
Anarchist Fiction: Its History and Prospects

Elliot Murphy

Division of Psychology and Language Sciences

University College London



Unmaking Merlin: Anarchist Tendencies 

in English Literature (Zero Books, 2014)
2



For all us sons of earth, the enemy is

the reigning despot of heaven,

whether that despot is the Olympian,

as he has been for the last ten

thousand years, or this new Triad of

Cruelty, Love, and Lies, who will rule

for the next two thousand years.

John Cowper Powys, Porius: A

Romance of the Dark Ages (1951)
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The resistance of the oppressed, the authors of Ephesians understood, ‘is not

against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the

world powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the

heavenly realms.’

Ephesians 6:12 (NIV)

Anarchism calls for socialism in the political and economic realm (workers’

control over production within a non-hierarchical federation of workers’

councils) whilst placing strong emphasis on individual freedom, though it goes

beyond liberalism in its rejection of state power. Anarchism is also perhaps

more emotive than traditional socialism or Marxism, with more importance

being placed upon individual creativity (hence why Neo-Impressionists like

Seurat and Pissarro were sympathetic to it).
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I do not see why intellectuals like myself,

who are not politicians pledged to an

immediate policy, should not openly declare

ourselves for the only political doctrine

which is consistent with our love of justice

and our need for freedom.

Herbert Read, Poetry and Anarchism (1938)
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Novelists such as Salman Rushdie, Martin Amis and Ian McEwan may be

vociferous in their opposition to Islamism, but it is hard to imagine any of them

speaking out in defence of, say, council workers’ wages or the right of Iraqis to

defend themselves against a brutal invasion. Given their conditions of labour,

writers and artists are unlikely to have much sense of collectivity.

Terry Eagleton, Red Pepper, October 2008
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Most professors of literature, who read the same books I read, who study the same

authors, are to literature what forensic medicine is to the human body. These academics

seem to spend more time sucking the life out of books than absorbing the profound

truths the authors struggle to communicate. Perhaps it is because academics, sheltered

in their gardens of privilege, often have hyper-developed intellects and the emotional

maturity of twelve-year-olds. Perhaps it is because they fear the awful revelations in

front of them, truth that, deeply understood, would demand they fight back. It is easier to

eviscerate the form, the style, and the structure with textual analysis and ignore the

passionate call for our common humanity.
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Rise like Lions after slumber

In unvanquishable number.

Shake your chains to earth like dew

Which in sleep had fallen on you—

Ye are many—they are few.

What is Freedom?—ye can tell

That which slavery is, too well—

For its very name has grown

To an echo of your own.

Percy Bysshe Shelley, ‘The Mask of 

Anarchy’ (1819)

10



I hold that the condition of competition

between man and man is bestial only,

and that of association human … A mask

is worn by competitive commerce, with

its respectable prim order, its talk of

peace and the blessings of

intercommunication of countries and the

like; and all the while its whole energy,

its whole organized precision is

employed in one thing, the wrenching of

the means of living from others.

William Morris
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Edward Carpenter’s sanguine poems in

Toward Democracy have also been recognised

as a paean to the cooperative communities of

England:

I see a great land poised as in a dream –

waiting for the word by which it may live

again.

I see the stretched sleeping figure – waiting for

the kiss and the re-awakening.

I hear the bells pealing, and the crash of

hammers, and see beautiful parks spread – as

in [a] toy show.

I see a great land waiting for its own people to

come and take possession of it.
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There is not half enough of this type of

propaganda to-day. We have all become so hard

and practical that we are ashamed of painting the

vision splendid – of showing glimpses of the

promised land. It is missing from our speeches,

our Press and our pamphlets, and if one dares to

talk about the ‘gleam’ one is in danger of being

accused of sentimentalism. Yet I am convinced it

was this kind of verbal inspiration that gave birth

to the indestructible urge which helped the

pioneers of the movement to keep fight, fight,

fighting for freedom, when it was by no means as

easy as it is to-day.

