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% A /hat William Blake called his “Spiritual Life” was as varied, free, and

V'V matic as his “Corporeal Life” was simple, limited, and unadventurous:
father was a London tradesman. His only formal education was in art: at the ag
ten he entered a drawing school, and later he studied for a time at the school @
Royal Academy of Arts. At fourteen he entered an apprenticeship for seven years
well-known engraver, James Basire, and began reading widely in his free time
trying his hand at poetry. At twenty-four he married Catherine Boucher, daught
a market gardener. She was then illiterate, but Blake taught her to read and to
him in his engraving and printing. In the early and somewhat sentimentalized big
phies, Catherine is represented as an ideal wife for an unorthodox and impecus
genius. Blake, however, must have been a trying domestic partner, and his veher
attacks on the torment caused by a possessive, jealous female will, which reat
their height in 1793 and remained prominent in his writings for another dee
probably reflect a troubled period at home. The couple was childless. i

The Blakes for a time enjoyed a moderate prosperity while Blake gave drawi
sons, illustrated books, and engraved designs made by other artists. When the de
for his work slackened, Blake in 1800 moved to a cottage at Felpham, on the S
seacoast, to take advantage of the patronage of the wealthy amateur of the arts
biographer William Hayley (also a supporter of Charlotte Smith), who with the be:
narrow intentions tried to transform Blake into a conventional artist and breadwi
But the caged eagle soon rebelled. Hayley, Blake wrote, “is the Enemy of my Spi
Life while he pretends to be the Friend of my Corporeal.”

At Felpham in 1803 occurred an event that left a permanent mark on Blake’s m
and art—an altercation with one John Schofield, a private in the Royal Dragoo
Blake ordered the soldier out of his garden and, when Schofield replied with thre
and curses against Blake and his wife, pushed him the fifty yards to the inn whe
was quartered. Schofield brought charges that Blake had uttered seditious state
about king and country. Because England was at war with France, sedition
hanging offense. Blake was acquitted—an event, according to a newspaper ac
“which so gratified the auditory that the court was . . . thrown into an uproar by th

poisy exultations.” Nevertheless Schofield, his fellow soldier Cock, and other partici-
ants in the trial haunted Blake’s imagination and were enlarged to demonic charac-
ters who play a sinister role in Jerusalem. The event exacerbated Blake’s sense that
ominous forces were at work in the contemporary world and led him to complicate
the symbolic and allusive style by which he veiled the radical religious, moral, and
litical opinions that he expressed in his poems.

The dominant literary and artistic fashion of Blake’s youth involved the notion
that the future of British culture would involve the recovery, through archaeology as
well as literary history, of an all but lost past. As an apprentice engraver who learned
1o draw by sketching the medieval monuments of London churches, Blake began his
artistic career in the thick of that antiquarianism. It also informs his early lyric

.try. Poetical Sketches, published when he was twenty-six, suggests Blake’s affinities
with a group of later eighteenth-century writers that includes Thomas Warton, poet
and student of Middle English romance and Elizabethan verse; Thomas Gray, trans-
jator from Old Icelandic and Welsh and author, in 1757, of “The Bard,” a p()c;rx about
the English conquest of Wales; Thomas Percy, the editor of the ballad collection
Reliques of Ancient English Poetry (1765); and James Macpherson, who came before
the public in the 1760s claiming to be the translator of the epic verse of a third-
century Gaelic bard named Ossian. Like these figures, Blake located the sources of
poetic inspiration in an archaic native tradition that, according to the prevailing
view of national history, had ended up eclipsed after the seventeenth century, when
French court culture, manners, and morals began their cultural ascendancy. Even in
their orientation to a visionary culture, the bards of Blake's later Pmphe'lic Books
retain an association with this imagined version of a primitive past.

