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WILLIAM BLAKE’S CRITICISM OF 

THE ENGLISH POETS

CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

I  r e s t  n o t from my g re a t  task ! 
To open th e  E te rn a l w orlds, to  open th e  immortal Eyes 
Of Man inwards in to  the Worlds o f Thought: in to  E te rn i ty  
Ever expanding in  th e  Bosom o f God. th e  Human Im agination

(Jerusalem  ^:17-20)1

That W illiam B lak e 's  purpose in  opening the "E te rn a l worlds" 

extends beyond h is  work a s  p o e t, p a in te r ,  and prophet to  h is  work as  

l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c  has long  been recogn ized . C harles Lamb was cognizan t 

o f B la k e 's  c r i t i c a l  a c u ity  in  1824- when he w rote o f B lak e 's  "most
p

s p ir i te d  c r i t ic is m  on Chaucer." Also aware o f B lak e 's  in c l in a t io n  as  

a  c r i t i c  was Alexander G i lc h r is t  who wrote t h a t  B lak e 's  designs to  

B la i r 's  The Grave "form a  s tra n g e ly  s p i r i t u a l  commentary" on B l a i r 's

Unless o therw ise in d ic a te d , a l l  q u o ta tio n s  from B lak e 's  
w ritin g s  a re  from David V. Erdman's e d i t io n . The Poetry  and Prose o f 
William Blake ( I 965» r p t .  w ith r e v . New York: Doubleday, 1970).

2
L e tte r  to  Bernard B arton , May I 5 , 1824, The Works o f C harles 

and Mary Lamb, ed. E. V. Lucas, VII (London; Methuen, I 905)» 643.



"somewhat m a t te r -o f - f a c t  hom ily."3 Among more re c e n t c r i t i c s  who have 

expressed  an awareness o f B lak e 's  c r i t i c a l  p ro p en sity  a re  Northrop Frye 

and Joseph W ittre ic h . Northrop Frye has no ted  th a t  B la k e 's  " c h ie f  

i n t e r e s t  in  w ritin g  p asses  from c re a tio n  to  c r i t ic is m ."  And Joseph 

W ittre ic h  rem arks on th e  v a r ie ty  o f B lak e 's  "canon of c r i t ic is m ,"  a  

canon th a t  in c lu d es  bo th  " w ritte n  commentaries" and " i l l u s t r a t io n s  to  

an a r ra y  o f p o e ts .

B lak e 's  canon o f c r i t ic is m  i s ,  in  f a c t ,  ex ten siv e  and v a r ie d . 

I t  ex tends from h is  one document o f p rose  c r i t ic is m  on a  s p e c if ic  

w r i te r ,  t h a t  p o r tio n  o f  A D esc rip tiv e  Catalogue which comments on h is  

own i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f C haucer's  Canterbury p ilg rim s  and on C haucer's  

work; to  a  s e r ie s  o f c r i t i c a l  comments in  h is  l e t t e r s ,  in  h is  Notebook, 

and in  th e  m argins o f th e  work of o th er w r i te r s ;  to  h is  own p o e tic  and 

p ro p h e tic  works, n o tab ly  M ilton , The Book o f T hel, and The Ghost o f 

A bel; and to  th e  hundreds o f i l l u s t r a t i o n s  he d id  fo r  th e  works o f 

o th e rs , in c lu d in g  th e  B ib le , D ante, V irg il ,  and a  la rg e  number o f 

E nglish  w r i te r s  o f p rose  and p o e try .

I t  i s  the purpose of t h i s  study to  review  B la k e 's  c r i t ic is m  

of th e  E n g lish  p o e ts  in  order to  show th a t  th e  un ify ing  elem ent o f h is

^ L ife  o f W illiam B lake, I  (London, I 88O; r p t .  Totowa, N .J . :  
Bowman and L i t t l e f i e l d ,  1973}» 269 .

^  F ea rfu l Symmetry: A Study of W illiam Blake (19^7; r p t .  
P rin ce to n : P rin ce to n  Univ. P re s s , I 969) ,  p . 4-14.

^ Angel o f Apocalypse: B lak e 's  Id ea  o f M ilton (Madison: Univ. 
o f W isconsin P re ss , 1975)» P* 76.



c r i t ic is m  i s  h is  c o n s is te n t  concern w ith m easuring th e  work o f o th er 

w r i te rs  a g a in s t  h i s  own a rc h e ty p a l myth. T his myth i s  la rg e ly  con

cerned w ith  th e  c r e a t iv e  fu n c tio n —in c lu d in g  th e  r a t io n a l  and em otional, 

sensory  and in tu i t i v e  f a c u l t ie s — of the  human mind. This i s  n o t to  say 

th a t  B la k e 's  a rc h e ty p a l c r i t ic is m  extends only  to  th e  work o f the 

E nglish  p o e ts , b u t th e  study must have bo u n d aries. Hence I  am om itting  

h is  c r i t ic i s m  o f E n g lish  p rose  w r i te r s ,  an a r e a  f e r t i l e  f o r  in v e s tig a 

t io n ;  h i s  c r i t ic i s m  o f th e  non-English  w r i te r s ,  in c lu d in g  th e  C la s s ic s ; 

and t h a t  im portan t body o f h is  work, h is  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  th e  B ib le . 

Furtherm ore, in  th e  i n t e r e s t  o f u n ity  and o rg a n iz a tio n , I  am dealing  

w ith th e  to p ic  o f B la k e 's  c r i t ic is m  of the  E n g lish  p o e ts , f o r  th e  most 

p a r t ,  in  term s o f  th e  p o e ts ' g en e ra l chronology, in  s p i t e  o f  my aware

ness t h a t  th i s  does n o t r e p re s e n t th e  o rder in  which Blake approached 

t h e i r  work. N ev e rth e le ss , I  f e e l  j u s t i f i e d  in  th i s  approach because o f 

B la k e 's  g e n e ra l co n s is ten cy  in  h is  own system .^

B la k e 's  c r i t ic is m  o f Chaucer, which la rg e ly  c o n s is ts  o f an 

i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f th e  C anterbury p ilg rim s  execu ted  between I 806 and I 809 

and h i s  s h o r t  d e s c r ip t iv e  commentary on th e  i l l u s t r a t i o n  in  th e  d e sc rip 

t iv e  ca ta lo g u e  f o r  h is  I 809 e x h ib it io n , has re c e iv e d  l i t t l e  extended 

c r i t i c a l  a t t e n t io n .  N orthrop Frye has n o ted  B la k e 's  "m aste rly

N orthrop F rye, in  F e a rfu l Symmetry (p . I 3 ) ,  w r i te s :  "His
p r in c ip le s  he h e ld  w ith  bulldog te n a c ity  a l l  h is  l i f e .  The ly r ic s  o f 
h is  ad o lescen ce , th e  p rophecies o f h is  m iddle p e rio d , th e  comments 
which b l i s t e r  th e  m argins o f books he read  on a  sickbed  a t  seventy , a re  
alm ost id e n t ic a l  in  o u tlo o k ."



a n a ly s is"  o f the Canterbury T a le s ,^  and S. F o s te r  Damon devotes a  f u l l  

page o f h is  D ic tio n ary  to  a  d iscu ss io n  o f B la k e 's  opinion o f  Chaucer
g

and h is  d e lin e a tio n  o f th e  p ilg rim s . In  a d d it io n , two s ig n if ic a n t  

monographs e x i s t ,  one w r i tte n  by K arl K ir a l is  in  I 969 and one by Warren
Q

Stevenson in  1977. K arl K i r a l i s ' p e rc ep tiv e  and thought-provoking 

a r t i c l e  d isc u sse s  B la k e 's  c r i t ic is m  o f Chaucer w ith  emphasis on the 

s ig n if ic a n c e  o f B la k e 's  placem ent o f th e  p ilg rim s  in  the i l l u s t r a t i o n .  

K ir a l is  in tro d u ce s  th e  q u es tio n  o f th e  r e l ig io u s  d iffe re n c e s  o f Blake 

and Chaucer—B la k e 's  b e l i e f  in  an in te r n a l  God a s  opposed to  C haucer's 

more orthodox r e l ig io u s  b e l i e f —and bequeaths " h is  c o n tra d ic to ry  views 

a s  a  sch o la r hoping to  he lp  th e  n ex t p ilg rim  on the  t o p i c . T h e  

challenge  i s  met by Warren Stevenson who, in  h is  d e ta ile d  observ a tio n s  

on the i l l u s t r a t i o n ,  d isc u sse s  th e  su b tly  i ro n ic  ren d erin g  o f  the 

p ilg rim s  in  such a  way a s  to  express B lak e 's  "keen sense o f paradox. 

Following K ir a l is  and Stevenson, I  venture an o th e r s tep  on the

^ F e a rfu l Symmetry, p . 3I 8 .
g

A Blake D ic tio n ary ; The Id eas  and Symbols o f W illiam Blake 
(Providence; Brown Univ. P re ss , I 963) .

Q
K arl K ir a l is ,  "W illiam Blake a s  an I n te l l e c tu a l  and 

S p i r i tu a l  Guide to  C haucer's  Canterbury P ilg r im s ."  Blake S tu d ie s , 1 
(1969) ,  139-90; and Warren S tevenson, " In te rp re t in g  B la k e 's  Canterbury 
P ilg rim s ." Colby l ib r a r y  Q u a rte r ly , I 3 (1977;, 115-26.

10 "W illiam Blake as  an I n te l l e c tu a l  and S p i r i tu a l  Guide to  
C haucer's  Canterbury P ilg rim s ." p . I 5 6 .

