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William Blake, an 18th-century poet, has made a lasting impact on generations of writers and artists, among them feminist
pioneer Faith Wilding. The two have their own shows at spots across the city, but their radical relationship transcends
time and space. (Northwestern University.)

If William Blake was an English major in 2017, he’d be the boy who discovered psychedelics
and Norman Mailer at the same time.

But, as the Block Museum’s current show “William Blake and the Age of Aquarius”
demonstrates, it was Mailer (along with a slew of other postwar firebrands) who found himself in
Blake’s visionary and impulsive radicalism. In a setting far more contemporary — and feminist

— than Mailer’s, artist Faith Wilding’s “Un-Natural Parables” at Western Exhibitions intersects
the Block show and makes a timely example of Blake’s legacy at work.

That 18th-century poet Blake has a sort of double occupancy in the local art scene is
meaningful but hardly surprising. With Chicago’s history of radical politics, protest and direct
action, Blake’s ethereal concepts about liberation seem built into the city.

“Aquarius” aims to make Blake hip. It successfully connects his radical 18th-century texts and
images to the counterculture of the 1960s — drugs, so many drugs — and the current mood of
resistance. Along with Mailer, Bob Dylan and The Doors are brought in. And, oh yeah, the Blake
manuscripts on display are pretty cool, too.
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The tumultuous political context of Blake’s life sets the scene for “Aquarius.” Born in 1757, Blake
lived through particularly stormy chapters of European history, including the American and
French revolutions. In Blake’s native London, the riots of 1780 and Lord Byron’s anti-Catholic
protests profoundly affected the poet’s paradoxical views. According to the show’s catalog,
Blake was “an atheist who adored Jesus Christ” and believed he created under the auspices of
“‘Messengers from Heaven.”

Blake was an engraver by trade; his best-known works are arguably his illuminated
manuscripts, his talismanic merging of image and text into a singular form. A lap through
Wilding’s “Un-Natural Parables” makes for an update on this concept. Wilding, a longtime
scholar of female mysticism, English Romantic poetry and environmentalism, uses lines of texts

in her watercolors with an eye inspired by her enthusiastic relationship to Blake.

Growing up in a radical Christian commune, Wilding was a voracious reader and first found
Blake as she sang lyrics from 1789’s “Songs of Innocence and Experience” as a child. She
became even more familiar with him as an English major at the University of lowa in the 1960s.
According to Wilding, many of Blake’s peers rose in academic popularity amid the political
turmoil taking place on campus. At this point, Wilding took up a camaraderie with Blake as she
created illuminated covers for an underground publication co-produced with her housemates.
Later, Wilding would pick up Blake’s sense of “energies” again as she created her pioneering
feminist artwork in the '70s, including “Womanhouse.”

“Blake comes in and says, ‘Good and evil are no more.” We're all a bunch of productive and
destructive energies, then society comes in and coverts everything. Those energies weren't
gendered to begin with,” Wilding explains. “Blake asks us to accept the power of innocence.
Grown-ups see sin in the body, while children follow their instincts.”

Where Blake wrote about the messes between nature and humankind on the cusp of the
Industrial Revolution, Wilding currently explores what she calls “cyborg feminism.” She believes
we are on the edge of our own kind of gendered industrial revolution, if not already living in it.

“Feminism has always concerned itself with the body, but cyborg feminism looks at how biology
and technology both affect the body,” she says, listing issues such as in vitro fertilization and
egg donation as sites for this kind of research. Cyborg feminism also explores how mechanics
can and cannot solve social inequity — how do we merge nature and culture in a way that
enables justice? While it's a question neither Blake nor Wilding can ever fully answer, their side-
by-side attempts are an illuminating force.
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