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Paranoia as Infection in William Blake’s Jerusalem and Other Prophecies 

 

Mark Ryan 

 

Abstract 
In William Blake’s Jerusalem, Albion’s delusion and paranoia lead him to a point where he 

cannot believe the truth, in that anything could be the truth. In this space, I examine the idea of 

paranoia as infection in Blake’s poetry and, particularly, in Jerusalem which can be read in terms 

of paranoid interaction between different parts of Albion, in whom fear is experienced. I explore 

this theme with reference to two forms of paranoia, the “paranoidic” and the “paranoic,” 

proposing two relevant cases of “vesanic-dualistic infection” and “vesanic-dualistic 

transmission.” In this study, I attempt to clarify Blake’s poetic vision with reference to emotions 

and behaviours, such as jealousy and silence, surrounding or resulting from infection and 

transmission, within the composition of mental states in Jerusalem. I also note a brief history of 

clinical relevance, demonstrating how Blake’s mythology reinforces the view that the 

“paranoidic” will always be distrustful of the “paranoic” or vice versa; a conflict and enmity that 

features throughout Blake’s poetry. 
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****** 

Introduction: Blake, Jerusalem, Paranoid Infection 

In William Blake’s magnum opus, Jerusalem, the “souls disease” of the giant Albion, the 

“Universal Man,” spreads to the four “Zoas” that can be interpreted as archetypal composites of 

Albion.
1
 Blake chose to depict dialogues between intrusive and blind psychic energies that seem 

to be lacking harmony, expanding on negative emotions as a separate, and yet unified, form of 

infection. In his mythology, the problem of infectious paranoia is a significant causal factor. 

Blake describes the four Zoas as Tharmas, Urizen, Luvah and Los (all parts of the divided 

psyche of Albion), undergoing numerous processes of separation and alteration in disturbed 

states. They also possess consorts known as “Emanations,” including Enion, Ahania, Vala and 

Enitharmon, which can also achieve split existence.  

Blake’s Zoas are energies that “in the Brain of Man ... live, & in his circling Nerves,” 

possessing specific and identifiable characteristics inside Albion’s body.
2
 Urizen is the part of 

the self that represents “Reason” as “the limiter of Energy, the law-maker, and the avenging 

conscience.”
3
 Tharmas signifies the “Senses” and – by implication – the body, while Luvah is 

equated with “Emotion.” Blake’s Los embodies the creative and imaginative aspect of the 

psyche, who receives praise as “he kept the Divine Vision in time of trouble.” He is depicted in 

Jerusalem as a lone defender against forces that threaten to overwhelm the psyche.
4
 These are 

described as “Spectrous” energies that reside in the archetypal Zoas, whose perceptions are 

infected by their Spectres, or what Blake describes as the “Rational Power.”
5
 For Blake, this is 

the stream of judgmental and cynical thought that, if not resisted, can overwhelm the psyche and 

contribute to the growth of “Selfhood” or egotism. This threatening power is depicted to be 

present both outside and inside Los, and the Spectrous forces exist in a realm that is located near 

a city of art called Golgonooza – that Los attempts to build.  

As demonstrated in Jerusalem, in order to carry out this task, he compels his own Spectre to 

help him. Their relationship is one of several in Blake’s poetry that are typified by distrust and 
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paranoia. In Jerusalem, Albion’s delusion and paranoia lead him to a point where he cannot 

believe that anything is the truth. Here, I examine the idea of paranoia as infection in Blake’s 

poetry and, particularly, in Jerusalem which can be read in terms of paranoid interaction between 

different parts of Albion, in whom fear is experienced. I explore this theme with reference to two 

forms of paranoia, the “paranoidic” and the “paranoic,” or the feelings of the power-driven 

paranoia in tension with aesthetic sensibilities that symbolize the creative life of an individual. 

Some scholars have defined these terms as emotional binaries in the clinical discourse against 

common notions of happiness or pleasure. The “fundamental paranoia/contentment condition in 

the West” as opposed to paranoia in its Greek “original concept: beside-the-mind-thinking” has 

been read and compared in Western tradition.
6
 Here, I attempt to clarify Blake’s poetic vision 

with reference to emotions surrounding these mental states in Jerusalem, as well as returning to 

the history of clinical relevance.  