" In te rp re t in g  B lak e 's  Canterbury P ilg r im s , p . 123.



pilgrim age to  show th a t  Blake a s  c r i t i c  was measuring the c h a ra c te rs  of 

C haucer's  Canterbury T ales a g a in s t h is  own a rch e ty p a l myth, and th a t  

though th e i r  p h ilo so p h ies  may a t  f i r s t  appear in  c o n f l ic t ,  a  c lo se r  

s tudy  o f t h e i r  work re v e a ls  an underly ing  and re c o n c ilin g  iro n y .

B la k e 's  c r i t ic is m  o f the  Renaissance p o e ts  d ea ls  alm ost 

ex c lu s iv e ly  w ith Spenser, Shakespeare, and M ilton . Here, because an 

exp lanation  of B la k e 's  trea tm en t o f S hakespeare 's  f a i r i e s  seems to  

c l a r i f y  some a sp e c ts  o f h is  c r i t ic is m  o f Spenser, I  have d ev ia ted  from 

the p o e ts ' chronology and t r e a te d  Shakespeare p r io r  to  Spenser.

B lak e 's  c r i t ic is m  o f Shakespeare c o n s is ts  in  a  s e r ie s  o f 

v e rb a l echoes, a l lu s io n s ,  and comments and in  some tw en ty -eigh t i l l u s 

t r a t io n s  which can be lin k ed  e i th e r  w ith  Shakespeare h im se lf or w ith  

v a rio u s  o f th e  p la y s . In  a d d itio n  to  th e  page Damon devotes to  B lak e 's

c r i t ic is m  o f Shakespeare in  A Blake D ic tio n a ry , I  have found "B lak e 's

12Shakespeare" by W. Moelwyn Merchant to  be h e lp fu l.  Merchant id e n t i 

f i e s  th e  r e la t io n s h ip  between v a rio u s  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  and th e  p lay s , 

b u t where he no tes  th e  la ck  of u n ity , o f " s in g le  d ire c t io n  or te c h n i

c a l  form in  B lak e 's  works which a re  derived  from Shakespeare,"^^ I  

have t r i e d  to  show th a t  a  u n ify in g  note can be found in  th a t  a  number 

o f th e  Shakespeare i l l u s t r a t i o n s  re v e a l B lak e 's  re co g n itio n  of the

12 The V isionary  Hand; Essays fo r  the  Study o f  B la k e 's  A rt and 
A e s th e tic s , ed. R obert N. E ssick  { lo s  Angeles: Hennessey~& In g a lls ,  
1973)» PP« 232- 5 2 ; r e p r in te d  from A pollo , n . s .  79 (1964), 318-24.

"B lak e 's  Shakespeare," p . 235*



a rch e ty p a l fu n c tio n  o f S hakespeare 's  f a i r i e s .  The f a i r i e s  Blake i n t e r 

p re te d  a s  re p re s e n ta tiv e  o f psycho log ica l s ta t e s ,  and h is  freq u en t use 

o f f a i r i e s  and r e la te d  m o tifs  in  th e  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  in d ic a te s  th a t ,  

though he may have o b jec ted  to  S hakespeare 's  concern w ith  war in  th e  

h is to ry  p lay s—re v e a le d  in  h is  v e rb a l l in k in g  of Homer and Shakespeare— 

he ap p re c ia ted  Shakespeare, n e v e r th e le ss , a s  a  m aster o f c h a rac te r  

p o r tra y a l.

Not u n re la te d  to  B la k e 's  a p p re c ia tio n  of th e  a rch e ty p a l

s ig n if ic a n c e  of f a i r i e s  and t h e i r  r e la t io n s h ip  to  c h a ra c te r  p o r tra y a l

in  Chaucer and Shakespeare was h is  a p p re c ia tio n  o f th e  a lle g o ry  of

S p e n se r 's  F ae rie  Queene. But B la k e 's  c r i t ic is m  of S penser, c o n s is tin g

m ostly in  h is  p o r t r a i t s  o f Spenser—Design 12 to  G ray 's  "The Bard" and

th e  Head o f Spenser executed fo r  Hayley—and h is  la rg e  tempera The

C haracters in  S p en se r 's  F aerie  Queene, i s  double-edged. On th e  one

hand, Blake sees S p e n se r 's  shortcom ings, which include th e  re p re s s iv e

asp ec ts  o f h is  c lo se  a s so c ia tio n  w ith  the  monarchy, b u t more im p o rtan tly

he reco g n izes  in  Spenser g lim pses o f h is  own fo u rfo ld  a rch e ty p a l v is io n .

Northrop Frye and Harold Bloom have both recogn ized  th i s  a f f i n i t y
1^between Blake and Spenser. In  a d d itio n , S. F o s te r  Damon devotes two 

pages in  h is  D ic tio n ary  to  B la k e 's  c r i t ic is m  o f  Spenser and to  

d esc rib in g  and id e n tify in g  the  c h a ra c te rs  o f th e  la rg e  F a e r ie  Queene

Frye, F e a rfu l Symmetry, pp. 142-4-3; Bloom, The V isionary 
Comnany; A Reading o f E nglish  Romantic P o e try , re v . ed . ( I th a c a ; C ornell 
Univ. P re ss , 1971), pp. 23-24.



i l l u s t r a t i o n .  This i l l u s t r a t i o n ,  which has been dated  by S i r  G eoffrey 

Keynes as  c a . I 815 and by M artin B u tlin  and John G rant a s  c a . 1825»^"^ 

has been the su b je c t c f  an in te n s iv e  study by John G rant and R obert 

Brown, who have attem pted  to  id e n t i fy  i t s  every  c h a ra c te r  and m o tif, 

a t  th e  same time in te r je c t in g  t h e i r  own v a lu ab le  in te rp r e ta t io n s  in  

key a re a s .  I h e i r  a r t i c l e ,  "B la k e 's  V ision o f S p en se r's  F a e r ie  Queene;

A R eport and an Anatomy," and Damon's a n a ly s is  have provided th e  foun

d a tio n  fo r  my f u r th e r  sp ecu la tio n  about th e  s ig n if ic a n c e  o f the 

p a in tin g  as  an in d ic a tio n  o f B la k e 's  id ea  o f Spenser.

L i t t l e  c r i t i c a l  commentary i s  a v a ila b le  on B la k e 's  c r i t ic is m  

o f Chaucer, Shakespeare, and S penser, b u t th e  commentary on Blake and 

M ilton i s  abundant. This c r i t ic is m  seems to  follow  two g en era l avenues 

of thought—one, th a t  Blake thought M ilto n 's  v is io n  l im ite d  and sought 

to  r e v is e  or expand i t ; ^ ^  the o th e r , th a t  though Blake saw some f a u l t

John E. G rant and R obert E. Brown, "B lak e 's  V ision o f 
S p e n se r 's  F ae rie  Queene; A R eport and an Anatomy," Blake N ew sle tte r ,
8 (W inter 1974-75), j6 .

See, f o r  example, Jean  H. H agstrim , William Blake; P oet and 
P a in te r ;  An In tro d u c tio n  to  th e  I llu m in a ted  Verse (Chicago; Univ. o f 
Chicago P re ss , 1964), pp. 123-^^; S . F o s te r  Damon, "Blake and M ilton ,"  
The D ivine V ision; S tu d ies  in  th e  P oetry  and A rt of W illiam B l ^ e , ed . 
Vivian de S o la  P in to  (New York; H askell Housej I 968) ,  pp. 8 9 - 9 6 ;Harold 
Bloom, B lak e 's  Apocalypse; A Study in  P o e tic  Argument ( I 963 ; r p t .
I th a c a ; C ornell U niv .^Press, 1970), p . 80; Northrop F rye, F e a rfu l Sym
m etry . p . 346; Iren e  T ay le r, B lak e 's  I l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  the  Poems of 
Gray (P rin ce to n ; P rin ce to n  Univ. P re ss , 1971), p . 10; Ben Jo n es, "Blake 
on Gray; O u tlin es o f R ecogn ition ,"  F e a rfu l Joy; Papers from th e  Thomas 
Gray B icentenary  Conference a t  C arle ton  U n iv e rs ity , ed. James Downey and 
Ben Jones (London; M cGill-Queen's Univ. P re ss , 1974), p . 129; and 
W. J .  T. M itch e ll, B lak e 's  Composite A rt; A Study o f the I llu m in a ted  
P oetry  (P rin ce to n ; P rin ce to n  Univ. P re ss , 1978), pp. I l4 - 2 l .



in  M ilton ’s  e a r ly  work, he grew to  a p p re c ia te  the  l a t e r  M ilton a s  a  

tru e  p o e t-p ro p h e t and th a t  i t  was h is  in te n t io n  to  c e le b ra te  or apothe

o size  M ilton  a s  such .^^  The ample c r i t i c a l  response to  B lak e 's  id e a  of 

M ilton i s  n o t s u rp r is in g  in  view o f M ilto n 's  ex ten siv e  in flu en ce  on 

B lak e 's  work. Whether in  c o r re c tio n  or in  c e le b ra t io n , B lak e 's  c r i t i 

cism o f M ilton extends throughout every p e rio d  and f a c e t  o f h is  own 

c a re e r .  M ilto n 's  in flu en ce  i s  ev id en t in  the  P o e tic a l  Sketches. The 

epic-prophecy M ilton  i s  an o v e r t c r i t ic is m  o f th e  g re a t  p o e t. And 