Poetical Sketches was the only book of Blake’s to be set in type according to cus-
tomary methods. In 1788 he began to experiment with relief etching, a method that
he called “illuminated printing” (a term associating his works with the illuminated
manuscripts of the Middle Ages) and used to produce most of his books of poems.
Working directly on a copper plate with pens, brushes, and an acid-resistant medium,
he wrote the text in reverse (so that it would print in the normal order) and also drew
the illustration; he then etched the plate in acid to eat away the untreated copper and
leave the design standing in relief. The pages printed from such plates were colored
by hand in watercolors, often by Catherine Blake, and stitched together to make up a

volume. This process was laborious and time-consuming, and Blake printed very few

copies of his books; for example, of Songs of Innocence and of Experience only twenty-
z[::t (C);_)[)’l:: f‘s;:‘n:: of them incomplete) are 'known to exist; of The Book of Thel, six-
3 iage of Heaven and Hell, nine; and of Jerusalem, five.
lTo read a Blake poem without the pictures is to miss something important: Blake
g:ji; \\'())r.ds and images in a rclationsh.ip that is sometimes mutually enlightening
" thismr;.‘u(r;wsfturb'ulcnt. a.nd that rclal'lonship is an aspect of the poem’s argument.
wppleme:g e of relief ctchmg. he published Songs of Innocence (1789), then added
i ar'y poems and printed Songs of Im.iocence and of Experience (1794). The
| pls' of poems represent th"e world as it is envisioned by what he calls “two
e 'slatcs of tl‘me ht'Jma.n soul.
suff:?inu‘l.,lr},"[-gl?.kc: thinking ab.out hlin‘l:an hiftoty:md his experience of life and
. Conslﬁ;t 'lfu ate llhcmsel\'cs in the (.lan‘l Forms” and their actions, which came
i : a (.:o'mp ete m.)"thology. As Blake's mythical character Los said, speaking
2 mh;fcn:llll)\e artists, “I must Qreale a System or be enslaved by another Man's.”
- nf mutkc'or:st;.mtly allermg ar:d enlarging system composed the subject
Pl'ophctic‘ b:,)( ; ake’s hr?nnor proph‘ecws. comPleted by 1795, and then of the major
- > ks or; which he continued working until about 1820: The Four Zoas,
In hi’s i .jerusa en.
i life h :[:::] Elil:lehgav(e] u[(; po;lry. to‘devole himself to pictorial art. In the course of
B o undre: -sol paintings and engravings, many of them illustrations
Brims o .. oy e;dpot:ts, including a representation of Chaucer’s Canterbury pil-
o0 whiol perb set of designs for the Book ()f]?b, and a series of illustrations of Dante,
ich he was still hard at work when he died. At the time of his death, Blake was
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little known as an artist and almost entirely unknown as a poet. In the mid-nineteenth
century he acquired a group of admirers among the Pre-Raphaelites, who regarded
him as a precursor. Since the mid-1920s Blake has finally come into his own, both
poetry and in painting, as one of the most dedicated, intellectually challenging, ang
astonishingly original artists. His marked influence ranges from William Butler Yeat
who edited Blake's writings and modeled his own system of mythology on Blake's, &
Allen Ginsberg and other Beat writers, Philip Pullman’s His Dark Materials trilogy
and the graphic novels of the present day. i
The explication of Blake's cryptic prophetic books has been the preoccupation
many scholars. Blake wrote them in the persona, or “voice,” of “the Bard! / Who Pres
ent, Past,-& Future sees’—that is, as a British poet who follows Spenser, and especiall
Milton, in a lineage going back to the prophets of the Bible. “The Nature of my Wo
he said, “is Visionary or Imaginative.” What Blake meant by the key terms vision ai
imagination, however, is often misinterpreted by taking literally what he, speaking t
traditional language of his great predecessors, intended in a figurative sense. *
which can be made Explicit to the Idiot,” he declared, “is not worth my care.” Blake
a born ironist who enjoyed mystifying his well-meaning but literal-minded friends 2
who took a defiant pleasure in shocking the dull and complacent “angels” of his day |
being deliberately outrageous in representing his work and opinions.
Blake declared that “all he knew was in the Bible” and that “The Old & New Te
ments are the Great Code of Art.” This is an exaggeration of the truth that all |
prophetic writings deal, in various formulations, with some aspects of the ove
biblical plot of the creation and the Fall, the history of the generations of humanit:
the fallen world, redemption, and the promise of a recovery of Eden and of a
Jerusalem. These events, however, Blake interprets in what he calls “the spirit
sense.” For such a procedure he had considerable precedent, not in the neoplatos
and occult thinkers with whom some modern commentators align him, but in ¢
“spiritual” interpreters of the Bible among the radical Protestant sects in seventee
and eighteenth-century England. In The French Revolution, America: A Prophe
Europe: A Prophecy, and the trenchant prophetic satire The Marriage of Heaven
Hell—all of which Blake wrote in the early 1790s while he was an ardent supporter
the French Revolution—he, like Wordsworth, Coleridge, Southey, and a num
radical English theologians, represented the contemporary revolution as the puril
ing violence that, according to biblical prophecy, portended the imminent redempti
of humanity and the world. (For discussion of these apocalyptic expectations,
“The French Revolution” in the NAEL Archive.) In Blake's later poems Orc, the f
spirit of violent revolution, gives way as a central personage to Los, the type of
visionary imagination in the fallen world.