 

The Nature of Paranoia in Emotional and Romantic Poetic History 

In considering current literary discussions on the nature of emotional trauma and the 

transmission of emotional states in the context of interdisciplinary studies, it is important to 

explore paranoia among specific widespread disorders that have been recognized in different 

historical periods. In textbooks of the 1780s, classifications of psychological illnesses were 

developed, wherein references to paranoia can be found in John Aitken’s Elements of the Theory 

and Practice of Physic and Surgery (1782). Aitken listed paranoia as one of the “appellations of 

Madness.”
7
 William Cullen’s First Lines of the Practice of Physic (1788) challenges previous 

classifications of note in stating, “I have ... formed a class of Vesaniae [madness] nearly the same 

with the Paranoiae of Vogel, excluding from it the Hallucinationes and Morofitates ... Mr Vogel 

has done the like, in separating from the Paranoiae the false perceptions and erroneous 

appetites.”
8
  

Blake’s consideration of the illness does not accord with Vogel’s and Cullen’s classifications. 

His everyman Albion and his poet-prophet Los suffer from “false perceptions” that spread like a 

disease. In Romantic Moods, Thomas Pfau refers to David Hume’s idea of “contagious” feelings 

and Bataille’s sense of “contagion” as “another name for communication.”
9
 Such notions are 

relevant to a discussion of Blake’s interest in the way that paranoia grows and spreads with 

insistent exacerbation of cynical inner dialogue – consistently expressed in his works. Blake 

presents persistence of passions. Interestingly, the second book of Hume’s A Treatise of Human 

Nature (1738) discusses the passions – treatment of emotions and free will – referencing the 

notion of sympathy, while considering passions to constitute a self, to which Hume reflects with 

the communication between individuals.
10

 The idea of passions and sympathy is implicit in 

Blake’s mythology. His description (of certain aspects of the psyche as family members) 

presents a Humean metaphor of the passions. This is one example of how Blake’s poetic passion 

is situated in the philosophical discourse of the period, relating to mental states and how they 

affect notions of human identity.  

Besides earlier examples, another strand of research in the history of paranoia in Romantic 

thought concerns itself with Freud. Pfau also assesses Freud’s investigation of the 

communicativeness of paranoia, discussing the difference between paranoid and neurotic 

behaviour, highlighting the fact that the former addresses ideas that are verbalized while the 

latter conceals information.
11

 Pfau asserts that the paranoid state of mind posed a problem for 

early psychoanalysis as it was typified by declaration of secrets and excessive narration rather 

than the supposedly neurotic wish to retain information. He notes Freud’s claim that, “the 
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mechanism of symptom-formation in paranoia requires that internal perceptions, or feelings, 

shall be replaced by external perceptions” and such a mechanism results from projection.
12

 As 

Blake addresses the paranoia arising from silence and dialogue, the expressions of paranoia and 

neurosis – also observed by Freud – are identifiable in his works; a theorization of paranoia for 

which I offer some reference.
13

 Specific examples of symptoms associated with paranoia, as 

highlighted by Freud and Blake, include megalomania and the transformation of love into hate.
14

 

Blake’s Albion exclaims at the outset of Jerusalem, “Humanity shall be no more: but war & 

princedom & victory!” arising in the first moments of his paranoia, reflecting emotions of pity 

and love transforming into hate throughout Blake’s poetry.      

Blake began to focus on paranoid states in his poem Tiriel (1789), emphasizing an embittered 

blind King and his destructive distrust of his family. Psychologically, the figure of Tiriel is a 

“Spectrous” figure who foreshadows the tyranny of Urizen and Albion, and whose physical 

impairments reflect the depths of hatred and paranoia to which he succumbs. Kevin Hutchings 

has referred to the element of paranoia as present in Blake’s early work, Visions of the Daughters 

of Albion, in which an oppressive figure called Bromion rapes Oothoon who is intimate with 

Theotormon. Sexuality tensions are explored in depicting distorted perceptions that the trio have 

of each other. The problem of silence resulting from the dynamics of repression and oppression 

is a significant feature, as Theotormon cannot interact with Oothoon following the rape. 