Harry Pollitt, Serving My Time (1941)
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Carpenter, like his friend Morris, didn’t openly label himself an anarchist, but

his approval of a future ‘non-governmental society’ and support for

syndicalism tie him closely to it. Oscar Wilde, on the other hand, propelled by

his commitment to aesthetic and sexual freedoms, told an interviewer in 1894:

‘I think I am rather more than a Socialist … I am something of an Anarchist, I

believe; but, of course, the dynamite policy is very absurd indeed.’

When I think of all the harm

that book has done, I despair

of ever writing anything

equal to it.

Oscar Wilde on the Bible
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Socialism, Communism, or whatever one chooses to call it, by converting

private property into public wealth, and substituting co-operation for

competition, will restore society to its proper condition of a thoroughly healthy

organism, and insure the material well-being of each member of the

community. It will, in fact, give Life its proper basis and its proper

environment.

The possession of private property is very often extremely demoralising, and

that is, of course, one of the reasons why Socialism wants to get rid of the

institution. In fact, property is really a nuisance. Some years ago people went

about the country saying that property has duties. They said it so often and so

tediously that, at last, the Church has begun to say it. One hears it now from

every pulpit. It is perfectly true. Property not merely has duties, but has so

many duties that its possession to any large extent is a bore.

Oscar Wilde, ‘The Soul of Man Under Socialism’ (1891)
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In his society comedies, too, Wilde rebelled against the rigid mores of

Victorian England, arguing for a more libertarian and artistic world, since

‘Authority is as destructive to those who exercise it as it is to those on whom

it is exercised’ (‘Soul of Man’). Like the anarchists of the Paris Commune,

Wilde also saw the removal of prisons as a necessary step towards a free

world:

The vilest deeds like prison weeds

Bloom well in prison-air:

It is only what is good in Man

That wastes and withers there.

Rejecting such institutional control and domination, he believed with

anarchistic zeal that ‘authority and compulsion are out of the question. All

association must be quite voluntary.’
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It will never be a good world while knights and

gentlemen make us laws, that are chosen for fear

and do but oppress us, and do not know the

people’s sores. It will never be well with us till we

have Parliaments of countrymen like ourselves,

that know our wants.

Richard Baxter, A Holy Commonwealth (1659)

Time may come ...

When lies alone shall be adorned by

The strange wild faith of its plebeian rout,

Who sooner will believe what soldiers preach

Than what ev’n angels or apostles teach

Joseph Beaumont, in his 1648 epic poem Psyche, expressed a hope that this

popular suspicion of authority would spread:
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Marina Ginesta, 17, communist militant, 

Barcelona 1936.
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I have no particular love for the

idealized “worker” as he appears in

the bourgeois Communist’s mind, but

when I see an actual flesh-and-blood

worker in conflict with his natural

enemy, the policeman, I do not have

to ask myself which side I am on.

George Orwell, Home to Catalonia

(1938)
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In its miserable huts live the poor inhabitants of a poor province; eight

thousand people, but the streets are not paved, the town has no newspaper,

no cinema, neither a cafe nor a library. On the other hand, it has many

churches that have been burned ... Food, clothing, and tools were

distributed equitably to the whole population. Money was abolished, work

collectivized, all goods passed to the community, consumption was

socialized. It was, however, not a socialization of wealth but of poverty.

The whole population lived as in a large family; functionaries, delegates,

the secretary of the syndicates, the members of the municipal council, all

elected, acted as heads of a family. But they were controlled, because

special privilege or corruption would not be tolerated. Membrilla is

perhaps the poorest village of Spain, but it is the most just.

A study of the collectivisation efforts in Spain during the Civil War was published

by the CNT (Confederación Nacional del Trabajo, the anarcho-syndicalist labour

unions) in 1937. Amidst the brutal oppression of the Republicans, the study

describes the village of Membrilla in the province of Siudad Real.
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Gerry terraced housing, 

Wigan, 1939

My faith in the people governing us is, on the whole, infinitesimal; my faith in

The People governed is, on the whole, illimitable.