BLAKE'S MYTHMAKING

Blake’s first attempt to articulate his full myth of humanity’s present, past,
future was The Four Zoas, begun in 1796 or 1797. A passage from the opening s
ment of its theme exemplifies the long verse line (what Blake called “the march
long resounding strong heroic verse”) in which he wrote his Prophetic Books and w!
serve also to outline the Books’ vision:

Four Mighty Ones are in every Man; a Perfect Unity

Cannot Exist, but from the Universal Brotherhood of Eden,

The Universal Man. To Whom be Glory Evermore, Amen. . . .

Los was the fourth immortal starry one, & in the Earth

Of a bright Universe Empery attended day & night

Days & nights of revolving joy, Urthona was his name

In Eden; in the Auricular Nerves of Human life

Which is the Earth of Eden, he his Emanations propagated. . . .
Daughter of Beulah, Sing
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Blake’s mythical premise, or starting point, is not a transcendent God but the “Uni-
versal Man” who is God and who incorporates the cosmos as well. (Blake elsewhere
describes this founding image as “the Human Form Divine” and names him “Albion.”)
The Fall, in this myth, is not the fall of humanity away from God but a falling apart
of primal people, a “fall into Division.” In this event the original sin is what Blake
calls “Selfhood,” the attempt of an isolated part to be self-sufficient. The breakup of
the all-inclusive Universal Man in Eden into exiled parts, it is evident, serves to iden-
tify the Fall with the creation—the creation not only of man and of nature as we
ordinarily know them but also of a separate sky god who is alien from humanity.
Universal Man divides first into the “Four Mighty Ones” who are the Zoas, or chief

owers and component aspects of humanity, and these in turn divide sexually into
male Spectres and female Emanations. (Thus in the quoted passage the Zoa known
in the unfallen state of Eden as Urthona, the imaginative power, separates into the
form of Los in the fallen world.) In addition to Eden there are three successively lower
“states” of being in the fallen world, which Blake calls Beulah (a pastoral condition of
easy and relaxed innocence, without clash of “contraries”), Generation (the realm of
common human experience, suffering, and conflicting contraries), and Ulro (Blake's
hell, the lowest state, or limit, of bleak rationality, tyranny, static negation, and iso-
lated Selfhood). The fallen world moves through t'hc'cyclcs: of its history, suéccssivélv
approaching and falling away from redemption, until, by the agency of the Redeemer
(who is equated with the human imagination and is most pothtl'y operative in the
prophetic poet), it will culminate in an apocalypse. In terms of his controlling image
of the Universal Man, Blake describes this apocalypse as a return to the original
undivided condition, “his Resurrection to Unity.” ; . ‘