Hutchings cites a query concerning sexual violence, asking why it is that there is the need to 

assert control over what is not exigent, concluding that it is due to the selfishness and paranoia of 

imperialistic attitudes.
15

 These ideas are echoed in Hampsey’s Paranoia and Contentment, 

wherein his starting point paranoia in its literal conception, meaning “beside the mind” or in 

Greek philosophy as ideas that lie outside rationalistic thought.
16

 These attitudes are what 

Hampsey refers to as the “paranoic,” the causes and effects of which are creative or visionary. 

He argues that this is opposed to the “paranoidic,” the power-driven paranoia typified by 

delusion and fear in the pursuit of individual contentment.  

This is the case in Blake’s poetry where the “paranoidic” is expressed in the figure of Albion, 

whose imagination is crippled as a result of abandoning the divine or creative spirit in favour of a 

self-involved and paranoid condition. Albion’s errors consist first and foremost in becoming 

suspicious of the “Divine Vision,” as represented in the figure of Christ, which leads to a growth 

of suspicion and paranoia. For Blake, the inability to forgive, almost invariably, leads to the 

hardening of the spirit through rationalising a code of hatred, jealousy, and other destructive 

emotions. This process gives rise to fear, which is itself infectious as it spreads throughout the 

archetypes of Albion’s psyche, as voiced by a female Emanation and goddess of Nature called 

Vala: “Albion thy fear has made me tremble; thy terrors have surrounded me.”
17

 Infectious 

paranoia also affects Los, who battles with the disease, representing the fact that even the 

“paranoic” creative impulses are embattled in being influenced by rationalistic error. Blake 

describes the separation of the rationalistic Spectre from Los’s back after which Los’s first words 

in his spectrous state are, “Go thou to Skofield: ask him if he is Bath or he is Canterbury / Tell 

him to be no more dubious: demand explicit words.”
18

 Skofield is one of the spectrous sons of 

Albion, and Los’s reaction to him is a paranoid one as he thinks he has taken over the Cathedral 

cities of Bath or Canterbury (depicted as the “Friends” of Los and Albion). Los’s words to the 

Spectre also indicate the fact that he considers Skofield to be suspicious or dubious, expressing a 

recognition of his enemy’s essentially paranoid state. Paranoia in Blake’s mythology exposes 

itself through a distrust of the identity of archetypes that are either “Spectrous” or what Hampsey 

calls “paranoidic” or “paranoic” – such as Los and the “Friends,” but who also become infected 
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from within. The implication is that, even in its “paranoic” creative state, the human psyche is 

affected by the cynicism of the overly rationalistic misperceptions of others. In Blake’s poetry, 

the paranoid commentary continues. In effect, through the unfolding of Albion’s monologues or 

Los’s dialogues with the Spectre, the disease spreads.  

In Blake’s depiction of Albion, a combination of neurotic and paranoid symptoms is present 

as he guards his Emanation, Jerusalem while also being suspicious of and aggressive towards 

“Friends” with, “Jerusalem his Emanation shut within his bosom; / Which hardened against them 

more and more.”
19

 Albion inhabits the fallen world, which Anne Mellor summarizes in Ulro as, 

“a psychic state of alienation, paranoia and psychosis, in which man is cut off from those he 

needs most, in which his emanation flees from him in jealousy and suspicion. It is a world 

dominated by the concepts of law and sin, of guilt and punishment.”
20

 Blake’s psychic state of 

Ulro is a perceptual mode and it is, in producing a need for isolation, characterized by silence 

and bitterness.  

Blake’s paranoid narratives feature psychic figures, such as Los’s Spectre, whose natural state 

is silence, and is forced to break silence when Los speaks.
21

 Critics argue that Blake’s narrative 

illustrates the inner conflicts of the artist, arising, for example, from problems related to having a 

commercial patron as depicted in the Satan-Palamabron conflict in Milton: a Poem in Two 

Books.
22

 Due partly to Blake’s supposed neurosis, concerning his status as an artist and the 

rigours involved in creating works of art, Los and Albion have also been cited as personas of the 

artist. Blake’s descriptions of neurotic silence and paranoid speech-acts have produced critical 

commentary that investigates the psychic dynamics of paranoia, what gives rise to it, and how it 

distorts perceptions of the world. Alicia Ostriker has noted that, “the Spectre of Los, as he 

attempts to thwart Los’s creative love for Albion, is a magnificent capsule portrait of paranoia.”
23

 

