and had ammonites embedded in its porticoes and steps. At the Slade he painted scenes of strange spores and pyramids and chimneys floating on the horizon. They were sets for an imagined opera or a picnic on the beach, and he gave them titles that deliberately echoed those used by Paul Nash, who had been at the Slade fifty years before. 

[image: Start of image description, An abstract piece of art featuring geometric shapes on a textured background. A triangle in the distance contrasts against a dark upper section. The foreground displays amorphous forms, with a cloud-like white shape and a mottled stone shape beside it. A faint industrial silhouette of funnels or chimneys with smokestacks is visible in the background., end of image description]

He was painting the last of England and he took it all very seriously. Art was an ordination, not a pastime to him. The chief means of communication with the dead, as Auden said. England was still a twilight place, Jarman said. He was quoting Nash, and thinking of the way that the future leaked out of the past.

In the late nineteen-thirties, when he was investigating southern England as if he were a foreign explorer in a land yet to be civilised, Nash came upon a pair of monsters in a field masquerading as dead trees. 

They could only have one equivalent, he decided. In his mind’s eye their whitened, upended stumps and limbs turned into The sightlesse Couriers of the Ayre in William Blake’s haunting colour print Pity, created in 1795, an extraordinary image that acted more like a film or a photograph, beyond anything else of its time. Even now we’re not quite sure how it was made. But it spoke to Nash as though Blake was standing by his side.

A pair of horses career blindly through the stormy night bearing angels on their backs. Hair and manes merge in the wind, as if streaming in an ocean current. They glow in the dark; you can hear them whinny and roar. Below, on a mossy bed, a young woman lies supine as her baby leaps into the arms of the pale riders above. It’s a terrifying scene: the outstretched whiteness of the wild horses set against the vulnerability of the mother and the doll-like child. The picture was Blake’s response to a quote from Macbeth. No one else would think that an occasion for a picture, said Robbie Ross. 


Endpaper



And pity, like a naked new-born babe,

Striding the blast, or heaven’s cherubin, hors’d

Upon the sightless couriers of the air,

Shall blow the horrid deed in every eye

Perhaps it was an echo of a later episode in the play in which we are told, in a casual aside, that the king’s horses, beauteous and swift, have turned wild and are eating each other.

Whatever was going on in Blake’s head, it made a big impression on Nash. Blind and ‘blake’, he said, playing with words—blake meaning both black and white—felled by the storm, the horses had crashed to earth. Now they lay splayed out on their backs in the grass, their five or six legs jerked out with epileptic force.

Both trees were bleached to a ghastly pallor wherever the bark had broken and fallen away, he said. They had been struck by lightning and violently pulled out of the earth. Now they were alive with a new power, it seemed to him, existing on another plane, not made visible by the complicated machinery of spiritualism, but so much with us, he said, that they had to be photographed in full sunlight. There was an urgency to this encounter, and the artist felt sure that it would not be wise to stay in the field after a certain hour. 

Not that he had any choice. As his companion walked towards him, her steel-blue hair and white face and red lips somehow animating the scene like a movie, a farmer’s boy appeared behind her, telling them off for spreading foot-and-mouth disease. 

What if the field itself became infected, Nash thought; what if its monsters might rise up in madness and stampede? He saw their whitened stumps as jawbones or scars, as holes that opened up in the earth and clouds that cluttered the sky. That the landscape itself could be fearful, the way that the shells had burst over his head in the flooded wastes of the Western Front. 

As he and his companion left, the grass seemed to undulate like a river and the field had no beginning or end. Land and sea and sky were filled with foreboding: he believed that people or places or objects could have a mysterious charge which could not be analysed. But just as his friend, the sculptor Barbara Hepworth, declared there was no landscape without a human figure, so all this shuffling around of things and ideas was as much about the artist’s own body as it was a search for a lost Eden or a mission to the stars.

[image: Start of image description, A photo of a fallen tree in a grassy field with a partially shattered trunk, surrounded by smaller branches. A single standing tree is visible in the distance under a cloudy sky., end of image description]

Nash was obsessed with the sense of places and the power they could imply. Five years before, in the summer of 1933, he had visited Avebury and its standing stones for the first time; they had been waiting for him. They had mass and power, like those nightmare horse-trees; they hardly seemed to stand still for all the four thousand years they’d spent stuck in the ground. Spotted with black and orange lichen, some were upright, others fallen in the grass. 

At first, he could only stare at them. Who made them? What were they for? He was in an excitable mood. He had just founded UNIT 1 which he described, in a letter to The Times, as a method of concentrating certain individual forces as a hard defence, a compact wall against the tide. It was a new movement, bright and modern, like sans-serif lettering on a whitewashed wall, and Nash’s roll call of collaborators—Barbara Hepworth, Ben Nicholson, Edward Burra, Edward Wadsworth and Henry Moore among them—constituted an advance guard of the avant garde. 

Unit One may be said to stand for the expression of a truly contemporary spirit, for that thing which is recognised as peculiarly of to-day, he told The Times. He hastened to add that this was just an update of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, making his apologies in an English manner, the way American friends tell me I always qualify my statements as if only suggesting that we might agree, the way I murmur, mmm, mmm, when other people speak. 