B la k e 's  c r i t ic is m  i s  fu r th e r  ev id en t in  h is  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  and p o r t r a i t s  

o f M ilton , in  h is  numerous i l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  many o f  M ilto n 's  works, in  

h is  e x p l i c i t  c r i t iq u e  of M ilton in  The M arriage o f  Heaven and H e l l , and 

in  th e  p a r a l l e l s  th a t  can be drawn between alm ost every major work o f 

B lake’ s  and a  corresponding work o f M ilto n 's .  What becomes c le a r ly  

ev id en t from a  review  o f B la k e 's  c r i t ic is m  of M ilton  i s  th a t  i t  focuses 

on two fundam ental a rchetypes in h e re n t in  th e  v is io n  o f both  p o e ts : 

the  a rche type  o f th e  F a l l  and th e  archetype o f Atonement. With reg a rd  

to  th e  F a l l ,  Blake seems e i th e r  to  have s e r io u s ly  d isag reed  with 

M ilto n 's  concept o r a t  l e a s t  to  have seen i t  as  needing c l a r i f i c a t io n  

because i t  was concealed by h is  n a r ra tiv e  technique and re l ig io u s  

orthodoxy. But i t  i s  ev id en t from B lak e 's  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  P arad ise

17 See Joseph W ittre ic h ’s  Angel o f  A pocalypse, passim , b u t 
p a r t ic u la r ly  pp. 39-^3» and Stephen B eh ren d t's  "B rig h t P ilgrim age; 
W illiam B la k e 's  Designs fo r  L*A llegro and I I  P enseroso ,"  M ilton S tu d ie s , 
V III , ed . James D. Simmonds (P ittsb u rg h : Univ. o f P ittsb u rg h  P re s s ,
1975), 123-4-7.
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Regained th a t  he came to  see th a t  M ilto n 's  concep t of Atonement was in  

harmony w ith  h is  own, which r e je c te d  th e  c ru c if ix io n  concept in  favor 

o f a  le s s  avenging mode th a t  focused on love and fo rg iv en ess  and a t -  

one-ment w ith  the  God w ith in .

B lak e 's  c r i t i c a l  a t t i tu d e  toward the  e ig h teen th  cen tu ry  was 

g e n e ra lly  one o f re a c t io n . He re a c te d  a g a in s t  th e  Deism and N eoclassi

cism o f Dryden, Pope, and Johnson. And although he f e l t  an a f f i n i t y  

w ith  the  p rim itiv ism  o f Macpherson and C h a tte rto n , he o b jec ted  to  the  

morbid fa s c in a t io n  w ith death  d isp lay ed  by the  graveyard p o e ts  Young, 

Gray, and B la ir .

Again, I  have v io la te d  the p o e ts ' chronology. I  have tre a te d  

f i r s t  the n e o c la s s ic a l  p o e ts  and then  the p o e ts  o f the  c u l t  o f s e n s i

b i l i t y .  This meant th a t  Goldsmith and Johnson, whom Blake mentions 

b r ie f ly ,  had to  be grouped w ith  Dryden and Pope and befo re  them sin ce  

th e  emphasis o f  B la k e 's  c r i t ic is m  f a l l s  more h eav ily  on Dryden and Pope. 

S im ila r ly , I  have t r i e d  to  t r e a t  th e  po e ts  o f th e  c u l t  o f s e n s ib i l i ty  

in  the o rder o f  B lak e 's  c r i t i c a l  em phasis. The graveyard p o e ts ,  who 

a t t r a c te d  more c r i t i c a l  a t te n t io n ,  I  have p laced  l a s t  and in  th e  order 

in  which Blake seems to  have i l l u s t r a t e d  t h e i r  poems.

B la k e 's  c r i t ic is m  o f Edward Young inc luded  some 537 i l l u s t r a 

t io n s  of N ight Thoughts. Not a l l  o f th e  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  were pub lished  

during  B la k e 's  l i f e t im e ,  b u t those  t h a t  were have been e d ite d  by Robert 

E ssick  and Jen ijo y  La B elle  in  N ight Thoughts o r the  Complaint and the



Consolat i o n . The in tro d u c tio n  and commentary to  t h i s  te x t  have been

valuab le  to  th i s  study  as  has been S ir  G eoffrey K eynes's in tro d u c to ry

essay and rep roduction  of th i r ty - f iv e  o f the i l l u s t r a t i o n s  in  h is

I l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  Yoimg* s N ight Thoughts Done in  W ater-Colour by William 
19B lake. In  a d d itio n , I  have r e l ie d  on John G ra n t 's  id e n t i f ic a t io n  of

the  f ig u re s  in  some o f the  designs in  h is  a r t i c l e  "Envisioning the

F i r s t  N ight Thoughts." and Thomas H e lm stad te r 's  "Blake and the Age

o f  Reason: S pectres  in  th e  N ight Thoughts" has provided in s ig h t  in to

21B la k e 's  r e a c t io n  to  Young's r e l ig io n  o f reason . With the help  o f 

E ss ick  and La B e lle , Keynes, G rant, H elm stadter, and o th e rs , I  have 

a ttem pted  to  show th a t  B la k e 's  in te n t io n  was to  rescu e  Young's poem 

from the  obscuring clouds o f r e l ig io u s  orthodoxy and preoccupation  with 

th e  morbid a sp ec ts  o f d ea th .

B lak e 's  c r i t ic is m  o f Gray was s im ila r  to  h is  c r i t ic is m  of 

Young. Again, I  have t r i e d  to  show th a t  Blake in tended , in  the  l l 6  

designs he executed to  i l l u s t r a t e  th i r te e n  o f G ray 's  poems, to  re v ise

18 N ight Thoughts o r the Complaint and th e  C onso lation , I l l u s 
t r a te d  by W illiam Blake, Text by Edward Young (New York: Dover, 1975)*

19 I l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  Young's N ight Thoughts Done in  Water- 
Colour by W illiam Blake (Cambridge: Harvard Univ. P re ss . 192?)~.

"E nvisioning th e  F i r s t  N ight Thoughts," B l u e 's  V isionary 
Forms D ram atic, ed. David V. Erdman and John E. G rant (E rinceton : 
P rin ce to n  Univ. P ress , 1970), pp. 30^-35*

21 "Blake and the Age of Reason: S p ec tres  in  th e  N ight 
Thoughts." Blake S tu d ie s . 5  (1973), 105-39.
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G ray 's  l im ite d  v is io n , a  v is io n  which focused to o  much on th e  m orbidity  

o f death  and too l i t t l e  on Atonement. Two s e ts  o f the  designs a re  

r e a d ily  a v a i la b le :  one by S i r  G eoffrey Keynes, w ith  h is  e x c e lle n t 

in te rp r e t iv e  in tro d u c tio n , William B la k e 's  W ater-Colour Designs fo r  

th e  Poems o f  Thomas Gray; th e  second, Iren e  T a y le r 's  B la k e 's  I l l u s 

t r a t io n s  to  the  Poems o f Gray. I k y le r 's  work, which reproduces a l l  of 

th e  Gray d es ig n s , in c lu d es  some l60  pages o f p e rcep tiv e  commentary and 

in te rp r e ta t io n .  The commentary of T ay le r and Keynes I  have used f re e ly  

to  show t h a t  B lak e 's  c r i t ic is m  o f  Gray was d ire c te d  toward expanding 

a v is io n  th a t  had dw elt too  long on th e  theme o f " th e  ra c e  o f man" 

coming f in a l l y  " in  d u s t to  r e s t ." ^ ^

The su b je c t o f B la k e 's  th i r d  major work o f c r i t i c a l  i l l u s t r a 

t io n  o f e ig h te en th -c en tu ry  po e ts  was R obert B l a i r 's  The Grave. Again 

Blake o b jec ted  to  a  morbid fa s c in a tio n  w ith d ea th  and sought to  expand 

upon B l a i r 's  themes Ty making h is  re a d e r  aware o f the  lacunae between 

B la i r 's  t e x t  and h is  own d esig n . The Brown U n iv e rs ity  P ress  e d it io n  of 

B la k e 's  d e s ig n s , B lak e 's  Grave: A P ro p h e tic  Book ( 1963) ,  w ith  i t s  com

m entary Ty S . F o ste r  Damon, has been va luab le  in  help ing  to  e s ta b lis h  

th e  e s s e n t ia l  c o n tra d ic tio n  between B la i r 's  orthodox, m a te r ia l i s t ic

22 W illiam B la k e 's  W ater-Colour Designs f o r  the Poems of 
Thomas Gray (London: Eyre Methuen, 1972).

Thomas Gray, "Ode on the  Spring" ( l l .  3 2 , 4 o ) , B lak e 's  
I l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  the Poems o f Gray. A ll q u o ta tio n s  from G ray 's  poems 
a re  from t h i s  e d i t io n .
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in te rp r e ta t io n  o f death  and r e s u r re c tio n  and B la k e 's  o p tim is tic  v is io n  

o f Atonement.

B la k e 's  c r i t ic is m  o f n in e te en th -c e n tu ry  poets  d e a ls  w ith  two 

o f th e  p o e ts  o f  the Romantic e ra—Wordsworth and Byron. And h is  quar

r e l  w ith bo th  of them d e a ls  w ith t h e i r  p reoccupation  w ith  what Blake 

considered  th e  g en era tiv e  le v e l  o f  e x is te n c e .