Charles Dickens, Speech at Birmingham and Midland Institute, 27 September

1869. 21



One can be ignorant of the existence of miners

during moments of creative solitude or when

driving along a country road, but ‘in a sense it

is the miners who are driving your car

forward.’ If one were to descend the depths of

the mines, watching an ordinary miner at work

‘is even humiliating,’ since it ‘raises in you a

momentary doubt about your own status as an

“intellectual” and a superior person generally.’

Hinting at his own belief in the latent power of

the proletariat, it is suddenly ‘bought home’ to

Orwell that ‘it is only because miners sweat

their guts out that superior persons can remain

superior.’
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Literary or scientific, liberal or specialist, all our education is predominantly

verbal and therefore fails to accomplish what it is supposed to do. Instead of

transforming children into fully developed adults, it turns out students of the

natural sciences who are completely unaware of Nature as the primary fact of

experience, it inflicts upon the world students of the humanities who know

nothing of humanity, their own or anyone else’s.

Aldous Huxley, The Doors of Perception and Heaven and Hell (1954)
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The island of Pala is ‘a federation of self-governing

units’ with ‘no place for any kind of dictator at the

head of a centralized government.’ There are ‘No

Alcatrazes here ... No hells on earth and no Christian

pie in the sky, no Communist pie in the twenty-second

century.’ Dr Robert explains to the novel’s protagonist,

Will, that in the West people spend ‘nine-tenths’ of

their time on

“planes and cars, just foam rubber and an eternity of

sitting ... slowly destroy[ing] them.”

“So you take to digging and delving as a form of

therapy?”

“As prevention – to make therapy unnecessary. In Pala

even a professor, even a government [worker’s

council] official generally puts in two hours of digging

and delving each day.”

“As part of his duties?”

“And as part of his pleasure.” 24
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It’s always easier not to think for oneself. Find

a nice safe hierarchy and settle in. Don’t make

changes, don’t risk disapproval, don’t upset

your [fellow workers].



The protagonist Shevek, a physicist, is met with ‘this curious matter of

superiority and inferiority’ when exposed to the hierarchical society of the

planet Urras (a model of Earth for Le Guin) during his flight there to meet

with fellow physicists.

In vivid contrast to the libertarian Anarres, the education system on Urras

indoctrinates students into becoming passive consumers of conventional

pieties. Shevek ‘could not imagine a greater deterrent to the natural wish to

learn than this pattern of cramming information and disgorging it at demand.’

Shevek instead favours establishing, as John Dewey would put it, ‘a rich and

challenging environment for the individual to explore, in his own way.’ In

this connection, we are told that ‘Because he refused to compete in games of

domination he was indomitable.’
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Bertrand Russell, who often expressed a significant degree of sympathy towards

anarchism, sided with Shevek insofar as he believed that the purpose of

education is to ‘give a sense of the value of things other than domination, to

help create wise citizens of a free community, to encourage a combination of

citizenship with liberty, individual creativeness, which means that we regard a

child as a gardener regards a young tree, as something with an intrinsic nature

which will develop into an admirable form given proper soil and air and light.’
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In his classic The Art of Loving, Erich

Fromm explained presciently that modern

happiness ‘consists in “having fun.” Having

fun lies in the satisfaction of consuming and

“taking in” commodities, sights, food, drinks,

cigarettes, people, lectures, books, movies –

all are consumed, swallowed. The world is

one great object for our appetite, a big apple,

a big bottle, a big breast; we are the sucklers,

the eternally expectant ones, the hopeful ones

– and the eternally disappointed ones.’
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Leading people to feel that satisfaction can only be reached through

consumption creates a society in which around two-thirds of Britons aged

between 15 and 35 feel depressed or unhappy at any one time. In early

2005, the Guardian reported:

The vast majority of teenage girls in Britain suffer depression and self-

doubt, blaming excessive pressure to look good and succeed in school,

according to a poll commissioned by the magazine Bliss. Nine out of 10

say they have felt depressed, 42% feel low regularly, and 6% think ‘life is

not worth living’. They reported feeling pressurised on all fronts: at home,

at school and in their social lives. Eighty-four per cent felt burdened with

too much homework and coursework at school, and almost two-thirds

thought there was too much pressure to succeed academically. Most

admitted crying over their homework.
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There are some people with a vested interest in keeping the world as it is,

because that’s the world they have power over. You see, in the Immateria [a

dimension ruled by imagination], there’s no rent, no tax, no property ... no

limits.

Alan Moore, 

Promethea

(1999-2005)
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Ideas, classifications, political terminologies

leave me indifferent; they are things one has

passed beyond. Intellectual anarchy,

materialism, rationalism – as if they could

get a spider out of his web!

James Joyce
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Take but one step in submission, and all the rest is easy ...

satisfy yourself that you may honestly defend an unrighteous

cause, and then you may go to the Bar, and become

distinguished, and perhaps in the end sway the counsels of

the State ... All this is open to you; while if you refuse to

tamper in a single point with the integrity of your

conscience, isolation awaits you, and unhappy love, and the

contempt of men; and amidst the general bustle of

movement of the world you will be stricken with a kind of

impotence, and your arm will seem to be paralysed, and

there will be moments when you will almost doubt whether

truth indeed exists, or, at least, whether it is fitted for man.

Yet in your loneliness you will be visited by consolations

which the world knows not of; and you will feel that, if

renunciation has separated you from the men of your own

generation, it has united you to the great company of just

men throughout all past time; nay, that even now, there is a

little band of Renunciants scattered over the world, of whom

you are one, whose you are, and who are yours for ever.
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As the later episodes of Ulysses and the extensive letters of its author reveal,

Joyce believed history had not only been structured by countless exploitation

but was also dominated by fictional legal entities like states and corporations –

‘the very opposite of that that is really life,’ for Leopold Bloom.
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Beckett was addicted to silences, and so was Joyce; they engaged in

conversations which consisted often of silences directed towards each other,

both suffused with sadness, Beckett mostly for the world, Joyce mostly for

himself.

Richard Ellmann, James Joyce (1965)
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Inspired by his readings of the anarchist Benjamin

Tucker and the philosopher Ernest Renan (for whom

‘Jesus, in some respects, was an anarchist, for he

had no idea of civil government. That government

seems to him purely and simply an abuse. … Every

magistrate appeared to him a natural enemy of the

people of God’), Joyce has Bloom discuss the

notion of a state, deconstructing the notion of

homeland and society into a mere spatial

abstraction. His protagonist concludes that ‘A nation

is the same people living in the same place.’

Joyce defended anarchism in 1918 on the grounds

that ‘the state is concentric; man is eccentric’.
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‘This mythical masterpiece ... [is] fit to be

compared both for ambition and achievement

with Ulysses’.

Margaret Drabble, TLS

For Lawrence Millman, Porius ‘calls to mind

novels as diverse as One Hundred Years of

Solitude, Finnegans Wake, and Alice in

Wonderland.’

Powys largely avoided the company of other

literary figures, keeping to himself and

becoming over time what Philip Larkin

would describe as a ‘gigantic mythopoetic

literary volcano.’
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Porius cannot be domesticated … [I]ts

wildness, its challenge to normative ideas of

morality and perception, is so great that if we

were to embrace it we would have to jettison

those attributes of the novel which have

enabled it to continue as a living

phenomenon and, in the ‘right’ hands, be

both commercially lucrative and socially

sanctioned.

