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THE SICK ROSE: A SECOND OPINION 

by J. F. BERWICK 

O Rose thou art sick. 
The invisible worm, 
That flies in the night 
In the howling storm: 

Has found out thy bed 
Of crimson joy: 
And his dark secret love 
Does thy life destroy.1 

Commentators on William Blake's 'The Sick Rose' have 
commonly failed to explain the ironies of the Song. They have 
assumed that the poet intends his readers to share the perspective 
of the speaker and generally implied that the speaker is the poet 
himself. The attraction of this assumption is that the interpreta- 
tion which automatically follows seems to tally with Blake's 
indictment of Bromion in Visions of the Daughters of Albion: 
the Song is thought to lament the destruction of an Oothoon-like 
creature by the 'dark secret love' of a Bromion-like worm. But 
difficulties with this interpretation arise when the poem is studied 
in the context of its original accompanying design. 

There are three blossoms in the design and two - sometimes 
three - worms. Although the large crimson rose at the bottom is 
clearly the focal point of the picture - the 'Rose' of the title, 
she is not made to appear sick, particularly when contrasted with 
the other two flowers. The phallic worm has penetrated her 
petals but the artist seems to have deliberately de-emphasized the 
aspect of destruction: the shape and colour of the worm, in at 
least one manuscript,2 harmonize with the flowing lines of the 
dark curved edges of the petals; in two others, Blake has omitted 
the worm altogether so that there is no hint in the design that 
the beautiful rose is being 'destroyed'. 

The beauty of the flower - not its destruction - is the strongest 
impression of the design and the golden-haired spirit of the rose 
who springs from the blossom - generally thought to be doing 
so in terror3 - flies towards the worm with outstretched arms as 
though welcoming him. The rose has not 'fallen to the ground', 
as Erdman suggests;4 she has bent down to the earth as though 
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7g THEORIA 

to invite the worm. She is still attached to the branch, which is 
the source of her life, but she has moved away from the bed of 
thorns on which her two sisters writhe. 

On the other hand, the two roses on the upper branches are 
clearly victims of experience. It is significant, however, that 
neither of them is visually associated with 'the worm', even in 
copies of the manuscript in which as many as three worms are 
depicted. The sister on the lower branch is turned in upon her- 
self, holding her head in her hands and weeping; the sister on 
the upper branch is impaled on thorns, her head buried in her 
arms, in an attitude reminiscent of Theotormon's in Visions of 
the Daughters of Albion. The greatest irony of the design is 
that the one rose explicitly associated with the worm is the 
healthiest-looking of the three. 

Another paradoxical element of the design is Blake's treatment 
of the sky. It is generally acknowledged that he is a master of 
skyscape and his skill in painting storms is magnificently displayed 
in his frontispiece to Europe: A Prophesy, executed in the same 
period as Songs of Experience. It is instructive to compare that 
'moment in the storm of eternity' with the sky he gave to 'The 
Sick Rose'. In doing so, we may conclude that there is no 
indication in the design for the Song of that 'howling storm' 
suggested by the speaker of the lyric. On the contrary, the sky 
is a clear brilliant blue, illuminated by a golden sun. It is yet 
another detail which throws doubt on the credibility of the 
speaker. We may deduce that the 'howling storm' is nowhere but 
in the heart and eye of the speaker herself; she is in the state of 
eperience, commenting with a jaundiced eye upon the experience 
of sexual love. 

'The Sick Rose' is most frequently contrasted with 'The 
Blossom' in Songs of Innocence. If 'The Blossom' celebrates the 
physical consummation of love, as is generally agreed, then we 
should not be surprised to discover that its counterpart in Songs 
of Experience indicates a thwarting of natural love before it 
reaches its physical consummation. This is the interpretation 
which follows if one sees the real subject of the poem to be the 
speaker rather than the allegedly 'sick Rose'. 

Commentators who would draw a comparison between 
Bromion in Visions of the Daughters of Albion, and 'the worm' in 
'The Sick Rose' may point out that rape is also a thwarting of 
natural, physical consummation. But it is less so - in Blake's 
view - than arid moralism. Even confining our discussion to the 
Visions, we can argue that Oothoon's dramatic counterpart is 
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THE SICK ROSE 79 

really Theotormon, not Bromion. Bromion is enslaved by his lust, 
which prevents both him and Oothoon from experiencing natural 
love. And their fate - being tied back-to-back - is dreadful, 
but it is not absolute like Theotormon's. Theotormon is locked 
in a solipsistic world view and, being able to converse only with 
'shadows dire', he has no hope of escape. It seems to me that 
this is also the fate of the speakers of 'The Sick Rose'. They may 
be seen as the direct counterparts to 'The Blossom' in the same 
way as Theotormon's moral vision is diametrically opposed to 
Oothoon's. 