B la k e 's  c r i t ic is m  o f Wordsworth c o n s is ts  in  h is  m arg in a lia  to  

the  1815 e d i t io n  o f  W ordsworth's Poems and in  some an n o ta tio n s  to  a  

t r a n s c r ip t  he made in  I 826 o f  p a r t  o f th e  P reface  and 107 l in e s  from 

The R ec lu se . W ordsworth's concern w ith  e x te rn a l n a tu re , h is  p ro je c 

t io n  o f  h is  own fe e l in g s  in to  n a tu ra l  o b je c ts ,  in s te a d  o f s u b je c tiv e ly  

p e rc e iv in g  th e  d iv in e  elem ent w ith in  h im se lf , and h is  r e l ia n c e  on 

memory, B lake saw as a  hindrance to  th e  s p i r i t u a l  o r  c r e a t iv e  l i f e .

B lak e 's  c r i t ic is m  o f Byron c o n s is ts  in  h is  s h o r t  tw o-p la te

engraved drama. The Ghost o f A bel, which se rv e s  a s  a  c r i t i c a l  f in a l

scene f o r  B yron 's Cain, A Mystt-ry. Truman Guy S te f f a n 's  Lord B yron 's 

2*5Cain and L e s lie  iknnenbaum's "Lord Byron in  th e  W ilderness; B ib l ic a l  

T ra d itio n  in  B yron 's Cain and B lak e 's  The Ghost o f Abel"^^ have been 

u s e fu l in  lead in g  me to  conclude th a t  Blake was sym pathetic w ith

See Erdman, The P oetry  and Prose o f W illiam B lake, pp.
65^ -5 6 .

Lord B yron 's Cain (A ustin ; Univ. o f  Texas P re ss , I 968) .

"Lord Byron in  the  W ilderness: B ib l ic a l  T ra d itio n  in  B yron 's 
Cain and B la k e 's  The Ghost o f  Abel," Modern P h ilo lo g y . 72 (1975)» 350-64.
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B yron 's unorthodoxy and h is  r e f u s a l  to  accep t th e  c ru c if ix io n  a s  a  mode 

o f  Atonement. But B lake was dismayed w ith B yron 's p reoccupation  w ith  

death  and h is  f a i lu r e  to  p rov ide a  p o s it iv e  mode o f Atonement in  p lace  

o f the c ru c if ix io n  he d e n ie s . Hence Blake ex tends B yron 's drama to  

provide h i s  own concep t o f  Atonement, Atonement through love and f o r 

g iv en ess .

Prom Chaucer to  Byron, B la k e 's  concern i s  w ith th e  measurement 

o f each p o e t 's  v is io n  a g a in s t  h is  own a rc h e ty p a l system , a  system keyed 

to  the development o f  th e  c re a t iv e  f a c u lty  o f th e  human mind. In  the 

p o e try  o f  th e se  men he looked f o r  a rch e ty p es, rep ea ted  m o tifs  and 

images which c a rry  messages r e f le c t in g  v a rio u s  modes o f consciousness 

o r le v e ls  o f  v is io n . Although the same p a t te rn s  and concepts can apply  

in  th e  e x te rn a l  world and, a s  David Erdman has shown, have th e i r  p o l i t i 

c a l  r e f e r e n t s , ^  B la k e 's  f i r s t  concern i s  w ith  th e i r  o r ig in s  in  the  

human mind. In  Jerusalem , f o r  example, he w r ite s ;

For a l l  a re  Men in  E te rn i ty .  R ivers  Mountains C i t ie s  V illa g e s , 
A ll a re  Human & when you e n te r  in to  t h e i r  Bosoms you walk 
In  Heavens & E a rth s  ; a s  in  your own Bosom you bear your Heaven 
And E a r th , & a l l  you behold , tho i t  appears Without i t  i s  W ithin 
In  your Im ag ina tion  o f which th i s  World o f  M o rta lity  i s  b u t a  

Shadow.
(71:15-19)

The human in d iv id u a l,  then , i s  what he beho lds. A ll t h a t  he se e s .

27 Blake: P rophet A gainst Empire: A P o e t 's  I n te rp r e ta t io n  o f 
th e  H is to ry  o f His Own Times, r e v , edi (Hew York: Doubleday, I 969) .
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" th o  i t  appears W ithout . . .  i s  W ithin ." As he observes l i f e ,  so  he 

h im se lf  i s .  His w orld, in  o th e r  words, depends upon th e  s ta t e  o f  h is  

v is io n .

S ta te s  o r le v e ls  o f v is io n  form th e  p r in c ip a l  a rche types o f 

B lake’s  system , each s ta te  co n ta in in g  i t s  a p p ro p ria te  images or sub

a rch e ty p es . These fo u r  p r in c ip a l  le v e ls  o f  v is io n  Blake c a l l s  Eden, 

Beulah, G eneration , and U lro .

The low est le v e l  o f  v is io n  fo r  B lake i s  th a t  o f  U lro . This i s  

th e  le v e l  o f "S in g le  v is io n  & Newton's s leep "  (p . 693)» I t  i s  a  s ta te  

o f  s e lf -c e n te re d  d e lu sio n , th e  low est s t a t e  a t  which th e  human so u l can 

e x i s t ,  a  s ta te  o f  m ental chaos. I t s  c h ie f  in h a b ita n t  i s  U rizen, who 

sym bolizes fo r  Blake the  r a t io n a l  p r in c ip le  o f the  mind, U rizen o r 

reaso n  u n in h ib ited  or u n q u a lif ied  by h is  co n tra ry  Ore, who re p re s e n ts  

energy or em otion. B la k e 's  d e sc r ip tio n s  o f  U lro in  M ilton and 

Jerusalem  a re  h e lp fu l  in  t h a t  they  provide a  landscape from which to  

draw images and symbols used throughout h i s  c r i t i c a l  canon. In  M ilton 

Blake w rite s ;

I  a lso  sto o d  in  Sata n s  bosom & beheld  i t s  d e so la tio n s!
A ru in d  Man: a  ru in d  b u ild in g  of God n o t made w ith  hands;
I t s  p la in s  o f burning sand, i t s  m ountains o f marble t e r r i b l e :  
I t s  p i t s  & d e c l iv i t i e s  flow ing w ith  m olten ore & fo u n ta in s  
Of p itc h  & n i t r e :  i t s  ru in d  p a laces  & c i t i e s  & mighty works ; 
I t s  fu rn aces  o f a f f l i c t i o n  in  which h i s  Angels & Emanations 
Labour w ith  blackend v isag es  among i t s  stupendous ru in s  
Arches & pyramids & porches colonades & domes:
In  which dw ells  M ystery Babylon, here  i s  her s e c r e t  p lace
From hence she comes f o r th  on the Churches in  d e l ig h t
Here i s  h e r  Cup f i l l d  w ith  i t s  p o iso n s , in  th e se  h o rr id  v a le s
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And here h e r  s c a r le t  V eil woven in  p e s tile n c e  & war;
Here i s  Jerusalem  bound in  chains, in  the  Dens o f Babylon,

(38:15-27)

E qually  d ire  i s  the  d e sc r ip tio n  in  Jerusalem :

The land  o f darkness flamed bu t no l i g h t ,  & no repose:
The land  o f snows o f trem bling , & o f i ro n  h a i l  in c e ssan t:
The land  of earthquakes : and th e  land  o f woven la b y r in th s :
The land  of sn ares  & tra p s  & wheels & p i t - f a l l s  & d ire  m ills :
The Voids, the S o lid s , & the  land  o f clouds & reg io n s  of w aters : 
With th e i r  in h a b ita n ts :  in  the Twenty-Seven Heavens beneath Beulah; 
S e lf- r ig h te o u sn e ss  conglom erating a g a in s t  the Divine V ision;

(13:46-52)

Ihe iconography of such a  se lf-c o n sc io u s , r a t io n a l  p e rsp ec tiv e  i s  th a t  

o f  th e  c ro ss  th a t  sym bolizes a  U rizen ic  r e l ig io n ,  o f d e so la tio n  and 

r u in ,  o f  burning sand and "reg io n s  o f w a te rs ,"  o f poison cups, of 

la b y r in th s , o f sn ares  and tra p s  and pyramids and s c a r le t  v e i l s .  Those 

who s le e p  in  U lro a re  those  who doubt and d esp a ir and impute s in  and 

rig h teo u sn ess  (Jerusalem  25:15-18).

The n ex t le v e l  of v is io n  i s  th a t  o f G eneration, the world o f  

Experience and tw ofold v is io n , the  s u b je c t-o b je c t world th a t  involves 

th e  human re la t io n s h ip  w ith  e x te rn a l n a tu re . One o f B la k e 's  ra re  de

s c r ip t io n s  of n a tu re  i s  to  be found in  M ilton as  he d e sc rib e s  the exper

ience o f  th e  in d iv id u a l in  the  g en era tiv e  s ta t e :

Thou s e e s t  the gorgeous c lo th ed  F lie s  th a t  dance & s p o rt  in  summer 
Upon th e  sunny brooks & meadows: every one the dance 
Knows in  i t s  i n t r i c a t e  mazes o f d e lig h t a r t f u l  to  weave:
Each one to  sound h is  in strum ents o f music in  the  dance.
To touch each o th e r  & re c e d e ; to  c ro ss  & change & re tu rn  
These a re  the C hildren  of Los; thou s e e s t  the Trees on mountains
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The wind blows heavy, loud they  thunder th ro ' th e  darksom sky 
U tte rin g  p rophecies & speaking in s t r u c t iv e  words to  the sons 
Of men: These a re  the  Sons o f Los! These the  V isions of E te rn ity  
But we see only as  i t  were the  hem of t h e i r  garm ents 
When w ith our vegetab le  eyes we view th e se  wond'rous v is io n s .