Charles Lock and Norman Denny
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Having repressed any attempts by potential leaders to direct and command

society, the forest people of Powys’s Wales are the most anarchistic of its

various tribes. Their ‘whole way of life was non-Aryan and non-Celtic. It was

communistic and matriarchal, tempered by the druidic magic that had reached

them from the survivors of the last continent of Atlantis.’
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In Porius’s anarchistic mind, even the plants and rivers continually rebel

against external authority, leading him to tell his closest friend, Rhun, ‘I like

this time of twilight down here by the river ... the river seems more conscious

of your existence than the woods and precipices.’

Sharing much of Porius’s

approach to the natural world,

David Foster Wallace’s 1996 novel

Infinite Jest proposes that the

world’s objects should be treated

and handled as if they were our

own body – much like, Wallace

candidly suggests, the economical

movements and ‘animal grace’ of

Marlon Brando.
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The truth will set you

free, but not until it’s

done with you.

David Foster Wallace

Not caring for fame or prestigious book prizes, though he won his fair share,

Wallace spent his life eager to write what he called ‘morally passionate’

fiction, which he believed at its core is ‘about what it is to be a fucking

human being.’

The following line from Infinite Jest characterizes its author well: ‘This man

who was very quiet and broken-seeming and fatherly and strange. There was

this kind of broken authority about him.’
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Like Joyce, Wallace combined comedy and

sorrow in usually provocative ways. Infinite

Jest contains some of the most carefully crafted

comic lines of all American literature:

In school, the protagonist Don Gately played

American football and was ‘fullback on

offense, outside linebacker on D. He was big

enough for the line, but his speed would have

been wasted there. Already carrying 230

pounds and bench-pressing well over that,

Gately clocked a 4.4 40 in 7th grade, and the

legend is that the Beverly Middle School coach

ran even faster than that into the locker room to

jack off over the stopwatch.’
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It now lately sometimes seemed like a kind of

black miracle to me that people could actually

care deeply about a subject or pursuit, and

could go on caring this way for years on end.

Could dedicate their entire lives to it. It seemed

admirable and at the same time pathetic. We are

all dying to give our lives away to something,

maybe. God or Satan, politics or grammar,

topology or philately – the object seemed

incidental to this will to give oneself away,

utterly. To games or needles, to some other

person. Something pathetic about it. A flight-

from in the form of a plunging into. Flight from

exactly what?
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“I’ve got to get that formula finished,” she

said. “It’s a puzzle, but I’ve got to solve it.

Invisible ink that actually works could make

Ink Inc. a successful company again. We

could save this town from all the people who

want to destroy us. I’ve got to do it myself. I

told my mother and father that, in my note. I

love them, but my parents have given up

making things better.”

“So have mine,” Jake said, and the

Bellerophon brothers nodded too. Even Moxie

nodded in agreement.’

Lemony Snickett, When Did You See Her

Last? (2013)
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Hunger and disease had come and gone

before, and now that the great hunger

was over, men saw that such things

happen in the natural round of events, for

the world is by nature fallen from

Paradise and the Lord has made no

promises about repairing it for the

pleasure of men, but asks men to use the

world as a tool for repairing their own

souls.

Jane Smiley, The Greenlanders (1988)
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Had our ancestors been asked to predict what

would happen in an age of widespread

prosperity in which most religious and cultural

proscriptions had lost their power, how many

would have guessed that our favourite activities

would not be fiery political meetings, masked

orgies, philosophical debates, hunting wild boar

or surfing monstrous waves, but shopping and

watching other people pretending to enjoy

themselves.