But Nash was not meek or mild. He was determined, calling for decisive action in difficult times. To some his new gang sounded a bit too Soviet, too collective. Yet the readers who harrumphed over their morning paper and the way the world was going might have been surprised to discover that, shortly after issuing his declaration of modestly revolutionary intent, the artist was standing in a field in southern England, communing with one of the oldest expressions of human culture in the land. 

Embedded at Avebury, Nash found a vast site of spectacular installations, sprawling for acres like some long-lost festival still going on, only all the people had gone. The place was filled with megaliths and mounds; deep ditches and ramparts surrounded the village, stitched with stones like knots in a wound. Avenues led to the horizon and dark clumps of trees on distant hills. Anything could happen there, in the stillness of summer with the larks rising. The stones gave you a choice: you could analyse them scientifically, or take them as romantic emblems of a past that only existed in your head. 

Avebury, a buried prayer. A defiant place, difficult to negotiate or understand. There are no vantage points from which it may be seen completely, said Nikolaus Pevsner’s rigorous twentieth-century guidebook; the broken stones and rugged forms suggest a work of nature rather than the hand of man. 

This field was stripped back, exposed, carved out like the bombsite it nearly became: not long after Nash’s visit the air force identified it as a possible practice site, its stones as unexploded ordnance. In the distance, a green pyramid cast its gigantic shadow. At his feet, a white convolvulus flower spiralled up to the sun. The land was so old it became modern, like a digital watch on an ancient wrist. An exotic place, older than England, barely English at all.

Transported, Nash took out his new Kodak and, using it as an extension of his eye, he framed the stones against the sky, combining two images in one by not winding the film on. It was as if he had blinked, not believing what he saw the first time. New shapes emerged, rolling aright, rocks as ghosts as leviathans. 

[image: Start of image description, A selection of photos superimposed on top of each other. A large weathered stone is standing upright in an open grassy field, with distant trees and utility poles in the background. A photo of a group of people standing on the bank of a body of water, looking at a large sculpture of a whale’s head with its mouth open, situated in the water. The backdrop features a series of buildings with arched roofs, surrounded by trees and informational displays., end of image description]

Forty years later, in the summer of 1973, Jarman stood in the same field, filming through a yellow filter as if he were visiting another planet. You can almost hear him breathe. The heat peels away a veneer. No fog or seagulls here. The sky turns sulphur with neolithic sunlight and the stones radiate an ancient heat. Or maybe their glow was more nuclear and Jarman’s journey to Avebury was a protest march.

His fingers fall over the lens like an errant cameraman catching the microphone in the shot. We feel the view in his hands, juddering with power. He could hardly keep still himself. He’d ring his friends at three am to tell them his latest idea. He talked quickly all the time. He had a teenage energy, like a light going on and off. That’s why he made films: they were art that didn’t stop. They could rewind or fast-forward time: pictures stilled, then started again. 

Trees and roads go nowhere and a lorry drives past as if lost. A row of children sit on a wall, dangling their feet, like the children in a TV series filmed here during the drought of 1976 when the earth began to crack. The stones emit an energy to the touch and a teenage boy jokes about his crashed bike becoming a display in the Tate, a wry reference to Carl Andre’s one hundred and twenty bricks laid in a grid on the gallery floor. 

Nash had painted the stones as icebergs, floating on a polar sea; Jarman turned them into flint-like dorsal fins. The stones resisted interpretation, impassively, declining to tell their stories. They were modern works of art, four thousand years old. I’m sure lots of people complained at the time. 


Pl II



Jarman walks through the circles as if he might come out somewhere completely different on the other side. Cattle stand about in fields, livestock already dead by the time he screens his film. He sees the stones the way Blake saw them, even though he never came here. Blake had only seen them in books, but to him they were as real as anything else. He had read William Stukeley’s account of 1743, which suggested that Avebury’s avenues represented a snake transmitted through its circles, brooding there like Ovid’s fables of serpents of extravagant bulk sowing their teeth. 

It was a grand conceit of monstrous molars pushing up through the turf or a pagan cathedral stuck at the bottom of the sea. Even as Stukeley pointed at the stones with his stick, the villagers were pulling them down or burying them as the devil’s work; they boasted of being stone-killers and even burned them, using the rubble to build their own homes.

But Blake had another explanation for these indefinite Druid rocks, as he called them. To him, Avebury and nearby Stonehenge were the building blocks of a new Jerusalem; Solomon’s temple as rebuilt by ancient Britons in the form of a curling serpent and Plac’d in the order of the stars, and he drew them like a cartoon next to his verse in which he imagined those feet in ancient time walking upon England’s mountains green. He sent Stukeley’s prancing horse and scampering dog through an arched portal, past a teetering stone, while a crescent moon hung in the starry sky like a tattoo on an angel’s thigh. All things would begin and end here, he declared. These stones were not dead but living emblems of his imaginary Albion, a place free of tyranny, slavery, and hate.


Pl II



As a boy I felt those same stones and trees around me. I was the last of four brothers and all the mannish genes had run out by the time they got to me. I was small and bony; I could fit into places they couldn’t. In my school-grey shorts and green jumper, I rolled down grassy embankments of defunct forts. I put my arms round shiny beech trees and stuck my face in emerald moss. 