( 26 : 2- 12)

The world o f G eneration i s  a lso  t h a t  o f th e  "Oak /  Of Weeping & the 

Palm of S uffering" (Jerusalem  39:3-^)  th e  "P lace /  Of Redemption & 

of awaking again  in to  E te rn ity "  (Jerusalem  59s8 -9 ). The in h a b ita n ts  o f 

G eneration a re  Ore, who re p re se n ts  th e  emotions and energy, the  s p i r i t  

of re v o lu tio n , and th e  n a tu re  goddess Vala (Jerusalem  18:29-30), whose 

fu n c tio n  i t  i s  to  delude mankind " in to  b e lie v in g  n a tu r e 's  beauty  to  be 

the  only r e a l  b e a u t y . T h e  iconography o f G eneration i s  th a t  of 

growing, l iv in g  n a tu re  and o f v e ile d  women and se rp en ts .

B la k e 's  le v e l  o f th re e fo ld  v is io n  i s  c a lle d  Beulah. This i s  

a  world o f u n if ie d  innocence, o f dream and o f in s p ir a t io n ,  o f m aternal 

and m arried  lo v e . Blake d esc rib es  i t  in  M ilton as

a  p lace  where C o n tra r ie tie s  a re  eq u a lly  True 
This p lace  i s  c a l le d  Beulah, I t  i s  a  p le a sa n t lo v e ly  Shadow 
Where no d isp u te  can come. Because of those  who S leep .
In to  t h i s  p lace  th e  Sons & Daughters o f Ololon descended 
With solemn mourning, in to  Beulahs moony shades & h i l l s  
Weeping fo r  M ilton; mute wonder held  th e  D aughters o f Beulah 
Enraptured w ith  a f f e c t io n  sweet and m ild benevolence 
Beulah i s  evermore C reated around E te rn ity :  appearing 
To th e  In h a b ita n ts  o f  Eden, around them on a l l  s id e s .

?8 K arl K ir a l is ,  "B lak e 's  C ritic ism  o f M ilto n 's  L 'A lleg ro  and 
I I  Penseroso and o f I t s  A uthor," M ilton Reconsidered; Essays in  Honor 
o f A rthur E. B aker, ed. John K arl Franson (Salzburg ; I n s t i t u t  f u r  
Englische Sprache und L i te r a tu r ,  1976), p . 49.
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But Beulah to  i t s  In h a b ita n ts  appears w ith in  each d i s t r i c t  
As th e  beloved in fa n t  in  h is  m others bosom round in c irc le d  
With arms of love & p i ty  & sweet compassion. But to  
The Sons o f  Eden the  moony h a b ita tio n s  o f Beulah,
Are from G reat E te rn ity  a  m ild  & p le a s a n t R es t.

(30:1-14)

B eu lah 's  iconography in c lu d es  ex p ress io n s  o f love and compassion, the  

c h i ld  c rad led  in  th e  m o th er's  arms, and moony shades and h i l l s .  I t s  

c h ie f  in h a b ita n ts  a re  the  Daughters o f  In s p i r a t io n ,  B la k e 's  muses, and 

Tharmas, B lak e 's  r e p re s e n ta tiv e  o f th e  sen ses and th e  p h y sica l body. 

Tharmas i s  a  shepherd and i s  sometimes accompanied by h is  f lo c k s  (Four 

Zoas. IX, p . 138 , 1 . 33)* As an a r t i s t  he i s  a  p a in te r ,  and h is  p ro 

fe s s io n  i s  th a t  o f  Physic or Surgery (M ilton 27:55“^ ) »  in d ic a t in g  h is  

concern w ith  the  cure o f  th e  outward body.

Eden i s  B la k e 's  le v e l  o f fo u rfo ld  v is io n , th e  le v e l  o f

th e  Human Im agination  
Which i s  th e  D ivine Body o f th e  Lard Jesus . . .

(M ilto n : 3 :3 -4 )

This i s  the  le v e l  o f ap o ca ly p tic  v is io n , th e  le v e l  a t  which Atonement, 

at-one-m ent w ith  th e  God w ith in , i s  ach ieved . Los, th e  in h a b itin g  Zoa, 

i s  B lak e 's  re p re s e n ta tiv e  o f th e  human im ag ination . He i s  th e  S p i r i t  

o f  Prophecy and h i s  a r t  i s  P o etry  (Jerusalem  39 :28 -31 ). Blake 

d e sc rib e s  the  landscape o f Eden in  M ilto n ;

Suddenly around M ilton on my P a th , th e  S ta r ry  Seven 
Burnd te r r ib l e !  my P ath  became a  s o l id  f i r e ,  a s  b r ig h t  
As the  c le a r  Sun & M ilton s i l e n t  came down on my P a th . . .
And th e re  went f o r th  from th e  S ta rry  lim bs o f th e  Seven: Forms
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Human: w ith  Trumpets innum erable, sounding a r t i c u la t e  
As th e  Seven spake; and they stood  in  a  mighty Column of F ire

(39 :3 -9 )

In  Jerusalem  Blake d e sc r ib e s  h is  redeemed hero ine  in  shades o f  azu re , 

p u rp le , g o ld , and crim son:

I  see th y  Form 0 lo v e ly  m ild Jerusalem , Wingd w ith  Six Wings 
In  th e  opacous Bosom o f  the  S le e p e r , lo v e ly  T hree-fo ld  
In  Head & H eart & R eins th ree  U niverses o f love & beauty 
Thy fo reh ead  b r ig h t :  H oliness to  th e  Lord, w ith  Gates o f p e a r l  
R e f le c ts  E te rn i ty  beneath  thy azu re  wings o f fe a th e ry  down 
Ribbd d e l ic a te  & c lo th d  w ith fe a th e rd  go ld  & azure  & pu rp le  
Prom th y  w hite sh o u ld ers  shadowing, p u r i ty  in  h o lin ess!
Thence fe a th e rd  w ith  s o f t  crim son o f  th e  ruby b r ig h t  a s  f i r e  
Spreading in to  the  azu re  Wings which l ik e  a  canopy 
Bends over th y  im m ortal Head in  which E te rn i ty  dw ells 
A lbion beloved lan d  . . .

(36:1-10)

Flames and f i r e ,  trum pets and cherubim , th e  numbers seven and th re e  

c o n s t i tu te  th e  iconography o f  Eden, At t h i s  l e v e l  o f  v is io n , th e  

in d iv id u a l elem ents o f th e  mind, " th e  Four Z o a 's  who a re  th e  Four 

E te rn a l Senses o f Man" (Jerusalem  3 2 :3 1 ), come in to  fo cu s , and th e  

in d iv id u a l reco g n izes  h is  own D ivine Humanity. At t h i s  le v e l  th e  

c re a t iv e  f a c u l ty  works a t  i t s  f u l l e s t  to  c re a te  p ro p h e tic  a r t .  The 

in d iv id u a l has achieved th e  l ib e r ty  o f  bo th  body and mind n ecessary  to  

experience th e  E te rn a l w orld o f Im ag ination :

I  know o f  no o th e r C h r is t ia n i ty  and o f no o th e r Gospel th an  the 
l i b e r t y  bo th  o f  body & mind to  e x e rc ise  th e  D ivine A rts  o f 
Im ag ination  Im ag ina tion  the  r e a l  & e te r n a l  World o f which th i s  
V egetable U niverse i s  b u t a  f a i n t  shadow & in  which we s h a l l  l iv e  
in  our E te rn a l o r Im aginative B odies, when th ese  V egetable M ortal 
Bodies a re  no more. (Jerusalem  77)
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This, B la k e 's  concept o f  Atonement, d i f f e r s  from th e  orthodox, 

th e o lo g ic a l concept th a t  in te rp re te d  Atonement a s  a  p ro cess  o f exp ia

t io n ,  a s  th e  s a t i s f a c t io n  made ly  C h r is t  f o r  the s in s  o f  humanity. 

In s te a d , f o r  B lake, Atonement becomes th e  p roduct o r achievement o f 

r e c o n c i l ia t io n ,  th e  s e t t in g  a t  one, o r th e  a t-one-m en t, o f the  in d iv i 

dual w ith  God. For Blake Atonement i s  a p o ca ly p tic ; i t  i s  a  s ta t e  o f 

fo u rfo ld  v is io n  which r e s u l t s ,  a s  Joseph W ittre ic h  e x p la in s , from an

" ' in w ard -tu rn in g ' p rocess" th a t  "cu lm inates  in  apocalypse, in  th e

29achievem ent o f th e  h ig h e s t s ta t e  o f m ental freedom ."