With specific reference to the dialogue between Los and his Spectre, Steven Vine highlights the 

ambiguity of Blake’s language that clouds identification of the characters. For Vine, the Spectre 

is, “like a ghostly double” in “haunting [Los] with doubt and irony,” and the “imminent 

effacement of the prophetic project, the constant risk of prophecy’s failure.”
24

  

It is noteworthy that implied vesanic attributes have been read elsewhere. Paul Youngquist 

explores the dynamics of illness more generally in the Bard’s Song in Milton, citing the 

correlatives for madness as “repression” and “oppression,” whereby the individual in the 

narrative represents the regime that “authorizes such relations between individuals.”
25

 According 

to critical ideas concerning dialogic tensions, Blake highlights the problems arising from the 

assumption that there is a perceived external threat to the psyche and that emotion, as in the case 

of Los and Palamabron in Milton, is suppressed.
26

 While these critical works refer to Blake’s 

own paranoia as evident in his poetry, depictions of paranoia, and the constituents of illnesses 

that arise from it, we need to discuss two fresh perspectives that have not yet been explored, 

which I propose here as two corresponding cases; firstly, two types of paranoia-related mental 

states, viewed as a framework for understanding important aspects of Blake’s poetic narrative; 

and secondly, the nature and transmission of such vesanic-dualistic infection.   

 

Case I. Vesanic-Dualistic Infection 

The paranoia as described in Jerusalem is also a feature in Blake’s other long poems such as 

Milton, which develops Blake’s ideas on this theme. For Blake, “paranoidic” reactions involve 

the disavowal of truth and the wish to maintain a narrative of lies. Such reactions are viewed as 

one-sided in Milton, representing the cultivation of Selfhood summarized in Blake’s idea, “That 

he who will not defend Truth, may be compelled to / Defend a Lie, that he may be snared & 
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caught & taken.”
27

 This is later followed by the thought that God should, “protect me from my 

friends, that they have not power over me / Thou hast giv’n me power to protect myself from my 

bitterest enemies.”
28

 The problem of the “paranoidic” or power-driven fears that populate the 

world also functions at a domestic level, so that such sensitivities are, according to Blake, present 

in friendships, clarifying his intense paranoia experienced while participating in artistic circles. 

Blake was not unfamiliar with paranoia, pain, and problems to which these mental states give 

rise. In not defending one’s principles of “Truth” or explaining a narrative to the public in its 

correct format, one must logically “Defend a Lie” and feed the Spectre with lies. Thus, with the 

fears in the world, principles of “Truth” are abandoned and lies are maintained, or lies are used 

to undo the unwary. For Blake, the need to be vigilant is antithetical to being “paranoidic” for 

one helps to prevent the growth of the other. Such dualistic and vesanic tendencies are 

considered to be infectious in Blake’s poetry, because he understood the fact that lies can spread. 

This is perfectly described in his poem Milton, wherein Palamabron and Satan are set in 

opposition as the latter lies at the expense of the other due to truths not told and paranoid silences 

maintained. Blake, the narrator, clearly states his position, “If you account it Wisdom when you 

are angry to be silent, and / Not to shew it: I do not account that Wisdom but Folly.”
29

  

He proceeds to explain the dilemma of the sensitive man who becomes paranoid, “Would I 

had told Los, all my heart! but patience O my friends. / All may be well: silent remain, while I 

call Los and Satan.”
30

 It is a depiction of the problems involved in the relationships between the 

“paranoic” and the “paranoidic”, while the former can be driven to a state of madness by the 

latter simply due to the wish to uphold a lie, as a form of ego-driven power madness at the 

expense of the artistic persona who has not “broken silence,” upholding truth.
31

 Thus, “paranoic” 

and “paranoidic” states contribute to a world of lies unless the imaginative endeavour or truth-

telling is expressed fully as a form of constructive “Mental Fight.”
32

  

The Freudian perspective makes sense of paranoia by arguing that a person looks for the 

causes of psychological sensations in the external world rather than their own psyche.
33

 It is 

interesting to investigate if this might be the case in Blake’s detailed descriptions of Albion’s 

inner life, which is at its most detailed in his work, Jerusalem and other poetry. Albion is first 

presented as possessing, “jealous fears, hiding his Emanation.”
34

 This demonstrates paranoia 

about Christ who comes searching for Jerusalem when he exclaims, “My mountains are my own, 

and I will keep them to myself!”
35

 The immediate effect is that Albion’s various parts shrink, 

which echoes the scenario at the beginning of The Four Zoas when Tharmas fades into “Eternal 