[image: Start of image description, An illustration of a person sketching in the foreground, with someone stood behind them and pointing at something. The landscape is surreal looking with large standing stones surrounded by trees and fences. Another figure walks among the stones, and a castle is visible in the background., end of image description]

I didn’t care what anyone thought. I felt that the trees and the stones owned me, that I was inside them and they were inside me. I knew they were alive and alone, like me. I felt their bulging trunks and weathered bulks as if they might burst open, the way I felt the sea, thrashing about, beyond me, fearful and out of reach. 

I knew that nothing was necessarily true, and I was afraid of everything and everyone, including my family and especially myself. I was a foreign body, waiting for something or somewhere else. 

My family were not well off, and London was a foreign place. We’d driven there once or twice. It seemed like an impossible journey, even though it was only seventy miles away. We felt our father’s anxiety. He couldn’t wait to get out again. It might have been another country where anything could go wrong and probably would. As if once we were in its grasp, we’d never escape. Soon I would take the train there, crossing the river at night, its black waters swirling below. I was being pulled into its orbit. The dark city, made darker by its endless suburbs reaching into the night. I knew I’d have to wade through them in an emergency. 

But it was a good place to hide, too. No one could see you there. 

The Isle of Purbeck is not an island at all, but it acts like one, a bulging peninsula held out to sea, made of limestone and chalk, layers of rocks rucked up like fossilised waves. Manor houses and Stone Age barrows compete with maggoty sheep and tanks roaring over the plains. Hares quiver in the fields, staring straight ahead, declining to meet your eyes. The land is colonised and abandoned at the same time, caught between military occupation and second homes where the bins are never put out. To get here you must pass the broken stumps of Corfe Castle sticking out of a huge mound, standing guard over the shores beyond. 

The whole place is a wreck. A geological map redrawn by a wayward child. Purbeck was once connected to the distant Isle of Wight before the river Solent became a new sea, circa 5000 BC, and washed away all the wolves and the bears. Now only the chalk stacks of the Needles and Old Harry Rocks remain either side of the sea as silent witnesses to the flood. They peer across the water, the way the captains of the two island ferries that shuttle to and fro cast lovelorn glances at one another from their wheelhouses, but never meet.

All of this might be romantic if it weren’t for the violence. It’s amazing people come here at all. Purbeck ends abruptly at the sea, unannounced by cliffs three hundred feet high, so huge you’d think they’d shout. The land just stops, then drops away. It’s too far to fall, and there’s no one to catch you if you did. There are no friendly sandy beaches, no signs to say you’re welcome or to warn you that this is where England runs out. No ice cream parlours. But there’s a stone chapel where they said prayers for the souls of sailors lost at sea seven centuries ago. Down below, a solitary seal swims in the cove. 

There’s not another soul to be seen: apart from a watcher in the coastguard station, scanning the sea hour after hour, as if hypnotised. Peter says he’d do that job, any day. He comes from Ireland; he likes the emptiness ahead. It’s easy to forget how many people lived and worked here. That this was one big factory of workers and martyrs and thieves. 

Walking through the field, we find bits of stuff thrown up by the plough. Peter picks up a green-glazed shard of medieval tile; Clara finds a chip from a flint tool. She shows me how it contained the blade inside, like a flick knife. My prize doesn’t require her archaeologist’s eyes. It is a military button, stamped FIRMIN LONDON on the back. I imagine it popping off a soldier’s flies. 

There’s a sudden burst of rock music from a dip in the downs. In a hidden quarry they’re still grinding out the stone; we might have passed by if it weren’t for Van Halen. London was stolen from here. Purbeck paved its streets; Portland supplied its great offices of state. It’s a wonder Dorset didn’t tip into the sea. 

Purbeck: such a perfect name, like tern, or gown, or wrack. It sounds like an empty place to contend with, a blank space on the map. Like its rocks, its people too were dug up and taken away. To the west, Portland dangles out to sea. A port land, a peninsula of a peninsula, a tied island, only tentatively connected to the mainland by its endless shingle beach and its own brutal history. 

In the seventeenth century, Portland’s stone was a monarchical monopoly; daylight robbery by royal decree. The quarries were managed by Inigo Jones, surveyor to James I and architect of his dreams. His job description: flattery on a monumental scale. For The Masque of Blackness, written by bricklayer-turned-dramatist Ben Jonson and performed in the Banqueting Hall on Twelfth Night, 1605, Jones created an entire ocean in Whitehall, as if the river were under royal orders to rise up and flood the place. 

For one night only, Jones built a forty-foot-square stage raised four feet off the floor; the space below concealed machines and the men operating them. The opening scene was stupendous. An artificiall sea was seene to shoote forth, as if it flowed to the land, raysed with waves, which seemed to move. The scene was filled with tritons, mermaids, sea horses and six huge sea monsters, all caught in dazzling light the like of which the audience had never seen in their lives.

It was a glorious delusion, of course. The power of the masque was its disguise, a theatre of complicity. For The Masque of Blackness, Anne of Denmark, James’s queen, demanded that the cast (with herself as its star) should impersonate Africans, like the Black servants she kept as a mark of her exotic taste. The radiance of the king, so these daughters of Niger were promised, would turn their darkness white, like their palace. The queen’s retainers looked on from the wings, watching white people impersonating themselves. 