What one f in d s  then  in  B lak e 's  le v e ls  of v is io n  a re  e s s e n t ia l ly  

fo u r  ways o f look ing  a t  human ex p erien ce . In  Ulxo where Reason, the 

U rizen ic  Zoa, i s  predom inant, l i f e  i s  a  s o l i p s i s t i c  h e l l .  G eneration  i s  

th e  o rd inary  w orld o f ex p erien ce , of s u b je c t-o b je c t  aw areness. The 

emotions a re  the  r u l in g  fa c u l ty  in  th e  g e n e ra tiv e  world o f  Ore. Beulah, 

governed by Tharmas, th e  sensory  and th e  u n ify in g  p r in c ip le ,  and by the 

Daughters o f In s p ir a t io n ,  i s  bo th  a  s ta t e  o f  o r ig in a l  Innocence and a  

s ta te  o f  in sp ire d  b l i s s .  In  Eden, reaso n , em otion, p e rce p tio n , and 

in s p ir a t io n  achieve a  balance which p erm its  the  c re a tiv e  a c t .  Eden, 

u n lik e  Beulah which i s  a  s ta te  o f  r e s t ,  i s  a  s t a t e  o f te n s io n  in  which 

th e  fo u r p r in c ip le s  o r Zoas e x e r t t h e i r  c o n tra ry  im pulses, reason  and 

energy, p e rcep tio n  and in s p i r a t io n ,  c re a tin g  in  th e  human being  the 

"Divine Body o f the  lo r d  Jesus" (Jerusalem  5 j59)*

29 Angel o f Apocalypse, p . 227.
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According to  B lake, th e  in d iv id u a l achieves p ro p h e tic  o r  fo u r

fo ld  v is io n , Atonement, ty  p ro g ressin g  from th e  Innocence o f Beulah 

through G eneration to  Eden. But t h i s  p ro g ress  cannot be achieved 

w ithout ten sio n  between c o n tr a r ie s ,  f o r

W ithout C o n tra r ie s  i s  no p ro g ress io n . A ttra c tio n  and R epulsion, 
Reason and Energy, Love and H ate, a re  necessary  to  Human 
e x is te n c e . (The M arriage of Heaven and H e ll. P I . 3)

Aided by th e  c o n tra r ie s ,  the in d iv id u a l p asses  or F a l ls  from the 

Innocence and u n ity  o f Beulah to  th e  s u b je c t-o b je c t world o f  Experience 

or G eneration and awareness of m o rta lity , o f  n a tu ra l l i f e  and d ea th .

The nex t s te p  in  the  p ro g ressio n  to  Eden i s  again  through a  Beulah 

s ta te  o f r e s t  and in s p ir a t io n ,  where the c o n tra r ie s  cease to  fu n c tio n , 

b u t from which the in d iv id u a l must soon p ro g ress  o r r i s k  s lip p in g  back

ward in to  the  h e l l  o f  U lro . From t h i s  second Beulah le v e l ,  th e  in d i

v idual p ro g resses  to  th e  fo u rfo ld , p ro p h e tic  s ta te  of Eden wherein, 

through love and fo rg iv en ess , a  sense o f at-one-m ent i s  achieved.

A gainst t h i s  system o f p ro g ressio n  towards a  c re a t iv e ,  fo u rfo ld  

v is io n  Blake measures the  a r t  o f th e  E ng lish  p o e ts . Chaucer and 

Shakespeare he reco g n izes  as m asters o f c h a ra c te r  p o r tra y a l .  In  

C haucer's c h a ra c te rs  Blake p e rce iv es  the c h a ra c te rs  o f  Urizen and Ore, 

Tharmas and Los who in h a b it  h is  own le v e ls  of v is io n . Shcikespeare's 

f a i r i e s  and g hosts  he sees as  re p re s e n ta tio n s  o f m ental s ta te s  ty p ic a l  

of h is  world o f G eneration . In  Spenser Blake glim pses a  fo u rfo ld  

p a t te rn  analogous to  th e  fo u r  le v e ls  of h is  own a rch e ty p a l v is io n . His
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concern w ith  M ilton was w ith  th a t  p o e t 's  trea tm en t o f  th e  archetype of 

th e  F a l l ,  o f  th e  movement from Innocence o r Beulah to  Experience or 

G eneration , and of Atonement, the  achievem ent o f  the  fo u rfo ld  c re a tiv e  

v is io n  o f Eden. He saw in  the works o f the  graveyard  poets  Young, Gray, 

and B la ir ,  because o f t h e i r  morbid concern w ith  d ea th , a  f a i lu r e  to  

achieve fo u rfo ld  v is io n . Likewise Blake c r i t i c i z e d  Wordsworth and 

Byron fo r  a  f a i lu r e —due in  la rg e  p a r t  to  t h e i r  p reoccupation  w ith  th e  

world o f G eneration—to  ach ieve th e  v is io n a ry  p e rsp e c tiv e  o f Eden.

Hence B lak e 's  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  and commentary on th e  works of the 

E n g lish  p o e ts  form a  s ig n i f ic a n t  body of a rch e ty p a l l i t e r a r y  c r i t ic is m . 

His i l l u s t r a t i o n s  in  p a r t ic u la r  o f te n  serve a  herm eneutic fu n c tio n  in  

th a t  they a re  more than  mere d e p ic tio n s  o f th e  works o f a  p o e t. In s te ad  

they  o ften  e s ta b l is h  a  d i a le c t i c  between the te x t  o f  the poem and the 

i l l u s t r a t i o n  i t s e l f .  As W. J .  T. M itch e ll has noted  w ith  reg a rd  to  

B la k e 's  i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f h is  own poems, " th e  c o n tra r ie ty  o f poem and 

p ic tu re  e n tic e s  th e  re a d e r  to  supply  the m issing  c o n n e c tio n s ." ^  In  

s h o r t ,  B la k e 's  i l l u s t r a t i o n s ,  which make up a  la rg e  p a r t  o f h is  c r i t i c a l  

canon, by p lay in g  t e x t  and design  a g a in s t  one an o th er o f te n  fo rce  the  

re a d e r  in to  "connections" which c o n s ti tu te  a  c r i t i c a l  in te rp r e ta t io n ,  

an in te rp r e ta t io n  which se rv es  to  re v is e  or c o r re c t  a  p o e t 's  o r ig in a l  

v is io n .

B lak e 's  Composite A r t, p . 33-
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CHAPTER II 

BLAKE'S CRITICISM OF CHAUCER

Chaucer •was th e  only m edieval E ng lish  p o e t who met w ith 

B lak e 's  c r i t i c a l  a t te n t io n .  And because Blake saw him a s  one of 

E ngland 's most s ig n i f ic a n t  p o e t-p ro p h e ts , Chaucer ta k e s  h is  p lace  w ith  

Shakespeare and M ilton a s  one o f th e  "Almighty" who appear in  heaven a s  

Jerusalem  reaches i t s  ap o ca ly p tic  c lo se  (9 8 :8 -1 1 ).

B lake’ s  c r i t ic is m  o f Chaucer c o n s is ts  o f  a  p o r t r a i t  fo r  W illiam 

H ayley 's Heads o f th e  P o e ts  c o l le c t io n  done w hile Blake was a t  Felpham; 

the i l l u s t r a t i o n .  The Canterbury P ilg r im s ; and a  d e s c r ip tio n  o f  the  

l a t t e r  inc luded  in  A D escri-ptive Catalogue f o r  B la k e 's  1809 e x h ib itio n . 

In  a d d itio n , Blake m entions the  i l l u s t r a t i o n  of th e  Canterbury p ilg rim s  

b r ie f ly  in  h is  Notebook, and he p repared  two p ro sp ec tu ses  fo r  i t s  sub

sequent engra-ving, bo th  o f which a re  la rg e ly  derived  from the  d e sc rip 

t io n  of the  p a in tin g  in  A D esc rip tiv e  C ata logue.

B la k e 's  Head of Chaucer, which was probably  modeled on 

V e rtu e 's  Chaucer eng rav ing ,^  d e p ic ts  a  k in d -faced , y o u th fu l Chaucer,

^ W illiam W ells, W illiam B lak e 's  "Heads o f th e  Poets" fo r
T u rre t House, the Residence o f  William Hayley, Felpham (j_EngIand]; n. p.,
11969]), pi 18.



wreathed in  l a u r e l .  On h is  r ig h t  i s  a  f ig u re  o f th e  M erchant, and on 

h is  l e f t  a  f ig u re  o f the  Wife o f Bath, bo th  o f whom a re  im portan t 

c h a ra c te rs  to  th e  m arriage theme o f The C anterbury T a le s . Both f ig u re s  

can be in te rp r e te d  a s  in d ic a t iv e  o f  B la k e 's  a p p re c ia tio n  o f  C haucer's  

gen ius f o r  r e p re s e n tin g  th e  iro n ie s  o f human n a tu re  and h is  re c o g n itio n  

o f  the movement th roughout the t a l e s  toward r e c o n c i l ia t io n  o f  th e  con

t r a r i e s  o f m ankind 's w orld ly  n a tu re  and h is  s p i r i t u a l  a s p ir a t io n s .

These c h a ra c te rs  which d eco ra te  th e  p o r t r a i t  a n t ic ip a te  th e  emphasis o f  

the l a t e r  p a in tin g  The Canterbury P ilg r im s , a  p a in tin g  which Blake 

d e sc rib e s  in  h is  Notebook a s  a  "Complete Index o f Human C haracters a s  

they appear Age a f t e r  Age" (p . j6 o ) .

B lak e 's  most im portan t c r i t ic is m  o f  Chaucer e x is ts  in  the 

p a in tin g , The C anterbury  P ilg r im s , executed between I 806 and I 809, and 

in  h is  commentary on i t  in  A D esc rip tiv e  C ata logue. I t  i s  c le a r  from a  

study o f  th e  p a in t in g  and o f B la k e 's  commentary th a t  a s  a  c r i t i c  he was 

m easuring the c h a ra c te rs  o f  C h aucer's  C anterbury T ales a g a in s t  h is  own 

a rc h e ty p a l myth. And though on th e  su rface  t h e i r  p h ilo so p h ies—or 

th e o lo g ie s  to  be more p re c is e —appear c o n tra d ic to ry , a  c a re fu l look  a t  

the underly ing  iro n y  o f t h e i r  work re v e a ls  a  c lo se  a f f i n i t y  between the 

two p o e ts .