What is confusing to many readers is that Blake alternates this representation of the
anll (as a fragmentation of the one Primal Man into separate parts) with a different
kll.ld of representation, in terms of two sharply opposed ways of seeing the universe. In
this latter mode lh.e Fall is a catastrophic change from imaginative insight (which sees
the cosmos as unified and humanized) to sight by the physical eye (which sees the
cosmos as a multitude of isolated individuals in an inhuman and alien nature). In
terms of this distinction, the apocalypse toward which Blake as imaginative artist
strives uncc‘u.singl).' will enable men and women once again to envision all beings as
parll.cnpunl in the individual life that he calls “the Universal Brotherhood of Eden”—
lhz.ilf}:s‘, u‘h.m‘paniz'ed \'vor!d.i'n whfch all individuals, in familial union, can feel at home.

e text for Blake's writings is that of The Complete Poetry and Prose of William
Blake: edited by David V. Erdman and Harold Bloom (rev. ed., Berkeley, 1982).
Bl'akcs erratic spelling and punctuation have been altered when the original form
"'/ll:g(.}:)t q\l;{lcl;:;l the l"cadcr. The cditors‘arc gratef:ul fqr.lhe expert a.dvice of Joseph

mi, Robert Essick, and Alexander S. Gourlay in editing the selections from Blake.

All Religions Are One!
The Voice of one crying in the Wilderness*

1y
u::e z\rgume-nt. As the true method of knowledge is experiment the true fac-
y of knowing must be the faculty which experiences. This faculty I treat of.

L Th

i"um'is and the following two selections are early
i y

nated .works. probably etched in 1788.

e’;‘)‘ are directed both against 18th-century
gio“m' or “natural religion” (which bases its reli-
ﬂ'i:j's tenets not on scriptural revelation but on
“'Orlf;)‘c? dof G§)d ilé hlhe na(ura]lli ‘:’r “organic” for imaginative vision.

» and against Christian orthodoxy, whose 2. Applied in the G 1

:T:dt is ba;lezf on a particular Scripture. In this johnpt Baptist, nm a(:k;lfli\lllr:gh::e :ri)p;:
k ction Blake lronicallyh accepts the ,Deislli ecy inmlsaia. 39.3. Bl:lu.- applieL the phrase to

the one true religion but rejects the Deists’
“Argument” that this religion is grounded on rea-
soning from sense experience. He attributes the
one religion instead to the innate possession by
all people of “Poetic Genius,” i.e., of a capacity




n
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PrincipLe 1%, That the Poetic Genius is the true Man, and that the be
or outward form of Man is derived from the Poetic Genius. Likewise t}
the forms of all things are derived from their Genius, which by the Ancier
was call'd an Angel & Spirit & Demon.

PrINCIPLE 29, As all men are alike in outward form, So (and with
same infinite variety) all are alike in the Poetic Genius.

PrincipLE 3% No man can think write or speak from his heart, but
must intend truth. Thus all sects of Philosophy are from the Poetic Genit
adapted to the weaknesses of every individual.

PRINCIPLE 4. As none by travelling over known lands can find out
unknown, So from already acquired knowledge Man could not acq
more. Therefore an universal Poetic Genius exists.

PrincipLE 5. The Religions of all Nations are derived from each Natiol
different reception of the Poetic Genius, which is everywhere call’d ¢
Spirit of Prophecy. ;

PRINCIPLE 6. The Jewish & Christian Testaments are An original deriy
tion from the Poetic Genius. This is necessary from the confined nature
bodily sensation. '

PrincipLE 7, As all men are alike (tho’ infinitely various), So all
gions & as all similars have one source.

The true Man is the source, he being the Poetic Genius.