George Monbiot, The Guardian, 20/01/14
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The older Mario gets, the more confused he gets

about the fact that everyone at E.T.A. over the

age of about Kent Blott finds stuff that’s really

real uncomfortable and they get embarrassed. It’s

like there’s some rule that real stuff can only get

mentioned if everybody rolls their eyes or laughs

in a way that isn’t happy. The worst-feeling thing

that happened today was at lunch when Michael

Pemulis told Mario he had an idea for setting up

a Dial-a-Prayer telephone service for atheists in

which the atheist dials the number and the line

just rings and rings and no one answers. It was a

joke and a good one and Mario got it; what was

unpleasant was that Mario was the only one at

the big table whose laugh was a happy laugh;

everybody else sort of looked down like they were

laughing at somebody with a disability.
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Even terms like ‘atheist’, which reject something

(something apparently worthy of rejection to begin

with) instead of promoting something, are

understood by Wallace to be in some special sense

intellectually insipid:

[Orin Incandenza] studied for almost eighteen

years at the feet of the most consummate mind-

fucker I have ever met, and even now he remains

so flummoxed he thinks the way to escape that

person’s influence is through renunciation and

hatred of that person. Defining yourself in

opposition to something is still being anaclitic on

that thing, isn’t it? I certainly think so. And men

who believe they hate what they really fear they

need are of limited interest, I find.
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Porius felt it was infinitely preferable for the

unnumbered gods and men and spirits and

elements and beasts and birds and fishes and

reptiles and worms and insects and all

vegetation and for the air and the earth and the

sun and the stars and all the waters to have

nothing to struggle with beyond themselves, and

nothing to compete with beyond themselves, and

nothing to punish them or reward them beyond

themselves, save only that mystery of mysteries,

that liberator of liberators, that everlasting

friend of the Many against the One, Tyche

Soteer, “Chance, the Saviour.”
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An anarchist interpretation of the Genesis myth is found when Merlin, sitting

on a raft in the middle of a calm stream, suddenly realises the presence of a

rat on his hand licking his knuckles: ‘“So you, water rat,” he thought, “you

alone of all my creatures have dared to disobey me! For this disobedience

may your children ... have luck ... and safety beyond safety from all their

enemies!”’

We soon find that the crux of the novel, and the heart of anarchism itself, is a

rejection of arbitrary and oppressive authority. During Merlin’s discussion

with the young servant Neb, the inquisitive child asks ‘What turns a god into

a devil, Master?’ The wizard replies:

Power, my son. Nobody in the world, nobody beyond the

world, can be trusted with power, unless perhaps it be

our mother the earth; but I doubt whether even she can.

The Golden Age can never come again till governments

and rulers and kings and emperors and priests and

druids and gods and devils learn to unmake themselves

as I did, and leave men and women to themselves!
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Powys also sympathised with the ‘Communist system of social justice,’ but not

with ‘the Communist philosophy: for I feel that the deepest thing in life is the

soul’s individual struggle to reach an exultant peace in relation to more cosmic

forces than any social system, just or unjust, can cope with or compass.’

As long as the Earth is viewed as the

personal property of the human race, a

belief embraced by everyone from born-

again Christians to Marxists to free-

market economists, we are destined soon

to inhabit a biological wasteland.

Chris Hedges
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Both the anarchists and Marxists, while agreeing on many things, have quite

different conceptions of the relationship between human nature and nature itself.

With Marxism, ‘nature is something that man must master; he asserts himself

over it, and harnesses it to his own purposes. There is an inherent opposition

between man and nature that is expressed in man’s quest to gain control over the

forces of nature through his labor, to turn them to productive economic

purposes, and to create the man-made world in which his own nature will

realize itself’ (Marshall S. Shatz, The Essential Works of Anarchism).

The historic ascent of humanity, taken as a

whole, may be summarized as a succession of

victories of consciousness over blind forces –

in nature, in society, in man himself.

Leon Trotsky, The Russian Revolution (1930)
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The wide Plain stretched around them, cold

and mute, and it was as if the daylight had

ceased to perish out of the sky, even while the

surface of the earth grew dark. The identity

of that great space of downland was indrawn

upon itself, neither listening nor seeking

articulation, lost in an interior world so

much vaster and so much more important

than the encounters of man with man,

whether evoked by prayer or by chance, that

such meetings were like the meetings of ants

and beetles upon the twilit terrace that had

thoughts and memories of its own altogether

outside such infinitesimal lives.