B lak e 's  tendency to  look  f o r  human a rch ety p es in  the  work o f 

o th e rs  and to  r e p re s e n t  them in  h is  own work i s  r e f le c te d  in  a  comment 

he makes about h i s  p a in tin g  The A ncient B rito n s  in  A D esc rip tiv e  

C ata logue. Here he ty p i f ie s  th e  d i f f e r e n t  c la s s e s  o f  men as  th e  S trong ,
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th e  Ugly, and the  B e a u tifu l:

The S trong man re p re s e n ts  the  human sublim e. The B e a u tifu l man 
re p re s e n ts  the human p a th e t ic ,  which was in  th e  wars of Eden 
d iv id ed  in to  male and fem ale. The Ugly man re p re se n ts  th e  human 
reaso n . They were o r ig in a l ly  one man, who was fo u rfo ld ; he was 
s e lf -d iv id e d , and h is  r e a l  humanity s la in  on th e  stems o f genera
t io n , and the  form o f the  fo u r th  was l ik e  th e  Son of God. (p . 533)

In  ano ther passage on th e  same p a in tin g  Blake e x p la in s  th a t  Beauty 

r e f e r s  to  " in te l l e c tu a l  Beauty," th a t  th e  B e a u tifu l man a c ts  from du ty . 

The Ugly, he says, r e p re s e n ts  th e  " in c a p a b i l i ty  o f i n t e l l e c t "  and a c ts  

"from love o f carnage,"  and the S trong  i s  the  " re c e p ta c le  o f Wisdom, a  

sublime en erg ize r"  (p . 535)•

I t  i s  p o ss ib le  to  see h ere  a  c o r re la t io n  between th e  Ugly man 

and U rizen, between th e  B e a u tifu l man and Ore, and between th e  S trong 

man and B la k e 's  Los. N orthrop F rye, to  th e  c o n tra ry , has id e n t i f ie d  the  

th re e  ty p es, th e  Ugly, th e  B e a u tifu l, th e  Strong, a s ,  re sp e c tiv e ly ,
2

U rizen, Ore, and Tharmas. "The d iv in e  fo u r th ,"  he say s, " i s  Los."

But Harold Bloom, in  d isc u ss in g  A lbion, n o tes  t h a t  Albion i s  "a  fo u r

fo ld  balance o f the f a c u l t i e s  of i n t e l l e c t ,  im ag ination , emotion and th e  

i n s t in c t  t h a t  holds th e  f i r s t  th re e  f a c u l t ie s  to g e th e r  in  th e  unsundered 

harmony o f organized Innocence. That i n s t i n c t  f o r  wholeness Blake names 

Tharmas . . ."^  Tharmas, then , i s  a  u n ify in g  p r in c ip le .  Blake h im self

2
F e a rfu l Symmetiry. p . 272.

^ B lak e 's  Apocalypse, pp. 190-91.



w rite s  th a t  th e  Ugly, the  B e a u tifu l, and th e  Strong were " o r ig in a l ly  one 

man, who was fo u rfo ld ; he was s e lf -d iv id e d ."  This in d ic a tio n  th a t  the  

u n ify in g  elem ent o f th e  fo u rfo ld  man i s  ab se n t, in  con junction  w ith  

Bloom's id e n t i f ic a t io n  of th e  u n ify in g  elem ent a s  Tharmas, convinces me 

th a t  th e  S trong man cannot be id e n t i f ie d  a s  Tharmas, b u t i s  in s te a d  Los, 

who q u a l i f i e s  in  h is  p rophetic  c ap ac ity  a s  the "human sublim e," the  term 

Blake uses to  d esc rib e  -his S trong  man.

C lea rly  Blake was in te r e s te d  in  t r e a t in g  the u n iv e rsa l elem ents 

o f human n a tu re , th e  human a rch e ty p es . In  A D escrip tiv e  Catalogue he 

says:

Every age i s  a  Canterbury P ilg rim age; we a l l  pass on, each sus
ta in in g  one or o th e r o f th e se  c h a ra c te rs ;  nor can a  c h ild  be bo rn , 
who i s  n o t one o f these  c h a ra c te rs  o f Chaucer, (pp. 526-27)

That Blake i s  concerned w ith th e  " g ia n t forms" of c h a ra c te r  i s  f u r th e r  

ev iden t in  h is  s ta tem en t th a t  th e  E ran k lin , "who keeps open ta b le ,  . . . 

the gen ius o f e a tin g  and d r in k in g ,"  i s  th e  Bacchus, th a t  th e  "S quire  i s  

the  A pollo ,"  and th a t  the  "M ille r  i s  th e  H ercules, &c. C haucer's 

c h a ra c te rs ,"  he say s, "a re  a  d e s c r ip tio n  o f the  e te rn a l P r in c ip le s  th a t  

e x is t  in  a l l  ages" (p . 527). B la k e 's  commentary, in  f a c t ,  g iv es  th e  

read e r s u f f ic ie n t  c lu es  th a t  he can, by s tudy ing  the  p a in tin g  and c lu es  

co n cu rren tly , see a  fo u rfo ld  p a t te rn  in  th e  d e lin e a tio n  of C haucer's 

c h a ra c te rs .  As Blake draws them, bo th  p i c to r i a l ly  and v e rb a lly , they  

a re  u su a lly  dominated e i th e r  by reaso n , a s  i s  U rizen; by th e i r  sensory  

f a c u l t i e s ,  a s  i s  Tharmas; by th e i r  em otions, a s  i s  Ore; o r by t h e i r
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i n tu i t iv e  or im aginative f a c u l t i e s ,  a s  i s  B lak e 's  Los.

Most r e a d i ly  d is c e rn ib le  a re  th e  c h a ra c te rs  who f i t  th e  

Ifcizenic ca teg o ry . The S qu ire  Blake e x p l i c i t ly  c a l l s  the  A pollo, and 

th e  Knight lik e w ise  f i t s  in to  th e  A pollonian o r U rizenic  ca teg o ry . Here 

i s  B lak e 's  commentary on th e  Knight and th e  S qu ire :

The Knight and Squire w ith  the  S q u ire 's  Yeoman le ad  th e  p ro cessio n , 
a s  Chaucer has a lso  p laced  them f i r s t  in  h is  pro logue. The Knight 
i s  a  tru e  Hero, a  good, g re a t ,  and wise man . . . .  He has spen t 
h is  l i f e  in  th e  f i e ld ;  has ever been a  conqueror, and i s  th a t  
sp ec ie s  o f c h a rac te r  which in  every age s tan d s  a s  th e  guard ian  of 
man a g a in s t  th e  oppresso r. His son i s  l ik e  him w ith  th e  germ of 
perhaps g r e a te r  p e r fe c tio n  s t i l l ,  a s  he b lends l i t e r a t u r e  and the  
a r t s  w ith  h is  w arlike s tu d ie s .  T he ir d re ss  and th e i r  ho rses  a re  of 
th e  f i r s t  r a t e ,  w ithout o s te n ta t io n , and w ith  a l l  the  tru e  grandeur 
th a t  u n a ffec ted  s im p lic ity  when in  h igh  rank  always d isp la y s .
(p . 324)

B lak e 's  comments on th e  K night, a  " tru e  Hero, a  good, g re a t ,  and wise 

man," seem to  c o n tra d ic t  a  U rizen ic  conception  o f him. How indeed can 

th i s  " tru e  Hero" who stan d s a s  the  "g uard ian  o f man a g a in s t  th e  oppres

sor" a t  onoe be th e  Ugly S a tan ic  oppressor o f human freedom symbolized 

by the  U rizenic p r in c ip le ?  Blake h im se lf  ex p la in s  the  paradox. In  A 

D esc rip tiv e  C atalogue, he says:

V isions o f th ese  e te rn a l  p r in c ip le s  or c h a ra c te rs  o f human l i f e  
appear to  p o e ts , in  a l l  ages; th e  G recian gods were th e  a n c ie n t 
Cherubim o f Phoenicia; b u t the G reeks, and s in ce  them th e  Moderns, 
have n eg lec ted  to  subdue th e  gods o f Priam. These Gods a re  v is io n s  
o f the  e te rn a l  a t t r i b u t e s ,  o r d iv in e  names, which, when e re c te d  in to  
gods, become d e s tru c tiv e  to  humanity. They ought to  be th e  se rv a n ts , 
and n o t the m asters  of man, or of s o c ie ty . They ought to  be made to  
s a c r i f i c e  to  Man, and n o t man compelled to  s a c r i f ic e  to  them; f o r  
when sep ara ted  from man o r humanity, who i s  Jesus th e  Saviour, th e  
v ine o f e te r n i ty ,  they a re  th ie v e s  and r e b e ls ,  they  a re  d e s tro y e rs , 
(p . 527)
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Blake in te r p r e ts  C haucer's  Knight a s  " a  tru e  Hero, a  good, g r e a t  and 

wise man," because he sees  th a t  Chaucer has in  t h i s  c h a ra c te r  re p re 

sen ted  a  man in  whom the  U rizen ic  p r in c ip le  or A pollonian c h a ra c te r 

i s t i c s  have become h is  "se rv an ts"  and n o t h is  "m aste rs ."  Both the 

Knight and th e  Squire have conquered and tamed f o r  th e i r  use th e  

U rizenic o r A pollonian p r in c ip le  which l i e s  uppermost w ith in . The 

Knight, Chaucer says in  th e  G eneral P ro logue, was a

worthy man,
That f ro  the  tyme th a t  he f i r s t  bigan 
To r id e n  ou t, he loved c h iv a lr ie ,
Trouthe and honour, fredom and c u r t e i s i e .