There Is No Natural Religion'
[a]

Naturally he is only a natural organ subject to Sense.
I. Man cannot naturally Percieve but through his natural or bod
organs.
I1. Man by his reasoning power can only compare & judge of what he h
already perciev'd. b
I11. From a perception of only 3 senses or 3 elements none could dedu
a fourth or fifth.
IV. None could have other than natural or organic thoughts if he
none but organic perceptions.
V. Man’s desires are limited by his perceptions; none can desire what
has not perciev'd.
VI. The desires & perceptions of man, untaught by any thing but orgar
of sense, must be limited to objects of sense. d
Conclusion. If it were not for the Poetic or Prophetic character the Phi:
sophic & Experimental would soon be at the ratio of all things, & stand sti
unable to do other than repeat the same dull round over again.

‘I.. In this seleclio:\ Blake presents his version of English empiricism, which derives all mental contes
diba't :

g the from which, in “natural religion,” reason is held to prove the existence of God
from perceptions by the physical senses.
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There Is No Natural Religion'
(b]

I. Man'’s perceptions are not bounded by organs of perception; he per-

cieves more than sense (tho ever so acute) can discover.
II. Reason, or the ratio? of all we have already known, is not the same

that it shall be when we know more.
(111 lacking]

IV. The bounded is loathed by its possessor. The same dull round even of
a universe would soon become a mill with complicated wheels.

V. If the many become the same as the few when possess'd, More! More!
is the cry of a mistaken soul. Less than All cannot satisfy Man.

VI. If any could desire what he is incapable of possessing, despair must

be his eternal lot.

VII. The desire of Man being Infinite, the possession is Infinite & him-

self Infinite.

Application. He who sees the Infinite in all things sees God. He who sees

the Ratio only sees himself only.

Therefore God becomes as we are, that we may be as he is.

1788

FRroMm SONGS OF INNOCENCE AND OF EXPERIENCE'

SHEWING THE TWO CONTRARY STATES OF THE HUMAN SOUL

From SONGS OF INNOCENCE

Introduction

Piping down the valleys wild
Piping songs of pleasant glee
On a cloud I saw a child,

And he laughing said to me,

L. In this third document Blake presents his
assertions (in opposition to those in the preced-
Ing tract) that knowledge is not limited to the
Physical senses, but is as unbounded as the infi-
Nite desires of humankind and its godlike capac-
ity for infinite vision.

- In Latin ratio signifies both “reason” and “cal-
culation.” Blake applies the term derogatorily to
the 18th-century concept of reason as a calculat-
ing faculty whose operations are limited to sense
Perceptions.

1. Songs of Innocence was etched in 1789, and in
1794 was combined with additional poems under
the title Songs of Innocence and of Experience; this
collection was reprinted at various later times with
Varying arrang ts of the p In his songs
of innocence Blake assumes the stance that he is
Writing “happy songs / Every child may joy to
hear,” but they do not all depict an innocent and

world; many of them incorporate injustice,

evil, and suffering. These aspects of the fallen
world, however, are represented as they appear to
a “state” of the human soul that Blake calls “inno-
cence” and that he expresses in a simple pastoral
language, in the tradition both of Isaac Watts's
widely read Divine Songs for Children (1715) and
of the picture books for child readers pioneered by
mid-18th-century booksellers such as John New-
bery. The vision of the same world, as it appears to
the “contrary” state of the soul that Blake calls
“experience,” is an ugly and terrifying one of pov-
erty, disease, prostitution, war, and social, institu-
tional, and sexual repression, epitomized in the
ghastly representation of modern London. Though
each stands as an independent poem, a number of
the songs of innocence have a matched counter-
part, or “contrary,” in the songs of experience.
Thus “Infant Joy" is paired with “Infant Sorrow,”
and the meek “Lamb” reveals its other aspect of
divinity in the flaming, wrathful “Tyger.”