Death” following his paranoid dictatorial attitude towards his consort, Enion and the birth of his 

Spectre. Enion asks Tharmas, “Why wilt thou examine every little fibre of my soul.”
36

 The 

implication is that – in analyzing her in great detail – Tharmas is being oppressive, which leads 

to paranoid distrust and a breakdown in relationships due to the fact that, “The Infant Joy is 

beautiful, but its anatomy / Horrible Ghast & Deadly.”
37

 This emphasizes the problem of 

excessive analysis, whereby imagined scenarios as fantasies culminate in further psychic pain, 

yet another evidence of the dualistic nature of such infectious vesania.  

A similar pattern occurs in Jerusalem, with a sudden emergence of possessive jealousy, 

protestations of hate and the shrinkage of man’s being, which precedes “Spectrous” activity. In 

Blake’s other long poem, Milton the preface sets the poem in a paranoid context, “we have 

Hirelings in the Camp, the Court, & the University: who would if they could, for ever depress 

Mental & prolong Corporeal War,” which alludes to the threat to artistic endeavour in Blake’s 

time.
38

 The first part of Milton is a paranoid narrative, in which Palamabron and Satan cannot 

trust each other and this leads to different types of suspicion and anger, which also infects their 
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father, Los. Paul Youngquist notes that “[the poem] locates the problem [of madness] not merely 

in the individual but in his or her relationship as well to the world.”
39

 The poetry illustrates 

Blake’s view that psychological illness results from not expressing one’s opinions due to the fear 

of what others may think as “Palamabron fear’d to be angry lest Satan accus’d him of / 

Ingratitude.”
40

 The narrative makes it clear that anger, rage and confusion result when not 

expressing truths in the face of social castigation. Blake’s focus on the fearful anticipation of 

behavioural reactions addresses the roots of paranoid fears. These patterns of fear and jealousy 

feed one another in a dualistic and vesanic manner, rendering the narrative both paranoid and 

infectious – on the expansion of “paranoic” and “paranoidic” realms.    

Another example is where paranoia features in Blake’s depiction of the argument between 

Los and his Spectre who openly explains, “thou seest not what I see! what is done in the 

Furnaces.”
41

 Again, Blake depicts a lack of trust between the human imagination and his 

“Reasoning Power,” both attentive to the other, while the Spectre looks for an opportunity to 

gain mastery and Los strives to work with his Spectre. The idea, “That he who will not defend 

Truth, may be compelled to / Defend a Lie, that he may be snared & caught & taken” recurs in 

both this section of Jerusalem and the one already highlighted in Milton.
42

 The categories of 

truth and lies provide a framework for the paranoia that underpins dialogues between the 

characters. That truth is disavowed as the fear of what might occur is, for Blake, a major reason 

for silence. Here, the fertile ground for paranoia is silence, in so far as if communication does not 

occur, paranoia is the likely fruit. Blake’s Spectre is aware of this, “I have kept silent hitherto, / 

Concerning my chief delight; but thou hast broken silence / Now I will speak my mind!”
43

  

The opposing scenario takes place between Palamabron and Satan, where the latter speaks 

and dominates, composing a version of events that leads Los to uncertainty about the nature of 

truth. Silence precipitates not only lies, but also the unveiling of anger and, according to 

Youngquist’s analysis of the “Bard’s Song,” the experience of “madness” is summarized as rage, 

“the horses of the Harrow / Were maddend with tormenting fury.”
44

 Blake is aware of the 

problems of diminished truthful communication with the outside world and the fact that paranoia 

can produce false narratives. The ideas of truth, lies, repression and oppression are closely allied 

in Blake’s analysis, providing a context for understanding the interactions that take place in 

Blake’s prophecies and, particularly, in his Jerusalem.  