It was hardly an orderly affair anyway. They were all amateurs, members of the royal family or the aristocracy mumbling their lines and missing their cues, wanting only to look good for their lovers or further their petitions to the king. At the end there was an unseemly rush for the refreshments, sending the tables sprawling. Meanwhile Francis Bacon, the cleverest and queerest man in all England, got on with marvelling at Inigo Jones’s colours: white, carnation and a kind of sea-water green, Bacon wrote, dipping his quill in sepia ink; and ouches or spangs, as they are of no great cost, so they are of most glory, he said. 

And all of this spangled glory, all this pantomime, all that money vanishing in a flash, was set against the theatrical backdrop of Whitehall, named after its white stone. When The Tempest was first performed there, in 1611, Shakespeare’s watery play became a mirror and a parody of transience. And when the old Banqueting Hall burned down, another rose in its place, for which an entire new pier was built at Portland, to export the stone to London. Out of stone came sly deceptions, like toads. When James I asked Jones to explain Stonehenge, the architect went and camped at the site and reported back that the Romans, not the Druids, were responsible for it. It was another attempt to appease his monarch’s imperial delusions. 

From Portland’s cliffs and Purbeck’s ledges, the royal thievery gathered pace, through fire and plague and war. Portland stone was seen fit for the new empire; it was no coincidence that it was white. They’d even call one quarry Albion, as though all England had been dug out of there. Portland and Purbeck furnished the charter’d streets of London, by the charter’d Thames, where, in his Visions of the Daughters of Albion, Blake would hear

… like waves on a desart shore

The voice of slaves beneath the sun,

and children bought with money

as if the city might sink under its stony sins. A prison was built on Portland and its inmates set to work the stone to make more cells for themselves. The colonial project replicated itself everywhere like a bacterium. Portland as Dorset’s Van Diemen’s Land; an isle of strange noises where they put all the devils. The convicts wore masks: not to perform in or to protect them from the dust that could turn their lungs to stone, but to save the state from its shame. 

It was complete control; no one left to blame. By the time Paul Nash arrived a century later, the inmates had built a whole new gaol for themselves. Behind the cliffs, with their cloven rock and massive platforms, as Nash wrote in 1936, the derricks of the quarry seemed to stride against the sky. The earth yawned and gave up gigantic white blocks. In his eyes, they were as strange as Avebury’s megaliths or the electric pylons that were just beginning to march over the land.

Portland is still a frightening place, fit to drag you into the sea. It looked like the end of the world to me. It was there that I saw my first cetaceans: a pod of dolphins passing by, framed in my father’s military-scale binoculars, which he kept in a leather case slung over his shoulder; he always wore shorts on holiday.

As I held the lumpy lenses to my eyes, I saw the grey fins like discs of rolling light. Indeliable, remote, they had nothing to do with me. They made me tremendously sad, as if I knew this would be my first and last sight of such creatures. They would soon be gone for ever, leaving me alone; the way that I lay in bed at night and wondered what it would be like when my mother was dead. 

God lived in a box on the altar, dinosaurs walked out of library books. I saw ghosts and the future. A bus to the other side of town scared me. When you’re young you always feel you are being stared at, as if nobody had anything better to do. Early one Saturday morning we arrived in Swanage and I realised I was still wearing my bedroom slippers. They dared me to step outside. 

No one will notice, my mother told me, but I knew they would. 

In his unfinished memoir, which he called Genius Loci, Paul Nash would write about a place he had discovered when he was a boy. It was somewhere in Kensington Gardens and it was strangely beautiful and excitingly unsafe, he said.

He couldn’t define this unsafe space—it had no boundaries—but he felt it. It was more like the sea, he said, whose tides determine its confines, now encroaching, now receding on its shores. It was between trees, in some grass, he remembered, on the other side of the broad road that divided the park from the Serpentine. 

We all had places like that, even if it was just a den under the table or a cupboard under the stairs or under the stars. In-between spaces, the way stairs and halls and stars are, away from the adult world. Nash’s place, in the middle of London yet in a wilderness, seemed to quiver through a timeless, filmy haze. 

It was where he started to think about how inanimate things might have an inner life. The way he would draw trees in dark clumps on top of a hill, or willowy beings swaying over a pond. The way he would draw the wind itself, in parallel lines like a speeding car in a cartoon, while swifts carved arcs out of the sky and the little pool below stayed still despite being filled with medieval fishes.

He might have been waiting for a boy to emerge from the water into another mysterious world.

In those days I knew nothing of the sea, Nash said, or the magical implication of aerial perspective across miles of shore where waves alternately devour and restore the land. 
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If anyone had asked Digory, 

Where did you come from, 

he would probably have said, 

I’ve always been here.



Writing this years later, he saw these scenes spread before him as if he had left his body behind. He was seeking transformation and escape and, as a teenager, he would find it in the shape of a man who died a long, long time ago but still seemed close enough almost to touch. 

Someone you might pass on the stairs or in a busy street, not quite sure but almost certain that you had seen them somewhere before. Someone full of mystery and grace, someone from another time and another place. 