Readers may be reluctant to accept this interpretation because 
of the particular force of Blake's image: 'the invisible worm'. 
It may be argued that the worm is an intrinsically abhorrent 
image - a symbol of the despoiler - and that the word 'invisible' 
carries connotations of furtiveness. I find neither of these 
objections persuasive. Blake himself did not find the image of 
the worm devouring the flower intrinsically abhorrent; in The 
Book of Thel he uses precisely that image to describe the 
experience which Thel must undergo in order to fulfil herself: 

'Then if thou art the food of worms, O virgin of the skies, 
How great thy use, how great thy blessing!'5 

Thel's timidity in giving herself to the worms is criticized as 
a personal limitation since she cannot see that it would mean 
anything but personal loss; she lacks the larger perspective of 
the inter-relationships of Nature which sees such 'loss' as the 
generosity on which generation and growth are dependent. 

This concept of ambiguous loss is a recurrent theme in Blake's 
Songs of Experience. Ona, in 'A Little Girl Lost', may be com- 
pared in this respect to Rose. Having given herself to the youth 
in an act of love which is her fulfilment, Ona is thought by her 
father to be 'lost'. His repressive moral attitudes are the same 
as those underlying the lyric 'The Sick Rose'. Admittedly, in 
The Book of Thel, the worms are not furtive, but it may be 
argued that the worm in the Song is not objectively furtive either: 
perhaps it is only to the two sisters, who have buried their faces, 
that the worm seems to be furtive. Their action, which obscures 
the light of the day and gives them the impression of stormy dark, 
may well be the only sense in which the worm can be described 
as 'invisible'. 

The conclusion enjoined by these observations is that the 
speakers of 'The Sick Rose' are those two withered figures - her 
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sisters - writhing in their jealousy on the branches above her. 
They may be seen as thwarted heliotrope-figures: basking in the 
sun while languishing on their bed of thorns and burying their 
faces. As such they invite comparison with the frustrated Youth 
and pale Virgin of 'Ah! Sun-Flower'. Their sister has freed 
herself from the limbo of airy disengagement and the environ- 
ment of thorny moralism; she has bent low to the earth and 
found the fulfilment of her desires. Her rapture is hinted at even 
through the jealousy of the speakers: 

. . . thy bed 
Of crimson joy: 

It is a joy which is shared by both worm and flower; a joy from 
which the two sisters are excluded by their sterile self-love. 

This interpretation not only explains the apparent conflict 
between poem and design - a necessary element of Blakean 
criticism when one considers that Blake himself saw his poetry 
and design as two expressions of one imaginative impulse - but 
accords well with the other Songs of Experience . Reading through 
the Songs, we come to expect the 'state of experience' to be 
revealed through a speaker who is himself in the state of 
experience6 and we discover that the poet's chief concern in 
these Songs is to protest against the restrictive effects of authority 
- moral and social - on natural impulses. If we identify the 
speaker of this Song with the poet, we imply that The Sick Rose' 
is something of an exception: certainly on the first count; 
arguably on the second. It seems to me more plausible that the 
poem presents a jaundiced view of natural, sexual fulfilment; 
that its speakers are in fact victims of an atrophying moralism; 
and that Blake intends his readers to formulate this very different 
diagnosis of Rose's 'sickness' from that which has been commonly 
accepted. 

University of Natal , 
Durban. 
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NOTES 
1 William Blake's The Sick Rose'. Since the argument which follows is 
based on a study of the Song in the context of its original accompanying 
design, I quote the original punctuation (reproduced in Blake: Songs of 
Innocence and Experience , with an introduction and commentary by 
Geoffrey Keynes, Oxford University Press in assoc. with Trianon Press, 
London and Paris, 1967) rather than that of the better-known editions 
of Plowman and Keynes: 
Blake's Poems and Prophesies, edited with an introduction by Max 
Plowman, J. M. Dent & Sons Ltd., (Everyman Library) London, 1927. 
The Complete Writings of William Blake, edited by Geoffrey Keynes, 
Nonesuch Press, London, 1957. 
Rosen wald Collection, on which Blake: Songs of Innocence and 
Experience, with an introduction and commentary by Geoffrey Keynes, 
is based. Ä David V. Erdman, in his The Illuminated Blake , London: 1975, admits 
the possibility that she may be doing so 'in joy * but adds 4 probably in terror' (p. 81). His commentary seems to me to be confused. He 
begins by inviting the reader to sympathize with the speaker of the 
Song (' "O Rose thou art sick", we agree ...'); proceeds to interpret 
Rose's reaction to the worm as 'terror'; then acknowledges that 'it 
might only be the secrecy (of the act) or the jealousy (of her sisters) 
that caused the flower to fall to the ground'. He invites the comparison 
with Thel, which I elaborate below, but concludes his commentary 
(p. 82) with the assertion that 'we are all victims of pessimism' which 
seems to negate his earlier tentative suggestion (p. 81) that 'only the 
pessimistic need read its ironies pessimistically'. 4 Ibid. 5 The Book of Thel , 11, 25-6. # This is so frequently seen to be the case that it may well be a common 
element of all the Songs of Innocence and Experience. Clearly to be 
seen in lyrics like 'Nurses Song' and 'The Human Abstract', it is 
arguably present even in a poem like 'A Little Girl Lost', where we 
may be most ready to identify the speaker with the poet. A phrase like 
'this indignant page', however, should make us hesitant to do so. 
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