In Blake’s The Four Zoas, the concept of infection is twinned with madness when Los, the 

poet-prophet character of the myth, binds the figure of Urizen – the rationalistic demi-god. In 

carrying out this duty of binding the insane Urizen, Los becomes, as Blake states, “frightened 

with cold infectious madness.”
45

 In Blake’s description of Los, he refers to him as becoming, 

“terrifid at the shapes / Enslavd humanity put on.”
46

  

 

Case II. Vesanic-Dualistic Transmission: “He Became What He Beheld” 

In terms of Hampsey’s definitions, this contextual phrasing represents the “paranoic” 

creativity of a character consistently signified as one who eventually becomes infected. It also 

depicts an encounter between the “paranoic” and “paranoidic” states of humanity, which 

arguably exist, in evidence, within Blake’s narrative examples where infection occurs as a threat. 

The phrase, “he became what he beheld” is repeated throughout Blake’s longer poems, used in 

conjunction with another phrase, “he became what he was doing” – relating to Los’s terror.
47

 The 

self becomes what lies external to it, which is the essence of paranoia according to Freudian 

analysis, a disease associated with the growth of industrial processes.  
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As Saree Makdisi states, in his analysis of Blake’s “London” from the Songs of Experience, 

“The institutions and system of oppression are coextensive with, on the one hand, the space that 

they define; and on the other, their victims’ space of experience.”
48

 Makdisi’s main point in his 

critical works is that, for Blake, the “symbolic and moral communities [are] being destroyed by 

modernization” and that Blake was perfectly positioned as a member of an eroded engraver’s 

community (in the 1790s) to appreciate the effects of this.
49

 Therefore, it is the symbol of a city 

of art called Golgonooza undergoing construction in the centre of London that dominates his 

longer poetry as a pivotal symbol for the confluence of the inspired and the diseased. Albion and 

Urizen lie outside, suffering the state of the “paranoidic,” while their decision-making is counter-

productive to the intuitive and imaginative states of being. Blake’s references to the machinery 

of enslavement during the industrial revolution, with his orientation on “wheels,” “cogs,” and 

“mills” are heard in his description of Albion’s rationalism, “For Bacon & Newton sheathd in 

dismal steel, their terrors hang / Like iron scourges over Albion, Reasonings like vast Serpents / 

Infold around my limbs, bruising my minute articulations.”
50

  

For Blake, that which is a “minute particular” is an essential aspect of the imaginative life, as 

precision is required for painting, engraving, and poetry. By contrast, the essence of the 

uninspired is summarized in the imagery of interlocking cogs of wheels that are dependent on 

each other for their movement.
51

 Where interaction occurs, the possibility for infection is 

heightened, as in Jerusalem, wherein the cathedral cities (such as Bath) attempt to rescue Albion 

but become infected with a psychic illness that is described as generating suspicion.
52

 In meeting 

the “Seventeen” cities Albion “frown’d on all his Friends, counting them enemies in his 

sorrow.”
53

 The effect of this infection is extreme as “hence arose from Bath / Soft deluding 

odours, in spiral volutions intricately winding.”
54

  

Pain precedes paranoia in the description of Los and his Spectre, who “In pain ... divided: in 

pain of hunger and thirst,” provoking “Terrors in every Nerve, by spasms & extended pains.”
55

 

Blake indicates that the imaginative impulses of the mind are assailed by reasoning which gives 

rise to the physiological effects of psychological illness. It is an aspect of Blake’s mythology that 

when psychic figures divide, they die and are resurrected in reintegrating with their feminine 

aspects.
56

 To the Spectre’s surprise, Los does not succumb to death when he experiences 

separation of his parts. The Spectre’s description of paranoid fear follows, “O! thou seest not 

what I see! what is done in the Furnaces. / Listen, I will tell thee what is done in moments to thee 

unknown,” telling a story of further psychic division.
57

. There is, ostensibly, a psychic dialogue 

between Los and the Spectre, which whispers how Vala, a cruel feminine element of the psyche, 

shuts her consort Luvah (love) within a furnace, watching him burn.
58

 This is significant in the 

context of the passage as a whole. The reason is that the Spectre questions Los’s commitment to 

showing friendship and forgiveness to Albion. For Blake, anger is ultimately the destroyer of 

man and forgiveness is his salvation. However, as anger and forgiveness are ever present 

opposites, difficult circumstances can cause a man to slip, which applies to Albion as well as to 

his psychic energies. That the “paranoidic” sets out to destroy the “paranoic,” or creative 

possibilities in man, as reflected in the Sons of Albion, who “war, to destroy the Furnaces, to 

desolate Golgonooza: / And to devour the sleeping Humanity of Albion in rage & hunger.”
59