In the summer of 1906, Paul Nash left school. He was sixteen years old and feeling bemused. He didn’t want to follow in the family tradition and join the navy, and no one was taking him seriously about his desire to be an artist. So he took the train up to London. 

He often did so, because the city was a scary and exciting place. Over in Paris that summer there were anarchist bombings. In imperial London, things seemed more secure. But within an hour of leaving his comfortable home in Buckinghamshire, the teenager could be strolling down Piccadilly, following in Oscar Wilde’s steps, to a new sort of space. It was a secret street, Nash said, and the Carfax was the most distinguished and exclusive gallery in London. 

It was always afternoon there, someone said, and there were always tall, vague, well-dressed men talking about unknown poets. It had the air of a forbidden place, like a nightclub, not least because it was managed by Robert Ross, Wilde’s devoted friend. So devoted that when Oscar’s surprisingly unrotten corpse, his hair and his beard having continued to grow after death like a saint, was exhumed in Paris to be taken to Père-Lachaise, a better address to be seen dead in, Ross stopped the sextons lifting it with their spades and stepped into the grave to raise up his long-dead lover in his own arms. 

Wilde had hardly died in 1901. He lived on like an impeccably dressed wraith, still disturbing the course of society with his wit and wilfulness. Ross’s acquisition of the Carfax was financed by his loyal mother, Augusta Elizabeth Ross, who, when Wilde was arrested, had paid £500 towards the cost of his defence on the condition that her son left the country to avoid arrest himself. He never went. Wildean people lingered from the nineties, when nobody was very old, as another of Oscar’s lovers said. They hung around as a faint scent, waiting for what came next. 

Ross lived just across Piccadilly from the Carfax, at 40 Half Moon Street, another hidden address. It was there in 1918, the last year of his life, that he would play host to the young war poets Siegfried Sassoon and Wilfred Owen, both of whom took rooms in that establishment for single gentlemen of a certain kind. Ross had his salon painted gold in protest against the conflict; like Owen, he kept photographs of mutilated soldiers in his pocket to show to anyone who supported the war, like some terrible tarot card. That same year, Nash met Ross socially; perhaps he was entertained in that golden room with its Turkish cigarettes and sugared almonds. But he was certainly a visitor to the Carfax long before that.

In June 1906 the gallery held a great exhibition of work by William Blake, who, as Ross told the readers of the Burlington Magazine, constituted no link in English painting. Unlike other important artists such as Turner or Constable, Blake did not change the character of art, and for this reason he has been overlooked. 

With delicious Wildean ambiguity, drawing on his Turkish cigarette, Ross declared Blake to be an exquisite accident.

But this was no accident. None of it was. There were good reasons for the cult that had grown up around Blake. The co-founder of the Carfax, the artist William Rothenstein, another friend of Wilde, had a particular connection to Blake via Dante Gabriel Rossetti and the Pre-Raphaelites, who had seen in the wildness of Blake’s work the seeds of their own brotherhood. Yet for all their efforts—or perhaps, because of them—Blake remained an outsider, a freak; and now, to mark his strangeness, accidental or otherwise, the Carfax assembled the most extensive and comprehensive exhibition of his work to date, as Ross boasted. 

It was a sensation, a freak show, and if Paul Nash was waiting for someone or something to transform him, nothing could fit the bill better than the announcement slipped almost surreptitiously into the pages of The Times. It was enough to make you hold your breath. The circus had come to town. 
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Not everyone was convinced; that was the point. The paper’s critic was distinctly equivocal. Blake was too weird, too little sane, to excite a very deep interest, he declared. But he also acknowledged that while the wild, imaginative remoteness and the formlessness of Blake’s work could disconcert, he was the only artist of his time who could paint spiritual visions (angels and the like) without making them ridiculous. Another reviewer of these angels and devils called the pictures performances, as if they were works in progress, still going on. Which they were, of course; that was the point too. A third reviewer insisted that to call the artist important would be absurd, but had to admit that there was now a persistent and insistent cult of Blake which could not be denied. 

A crack in the sky opened up and a hand reached down. It was a great connection for a young artist to make: from Blake’s obscurity to a new age that claimed him as one of their own. Blake’s stars aligned in a way they had never done while he was alive. It was all down to fate. That his works survived at all owed much to his loyal patron, Thomas Butts, who had bought pictures almost weekly from Blake and whose descendants had miraculously preserved them in their private gallery. And it was there that they were rediscovered by another young man who would become the instrument of Blake’s resurrection, installing him as a kind of prophet for modern art.

In the summer of 1894, John Singer Sargent stood in his studio in Chelsea, its huge window looking down to the river at the end of the street. Inscribed in terracotta plaques over Sargent’s doorway were two quotations: To Thine Own Self Be True and The Only Thing We Have to Fear is Fear Itself. 

Oscar Wilde, who lived at the other end of the street, had only to peer over his balcony to see what was going on. Who was coming and who was going. It was all a performance. Inside Sargent’s studio, one of the great set pieces of the period was under way: a picture that would become something more than merely the portrait of a wealthy young man. Something mysterious and grand. 