John Cowper Powys, A Glastonbury

Romance (1932)
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Lecturing at Columbia University in 1930, Powys claimed that Shakespeare

– who, through the mouth of Timon of Athens, saw gold as the source of all

evil – was ‘naturally an anarchist’:

King Lear was a spoilt child: he later became an anarchist.

The moral attitude of civilization and society is attacked in

Lear. Jacques in As You Like It is an anarchist. Caliban was

not only an anarchist against the ways of man: he represents

the revolt of the Cosmos against the Human Race.
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Shakespeare’s position towards insurrection seems to have been similar to that

of the sixteenth-century political philosopher Thomas Starkey, who in his

Dialogue between Pole and Lupset has the former claim that, since tyranny

resulted from the fall of man and was not God’s creation, men have the right to

usurp tyrants. Lord Talbot in Henry VI, Part I seems to have had a similar view

of authority to Powys’s Merlin:

But kings and mightiest potentates must die,

For that’s the end of human misery.

Shakespeare, who wrote not a poem or elegy to mark the death of Queen

Elizabeth or the ascension of King James, had no sympathy for ‘a hierarchic

social system of inherited, permanent and inalterable class and rank … whose

verticality was ordered on the pattern on the cosmos itself’ (Chris Fitter, Radical

Shakespeare: Politics and Stagecraft in the Early Career). For Shakespeare,

argues Victor Kiernan in seminal work, the ‘animating spirit’ of the state is ‘an

unreasoning, insatiable thirst for power’.
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Powys was painfully aware of the limits of political organisation in allowing

human creativity and liberty to flourish. Anarchism was for him a means to an

end, not an end in itself:

What Paul Trent felt just then was a dim suspicion that if everybody in Glastonbury

– these difficult natives as well as these easy visitors – were only to stop doing

anything at all, just stop and listen, just stop and grow porous, something far more

important than a ‘Voluntary Association of Free Spirits’would reveal itself!

Could it be possible that the secret of ecstatic human happiness only arrived, when

all outward machinery of life was suspended, all practical activity held in

abeyance? Man must live, of course, and children must be born of women; but was

there not something else, something more important than any conceivable

organization for these great necessary ends?

A doubt came into Paul Trent’s mind, different from any he had ever felt, as to

whether his inmost ideal – this thing that corresponded to the word liberty – was

enough to live by. Wasn’t it only the gap, the space, the vacuum, the hollow and

empty no-man’s land, into which the fleeting nameless essence could flow and

abide? He felt as if he were on the edge of some thrilling secret, as this thought,

this doubt, touched him with its breath.
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Can’t you feel, Ned, as we stand here that

this place is magical? What’s Poetry if it isn’t

something that has to fight for the unseen

against the seen, for the dead against the

living, for the mysterious against the

obvious? Poetry always takes sides. It’s the

only Lost Cause we’ve got left! It fights for

the Impossible!

Rachel Zoyland to Ned Athling, A

Glastonbury Romance
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As to the functions of the artist and the scientist: the

scientist is concerned only with knowledge, which is

valuable chiefly as a means. As an end, it has some

value, but only as one among ends. As ends, the

artist’s ends seem better. Blake, of course, is a

moralist as well as an artist, which complicates

matters. It is clear that to command an ethic

successfully, artistic gifts are required; but that is

outside the value of art as such. In literature,

Shakespeare is almost the best instance. Why was it

worth while to write “Come unto these yellow

sands” or “A great while ago the world began with

heigh-ho the wind and rain” or “Still through the

hawthorn blows the cold wind”? I don’t know; but I

find a quality of magic or enchantment which seems

to flood the world with golden sunlight, and “gild

pale streams with heavenly alchemy” … This is all

very vague, but it is the best I can do.