  

For Blake, love is the solution to paranoia and pain, and he arrives at the same conclusion as 

Freud, who argued in 1914 that, “We must begin to love in order not to fall ill.”
60

 However, 

much of Jerusalem examines Albion’s descent into illness, which ultimately leads to feelings of 

despair and paranoia. This results in his ultimate declaration of paranoia from a lack of 

humanity, “God hath forsaken me, & my friends are become a burden / A weariness to me, & the 
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human footstep is a terror to me.”
61

 A lack of love and trust leads to social isolation and ensuing 

paranoid fears. As this is representative of a lack of vision, perceptual problems are the basis of 

mistrustful alarm in Jerusalem, while Albion is unable to adopt a correct understanding of reality 

beyond his own selfish preoccupations. For Blake, “What seems to Be: Is: To those to whom / It 

seems to Be, & is productive of the most dreadful / Consequences to those to whom it seems to 

Be: even of / Torments, Despair, Eternal Death.”
62

 The consequence of false perceptions in the 

world is “Eternal Death” as the instincts of man are closed up and he is not able to produce an 

awareness of himself and his environment. Man suffers from a loss of self and thus he is a being 

whose mind is consumed by the world and from within. Illness marks obsessions and the 

narrowing of perception. In discussing Blake’s psychodrama, Laura Quinney notes that, “The 

unpredictability and inscrutability of the inner world create paranoia toward it on the part of 

consciousness, and this paranoia naturally leads on to denigration and rejection.”
63

 Thus, when 

psychic archetypes encounter each other (in Blake’s poetry), their repulsion for each other is 

mutual, so that the self proceeds to distrust itself before its infection can spread to distrust the 

world. The main result of this infection is the reduction of psychic energy within an ill nature, 

where Blake’s archetypal figures become inarticulate, fading away in the narrative.
64

  

Although Freud viewed paranoia as inclined to express a narrative, Blake’s consideration of 

the illness is such that none of his figures are wholly aware of each other and Albion continually 

suffers an inability to trust due to misperceptions.
65

 Thus, the concept of a “paranoidic” self takes 

shape and leads to a disintegration of the parts of the self. This is mirrored in Blake’s longer 

narratives, broken up into sections that do not seem to flow logically after each other. As the text 

is non-linear, it mirrors the disarray that the “paranoidic” self experiences which, although 

forever engaged in dialogue and narration, repeats stories of diverse and isolated scenarios that 

do not allow a complete narrative to emerge.
66

 In order to avoid fear, a complete awareness of 

the world, instead of a misperception of it, must be experienced. Otherwise, the self will be, as 

the Blakean text is, broken into its various component parts, so that in terms of Blake’s vision it 

results in psychic archetypes that cannot see each other, contributing to “paranoidic” fears.  

The fact that Los is in dialogue with his Spectre and is yet able to live, without becoming 

immediately overwhelmed by disease, expresses the fact that the “paranoic” state helps to create 

a fragmented narrative of the self in order to implement the production of a psychic double. 

However, Los’s main duty is to rebuild Golgonooza, the “spiritual fourfold London,” as it is also 

that of the reader of Blake’s narrative, who must come to terms with its fragmentation, using 

imagination to cure psychic illness. For Blake, love can release a person from illness if he or she 

expresses an imaginative fervour. For this reason, Blake’s “Love [that] seeketh only Self to 

please” cannot be free of illness, nor will it discover the virtues of the imagination.
67

  

The fact that the Blake’s figures cannot see each other heightens the “paranoidic” theatricality 

of the psychic self, which is associated with the compulsion to hide aspects of the self. The 

growth of illness is captured in such activity: “Hiding Albions Sons within the Veil, closing 

Jerusalems / Sons without; to feed with their Souls the Spectres of Albion.”
68

 Despite such 

growth, escape from despair, hatred, and paranoia feature at the end of Jerusalem. Blake looks 

forward to a time, when “All their Jealousies Revenges. Murders. Hidings of Cruelty in Deceit / 