W. Graham Robertson was already renowned as the first of Wilde’s favourites to wear a green carnation. Now, in the heat of summer, Sargent was painting him as a very thin boy in a very tight coat, as the model himself would recall. He posed there for hours, the light falling on his face; his jade-topped cane in one hand, the other on his hip; his boon companion, Mouton, a lamb-like poodle from Biarritz, lay at his feet. At the beginning of every sitting, Mouton bit the painter. He has bitten me now, Sargent said, so we can go ahead. 

For the artist, the whole composition revolved round the garment and its black velvet collar. So he made Robertson take off most of his clothes underneath; not so much as to keep him cool as to make him look even thinner, all the more like the immortal aesthete they were creating; all the more like a relic of the future past. 

Sargent knew his power. His portraits swirl with glamour and poise; his evocation of children lighting lanterns in the violet twilight, Carnation, Lily, Lily, Rose, painted between games of tennis, makes even time look like a theatre set. All of his paintings were events. They drew a select crowd. His friend and fellow American, Henry James, came in to see Robertson’s portrait, several times; perhaps he was taking notes. Sarah Bernhardt peered at it on tiptoe, her head thrown back. The whole thing might have been a drama written by Wilde over the road. Everyone hiding in plain sight. Life imitating art. The alluring young man, an artist himself, ready to play his part. 

When Sargent asked him why he hadn’t painted a self-portrait, Robertson replied, Because I am not my style.

What do you allow your friends to call you? Wilde asked him. W? or Graham? I like my friends to call me Oscar. 

Their friendship flourished in words and gestures. Oscar thanked him for his dancing and told him not to read his Picture of Dorian Gray. You can see why: the book opens with an artist painting the portrait of a young man who is doomed by his extraordinary personal beauty. But did Robertson obey? He had the look of a faun in Mayfair; those might be goat’s legs under his West End coat. 


Pl III



You are made for olive-groves, Wilde told him, and for meadows starred with white narcissi. I tried to invent a fairy tale for you to illustrate. I kept looking at the moon.

And when Robertson sent his drawings, Wilde replied, The star-child is lovely: it is clear you have seen him. 

But there’s already a sadness in Robertson’s eyes. He had shared Mouton with Walter Hiley, his first friend. They’d been at school together. Hiley had joined the army. On leave, he came to stay with the Robertsons in Mayfair, suddenly took ill and died, aged twenty-one. 

A year later Robertson met Oscar and everything changed again. He tried to forget his first friend and the promises they made. Sargent’s picture was a portrait in a mourning coat. It was also a dangerous image. The artist in Wilde’s book never tells his friends’ names to anyone. It is like surrendering a part of them, he says. After Wilde was imprisoned as convict C.3.3., as though they’d tried to destroy his identity, he wrote to Alfred Douglas from Reading Gaol in an extended letter that became known as De Profundis and which would address his sense of betrayal. In the text, which he entrusted to Ross for publication, Wilde resorted, in his despair, to quoting William Blake.

Where others, says Blake, see but the Dawn coming over the hill, I see the sons of God shouting for joy. 

But Oscar knew it was a forlorn hope, as he acknowledged in the next line:

What lies before me is my past. 

It is hard now to comprehend the hatred Wilde faced, dead or alive. The news travelled as far as Nebraska, where Willa Cather declared, Civilisation shudders at his name. My mother, born in 1921, understood he was a wicked man, but no one would tell her why. Even Robertson’s own friend, Kerrison Preston, writing in 1953, spoke of the sinister evil inherent in Wilde as the older man in the relationship. Passers-by in this drive-by shooting casually described Wilde after the fact (we knew it all along, but were too well bred to say) as a plump, pasty, flabby, round-faced, preposterously-garbed man at their family wedding, delivering an outrageously flattering speech which produced a slight feeling of nausea. They were so afraid. They had no name for what he was. 

When we see people in old photographs we wonder where in time they were. Robertson was immortal in Wildean guises, changing shape. Dancing in white tights and flipperty-flopperty hat; in velvet jacket, waistcoat and breeches, doubly exposured, in two places at once like Jekyll and Hyde or a little ghost. 
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Even then, no one was quite sure. Mouton sat still at his master’s feet, saying nothing. Robertson was wrapped up in wealth as well as that long coat, and as he moved through his life, a lover of things being not quite what they seemed, he could afford to encourage other artists with his patronage, especially his new friend, Algernon Blackwood, a noted author of tales of the uncanny. 

In Blackwood’s book Pan’s Garden, published in 1912, Robertson appears as an artist, The Man Whom the Trees Loved of the opening story. Sanderson is a dandy, a magical creature, able to intuit the spirit of the forest, and he painted trees (as Robertson did) as by some special divining instinct of their essential qualities, we are told. He understood them, Blackwood wrote. The story, as slippery as Wilde’s novel or Sargent’s picture, draws on a collective spirit of ambiguity. 

Blackwood was born in Kent of upper-class parents; his mother was a dowager duchesss. As a boy he would climb out of his bedroom window and into the garden to practise incantations to ghosts and faeries in a boat on the pond. As a strong and athletic young man, Blackwood went to work in Canada with John Kay, a delightful comrade with a happy light in his frank blue eyes, and a good heavyweight boxer too, Blackwood recalled. There the two men became aware of the sometimes hostile power of Nature and the primeval woods, and the way they wove in and out of Native American myths. These wild tales made us almost feel supermen, Blackwood said; he was evoking a Jack London existence, living in lonely and untrodden beauty where he believed some Pan-like deity looked after them. It was a stark contrast to their later adventures in downtown Manhattan where they ended up taking drugs, including cannabis and morphine. 

Algernon Blackwood: as a binomial, his name was evocative. Wilde’s most famous play, The Importance of Being Earnest, in which the word earnest is itself a code, opens in Algernon Moncrieff’s flat in Half Moon Street. It is a heady address, where Ross’s golden room was host to Charles Scott Moncrieff, the translator of Proust, bringing with him his young friends Wilfred Owen and Noël Coward. And if Half Moon Street, a half place, was one of those secret spaces, then Blackwood’s stories were full of the dark woods in which you might be lost. 

In a sly underworld of assignations and assumptions, art allowed unsayable things. Blackwood asked Robertson to illustrate Pan’s Garden, part of which was written at Robertson’s house on the Surrey heath. And just as blake meant black or perhaps white, so Robertson’s pen-and-ink drawings in lush black and white aspired to a Blakean transcendence. Robertson even described his images of trees as a grim, hooded yew and an oak which was a Blake old man. Nature and bodies blur. Sanderson-slash-Robertson is a duality, well met by moonlight. Like Sargent’s painting of Robertson, as if he were a tree in the forest, these were dangerous things to turn a young person’s head, and Robertson’s youthful dalliance with Wilde gave Pan’s Garden an added mortal allure. To those in the know and even those who weren’t, it was a conspiracy: a game of hide-and-seek in the black wood, a portrait in an attic or a Chelsea studio. 

In the story, David Bittacy lives on the verge of the New Forest in Dorset, where he has asked Sanderson to paint a portrait of a cedar tree that stands alone on his lawn like a silent sentinel. Bittacy’s wife worries that he loves trees more than her. Perhaps she suspects that they are a guise for other desires. Into this scene comes the disruptive spirit of Sanderson, an artist who is able to portray the effects of wind in foliage, as Bittacy says, admiringly.

It was quite arresting, this way Sanderson had of making a tree look almost like a being—alive. It approached the uncanny. 

Queer, Bittacy says

—Blackwood uses the word thirty-six times in his book; it already has another meaning: the Marquess of Queensberry, Oscar’s arch-enemy, had referred to Wilde and his friends as snob queers—

awfully queer, Bittacy goes on, that trees should bring me such a sense of dim, vast living!

The uncanny and the queer are synonymous; half something, half something else. That’s why they all love the idea of Pan: neither animal nor man, the beauty in the beast. He was everywhere. Kenneth Grahame, one of Robertson’s closest friends, asked him to draw the frontispiece for his Wind in the Willows, in which Pan appears as A Piper at the Gates of Dawn. They share the same territory, these ideas: the same ambiguity, secrets told in dreamtime. In his book, Blackwood describes a gathering addressed by an artist. Being a group of normal Englishmen, they disliked mystery, he says; it made them feel uncomfortable. 

Nature rises like sap. Senses heighten, nerves twitch. That kind of elemental terror, Blackwood says, can be guarded by culture, but never wholly concealed. 

They are things which are uncommonly—er—queer, another character says. 

The hesitancy is all, Algy Moncrieff might reply. 

Not to give anything away: least of all, one’s true self, deep down. 

There’s nothing anywhere—unnatural, says Blackwood.

What’s natural or unnatural, anyway? A thrill of unaccustomed life runs through David Bittacy. Some writing fellow tells him trees were once moving things, animal organisms of some sort, which had stood so long feeding, sleeping, dreaming, or something, in the same place, that they had lost the power to get away. Old as he is, Bittacy has not given up on the idea that we could be something other than we are, that he could get away. And when he reads in The Times an address by Francis Darwin, son of Charles, who suggests that there exists in trees a faint copy of what we know as consciousness within ourselves, he is convinced. The edge of the forest, like the shoreline of a sea, looks like some slumbering monster to him. He is more than ready for young Sanderson, who arrives for the weekend with no evening clothes in his suitcase but wearing very low collars with big balloon ties like a Frenchman. 

He has also let his hair grow longer than Mrs Bittacy thinks nice. 

Sanderson is an excitable man, she says, more than a person in his thirties should be, when most men of that age have become blasé. 

It is a portrait of Robertson in disguise. With his arrival, the forest starts to stir. It had been waiting for this visionary off the 9.35 from Waterloo. In everything that grows, has life, that is, there’s mystery past all finding out, he says. 

Every thing that lives is Holy, Blake says.

Even in decay there’s life, says Sanderson. Even a stone is crammed with heat and weight and potencies of all sorts; even that apparently inert object may be a mode of life. 