Appear only in the Outward Spheres of Visionary Space and Time.”
69

 The key point is the 

compulsion to hide secret hatreds and deceits, preventing community and constructive 

communication between people. A concern in Blake’s time was that when technological 

expansion occur, they lead to the exclusion of certain artisanal trades of those people, who the 

artist would possibly have regarded as imaginative. In Albion’s case, he enviously protects his 
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“hidden heart,” the “Emanation” Jerusalem, who is necessary for the union with God as well as 

with Man.
70

 Without allowing the Emanation to be free, Albion rejects God and man. Neither 

does he mention his jealousy. The best part of Albion is hidden away and protected throughout 

the narrative, which affords a grandiose depiction of the “paranoidic” self. It implies that the 

“paranoidic” chaos of power struggles, in the 1790s, is a result of inner hatreds and jealousies 

allowed to grow. As aspects of the self cannot view each other, the result is a constant suspicion 

that the self is lying to itself, obviously present in the long dialogue between Los and the Spectre. 

The Spectre tells Los one thing but plans another, while he acknowledges the fact that he must 

obey Los’s imperatives to construct Golgonooza against Albion’s “Spectrous” sons that devour 

his energies with “rage and hunger.”
71

  

 

Selfhood: The Skin of Infection 

In Blake’s works, the “paranoidic” self is represented on a social and religious level in the 

discussion that takes place in the “Preludia,” the introductions to each twenty-five engraved plate 

sections of Jerusalem. These provide portraits of the universal religious disharmonies and 

harmonies in the world while attempting to explain the fact that Christ is at the heart of the 

matter.
72

 The “Divine Vision” is essential for the decrease of enmities in the world, and 

forgiveness, love, communication, and altruism between men are necessary to prevent the 

growth of an “Incrustation” or “skin” of Blake’s “Selfhood.”
73

 The relationship between the self 

and the world is only possible when the self consists of fully conversant psychic energies that 

achieve visionary freedom from the constraints of the ego. “Insane Spectrous” states cause 

“incrustations” of the ego to grow; thus, the “paranoidic” self unfolding in struggle for an 

imaginative disavowal of such activity in the cultivation of the “Divine Vision”. Anything 

hidden away, here, becomes part of a visionary hall of delights. Blake depicts this process of 

infection and transmission in Los’s halls, wherein thoughts and ideas of countless years are kept. 

At the end of Jerusalem, what Blake alludes to as the “Visionary Forms Dramatic” – or that 

wordless imaginative state that precludes all “paranoidic” enmity – come to the fore.
74

 Blake 

describes the problems of psychic disarray as involving the compulsion for, “secret feeding on 

thoughts of cruelty” in every human heart due to the fact that the Spectre in every man is merited 

as “Insane.”
75

  

The infectious nature of this process represents a “paranoidic” demand to disavow company 

for that of the “Spectrous” entity inside, protecting its growth by silence. The fact that enmity 

exists in the world is due to this preoccupation within the self, the disavowal of friendship, as if 

the Spectre deserves to be protected. This is the ultimate “paranoidic” act, where the 

psychopathic part of the self usurps all concerns with honesty, friendship, and love; attributes 

which, in turn, are fed into the “Spectrous” heart of man. To conclude, in not telling the truth or 

even listening to it, Albion suffers the fate of a man who feeds his Spectre, which Blake regards 

as a dark aspect of the self that contributes to inner confusion and the growth of “Selfhood” and 

the enmity between individuals. Due to the psychic infection that dominates Albion, he hides the 

nourishing, emanative aspects of his psyche away, nurturing the growth of the Spectre. This 

becomes an infection in the form of what Blake calls a “Polypus,” leaving Albion in a state of 

perpetual and increasingly overwhelming psychic imbalance.  

In summary, Blake’s mythology reinforces the view that the “paranoidic” will always be 

distrustful of the “paranoic” or vice versa, and it is this enmity that features throughout Blake’s 

poetry – either in the figures of Palamabron or Satan, Los and his Spectre, Albion and Los, 

Urizen and Los, Tharmas and Enion; ultimately in terms of the self’s relation to itself and the 
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world. As in the Freudian idea that the narrative of childhood must be complete before freedom 

from trauma takes place, the “paranoidic” state in the world grows when the mind does not hold 

the entire narrative of the self in its awareness. When parts of it are emphasized and one story is 

maintained over another, the self inevitably falls into disarray and illness. Without love for 

oneself as well as others, which includes the wish to listen to explanations beyond one point of 

view, “paranoidic” illness will always hold sway in the world, of course, according to the poetic 

narratives composed by William Blake.  
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