My copy of Pan’s Garden is falling apart, a former library book so well thumbed that in 1915, after three years’ circulation, the librarian ordered it to be rebound. There’s something initiate, complicit, about its decay of lies. Books can be haunted, falling open as if turned by mysterious hands, studied for clues the way you’d pore over an album cover. You could find yourself in there. Blackwood’s subtitle announces A Volume of Nature Studies as if it were a guide to growing your roses. But facing its title page is a sheet of thin tissue lying coyly, like Salome’s veil, over Robertson’s orgasmic frontispiece. 
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It’s quite an introduction. A superhero figure (my friend Ed says it looks like the Silver Surfer out of a Marvel Comic) throws their arms up into the trees, shooting sprays of ectoplasmic energy into the foaming leaves. The image is directly inspired by Blake’s white-line prints; it is also an echo of Blackwood’s time in the Canadian woods. The trees are totemic, the air occult. The queerness of the other world could encompass all these desires. Blackwood and Robertson were members of the Order of the Golden Dawn, as were W.B. Yeats and Algernon Swinburne; Constance Wilde infiltrated the secret society like a greenery-yallery spy to supply Oscar with details for his Dorian Gray. Living in an oppressive material world, they were all drawn to the psychical, these artists, in their radical, darkened rooms in Bloomsbury and Chelsea, just as Blake himself had been drawn to Emanuel Swedenborg, scientist turned mystic, who saw and believed in his own visions, too. 

The spirits were eternal, and they were everywhere.

All these tendrils seek and find each other like fungi, like tree roots talking to themselves through the earth. Sanderson’s sensitiveness, perhaps, was morbid, Blackwood admits. No wonder Paul Nash found all of this so exciting. I quite believe in Pan, he said, and he called Blackwood’s stories mystical and almost insanely imaginative. 

The Sea Fit, another story in Pan’s Garden, was written by Blackwood at the Haven Hotel on Sandbanks beach in Dorset in 1909. He got the idea from his friends at nearby Rempstone Hall, part of a vast estate which took in half of Purbeck, from Studland Bay all the way down to Winspit’s quarry. Nine Barrow Down, where the house stood, was studded with earthworks; next door there was a stone circle where magical rituals were conducted by the wickedest man in the world. It is possible that Blackwood himself was present at such rites. 
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Under an Easter moon, three men gather in a beach house at Studland. It is low-roofed, ramshackle and made of timbers, more like a ship’s cabin, as Blackwood says it, a mere sea-shell on the beach. Its owner is Captain Erricson, a great blond-haired man of the sea; a Viking reincarnated if ever there was one, that type of primitive man in whom burns an inborn love and passion for the sea that amounts to positive worship—devouring tide, a lust and fever in the soul. 

It’s an opening worthy of Melville or Conrad. We’re never at our best away from salt water, never quite right, Erricson says. He has invited his friends to his shack, with its store of curious reading gathered in long, becalmed days at the ends of the world; heart and mind, that is, carried a queer cargo, we are told. 

The summer and its visitors are far away; the men have the sandy dunes to themselves. They’re relishing the keen joys of roughing it. Sinbad, Erricson’s dog-faithful servant, attends to his master’s every need. He knows when the captain has one of his queer sea fits on; that something uncommon was astir. 

Just outside their door is the loneliness of the sand-spit and that melancholy singing of the sea, Sinbad says. As the night wears on and the tide rises ever higher, he warns one of the guests in a stage whisper, Full moon, sir, please, and he’s better without too much! These high spring tides get him all caught off his feet sometimes—clean sea-crazy. 

Erricson is talking wildly about pagan deities, of queer things he had seen in queerer places; of rituals in which the devout worshipper should go to his death singing, as to a wedding—the wedding of his soul with the particular deity he has loved and served all his life. It’s playing the whole game, I always think, man-fashion, the Viking says. 

That secret lust in his heart is born of the old water Powers—the Sea Gods. No dying in bed or fading out from old age for him, but to plunge full-blooded and alive into the great Body of the god who has deigned to descend and fetch you—

It doesn’t take much to imagine how all this will end. There was something coming, coming from the sand-dunes or the sea, as Blackwood writes. And it is invited, or welcomed at any rate. Erricson’s nephew has been summoned to his uncle’s aid. He is a Jesuit priest, who cycles, Father Brown-like, from some point beyond Corfe Castle, racing along the hard Studland sand in the moonlight. But neither he nor his faith can do anything to stop what happens next. The sea has been summoned, like a spirit, and it will have its way.

Outside, the massed and awful impetus of whole driven oceans is gathering, says Blackwood. The wind enters the shack itself, with the waves about to follow. Then Erricson, like a madman, leaps out of the window and makes for the sea, watched by the eyeless dunes with the white and silent moon overhead. 

Blackwood, standing back, in his psychic eye, imagines that one day, when a later Science shall have learned to develop the photographs that Nature takes incessantly upon her secret plates, the complete record of what happened next would be revealed. 

Erricson is stripped of his clothes, his rough tweed torn to ribbons, his figure somehow turned dark like strips of tide-sucked seaweed. 

He stood for one instant upright, his hair wild in the moonshine, towering, with arms outstretched. And then he was gone. In fluid form, wave-like, his being slipped away into the Being of the Sea.

[image: Start of image description, An illustration of a person on their knees with their arms raised up towards a great wave about to crash over them. In the sky we see a glowing sun., end of image description]
Into the bungalow chamber came—the SEA!



This transition on a Dorset beach catches up everything—magic, mystery and the weather; a sexy Viking in the sea; art as a refuge for the childless, the childlike. Erricson goes to his singular death, as to a wedding, singing, and well content. It was the same way that Blake approached his own ending: singing, immortal, inevitable, explosive, willing himself on. 

He had nothing to hide, as history was about to prove.
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