And everemoore he hadde a  sovereyn p ry s ; 
And though th a t  he were w orthy, he was wys. 
And of h is  p o r t  as  meeke as  i s  a  mayde.
He nevere y e t  no v ileynye ne sayde 
In  a l  h is  l y f  unto no maner w ight. ^
He was a v e rra y , p a r f i t  g e n t i l  knyght.

The K n ig h t's  t a l e  i s  tru e  to  th e  wisdom and o rder of h is  c h a ra c te r . 

Palamon and A rc ite , whom Blake would su re ly  have in te rp re te d  a s  two 

forms o f th e  Ore p r in c ip le ,  a re  w isely  subdued by Theseus, ano ther 

A pollonian/U rizenic c h a ra c te r .  Theseus, l ik e  th e  Knight who t e l l s  the  

t a l e ,  has conquered and p u t to  use the  U rizenic fo rc e s  w ith in  him. As 

reason  in c a rn a te  he c o n tro ls  and g iv es  form to  th e  energy o f Palamon and 

A rc ite .

L
"The Canterbury T a le s ,"  The Works of G eoffrey Chaucer, ed. 

F . N. Robinson, 2nd ed. (Boston: Houghton M if f lin , 1957)» 11. 43-46; 
67-72. Unless otherw ise in d ic a te d , a l l  q u o ta tio n s  from th e  works of 
Chaucer a re  from th i s  e d i t io n .
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A nother Ihrizenic c h a ra c te r  who appears to  he in  c o n tro l of h is  

r a t io n a l  fo rc e s  i s  th e  Man o f  Law. C haucer's  "S ergean t o f th e  Lawe" 

was a  man " f u l  r ic h e  o f ex ce llen ce ,"  " d is c re e t"  and o f " g re e t reverence 

— /  He semed swich, h i s  wordes weren so wise" (G eneral P ro logue. 11. 

309- I 3 ) • And Blake p la c e s  t h i s  e x c e l le n t  and w ise man o f reaso n  beside 

th e  Parson. "The S erg ean t a t  Lawe," Blake says in  A D esc rip tiv e  

C atalogue.

appears d e lig h te d  to  r id e  in  h is  [ th e  P a rso n 's ]  company, and between 
him and h is  b ro th e r , th e  Plowman; a s  I  wish men o f Law would always 
r id e  w ith  them, and tak e  t h e i r  counse l, e s p e c ia l ly  in  a l l  d i f f i c u l t  
p o in ts .  C haucer's Lawyer i s  a  c h a ra c te r  o f  g re a t  venerab leness, a  
Judge, and a  r e a l  m aster o f  th e  ju risp ru d en ce  of h is  age. (p . 526)

This wish t h a t  the men o f Law would r id e  w ith  Parson and Plowman 

expresses B la k e 's  c e n tr a l  concern w ith  ach iev ing  balance between the 

w arring  f a c t io n s  o f th e  mind. Here th e  U rizenic f a c u l ty  o f th e  Man of 

Law i s  tempered by th e  p o e tic  wisdom o f the Los c h a ra c te r  of th e  Parson 

and by th e  pathos o f th e  Ore c h a ra c te r  o f th e  Plowman. Blake b rin g s  

to g e th e r  th e  Ugly, th e  B e a u tifu l,  and the  S trong man to  achieve a  

balance which combines ju s t i c e  w ith  mercy.

In  th e  U rizen ic  ca teg o ry , in  a d d itio n  to  th e  K night, the  

S q u ire , and the  Man o f Law, a re  the  Yeoman, th e  Reeve, the  Monk, the  

F r ia r ,  the  Summoner, and th e  Pardoner. The Yeoman Blake has lin k ed  

e x p l ic i t ly  w ith  th e  S q u ire , and K arl K ir a l is  r e f e r s  to  bo th  th e  Yeoman 

and the Reeve as  s p e c t r a l  c h a ra c te rs .  The Yeoman, he say s, " i s  the  

S q u ire 's  S p ec tre  in  t h a t  he perform s th e  mundane or m enial ta sk s  fo r
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h is  master."-5 For B lake, th e  word "S pectre" has s p e c ia l  a s so c ia tio n s . 

In  Jerusalem  he r e f e r s  to  th e  S p ectre  as

the  Reasoning Power in  Man; & when sep ara ted  
From Im agination , and c lo s in g  i t s e l f  a s  in  s t e e l ,  in  a  R atio  
Of the  Things o f Memory. I t  thence fram es Laws & M o ra litie s  
To d es tro y  Im agination!

(74:10-13)

The Reeve Blake p laces  a t  the  end o f th e  p ro cess io n  because Chaucer 

s a id  "'And ever he rode h in d e re s t o f  th e  r o u t '"  (A D esc rip tiv e  Cata

logue . p . 523)•  K ir a l is  draws p a r a l l e l s  between th e  Yeoman and th e  

Reeve which support the  id ea  th a t  th e  Reeve, to o , i s  s p e c tra l  in  n a tu re . 

The Reeve, he n o te s , a s  " e s ta b lish e d  manager o f h is  l o r d 's  e s ta te "  i s ,  

in  B lak e 's  words, a  c h a ra c te r  of " ' t h e  most consummate w orld ly  wisdom'" 

— o r, th a t  i s ,  one who knows how to  make money.^ The t r ia n g u la r  

arrangem ent in  th e  p a in tin g  of th e  f i r s t  th re e  f ig u re s —K night, S qu ire , 

and Yeoman—and the  l a s t  th re e —Chaucer, C lerk , and Reeve—suggests  a  

"Blakean r e la t io n s h ip  between the  two f ig u re s  a t  th e  base o f each t r i -  

angle"—Yeoman and S q u ire , Reeve and Clerk.^ The Yeoman perform s mun

dane ta sk s  f o r  a  m aster. The Reeve in  h is  concern w ith  making money

^ "W illiam  Blake a s  an I n te l l e c tu a l  and S p i r i tu a l  Guide to  
C haucer's Canterbury P ilg rim s ,"  p . l4 3 .

^ "W illiam  Blake a s  an I n te l l e c tu a l  and S p i r i tu a l  Guide to  
C haucer's Canterbury P ilg rim s ." pp. 143-44.

^ "W illiam  Blake a s  an I n te l l e c tu a l  and S p i r i tu a l  Guide to
C haucer's Canterbury P ilg r im s ." p . 143.
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c o n tra s ts  s p e c tra l ly  w ith  th e  C lerk, who i s  concerned w ith s p i r i t u a l  as  

opposed to  w orldly m a tte rs .

Blake h im self n o te s  th a t  th e  Monk, the  F r ia r ,  the  Summoner, and 

th e  Pardoner a re  grouped to g e th e r . The Monk, he says.

i s  d escrib ed  by Chaucer, a s  a  man of the  f i r s t  rank in  so c ie ty , 
noble, r i c h ,  and expensively  a tten d ed : he i s  a  le ad e r  o f th e  age, 
w ith  c e r ta in  humourous accompaniments in  h is  c h a ra c te r , t h a t  do no t 
degrade, b u t render him an o b je c t o f d ig n if ie d  m irth , b u t a lso  w ith 
o th er accompaniments n o t so re sp e c ta b le , (pp. 5 2 ^2 5 )

J u s t  what a re  some of th e se  n o t so re sp e c ta b le  accompaniments? Perhaps 

i f  one c o n tra s ts  him w ith  th e  K night, as  Paul Ruggiers has done, they 

become more pronounced. The Monk's "hulk ing  f ig u re ,  h is  f in e  h o rses , 

h is  ta s te  f o r  f in e  food and c lo th e s , [and] h is  overbearing a s s e r t io n  o f 

s e rv ic e  to  God o u tsid e  th e  m onastic world" c o n tra s t  w ith the  "meek and 

maidenly deportment" o f th e  Knight—" h is  r e s t r a i n t  of tongue, h is  avoid

ance of th e  s igns o f w ealth , h is  f r u i t f u l  a c t iv i ty  in  defense of the
O

f a i th . "  Not only do th e  Knight and Monk o f f e r  a  c o n tra s t  in  f ig u re  and 

appearance, b u t the  ten o r o f t h e i r  ta le s  lik ew ise  i s  d i f f e r e n t .  The 

K n ig h t's  t a l e  prov ides an o rd e rly  working o u t of the  paradox th a t  p e r

vades th e  Boethian philosophy w ith  which Chaucer was concerned. Theseus 

in  The K n ig h t's  Tale expounds a  philosophy o f order and purpose in  th e  

un iverse—though man on e a r th  may n o t be ab le  to  d isce rn  i t .  On the

O
The A rt o f the  Canterbury Ih le s  (Madison: Univ. o f W isconsin

P re ss , 1963) ,  p . 185 .
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o th er hand, a s  Blake has noted , "Chaucer has made h is  monk a  g re a t  

traged ian" (p . 525). The Monk's t a l e  i s  a  s e r ie s  o f ep isodes about th e  

personal tra g e d ie s  o f men who have f a l le n  from high p la c e s . Unlike th e  

Knight, whose circum spection  p ro v id es  him w ith  an o p tim is tic  o r comic 

view o f th e  u n iv e rse , th e  Monk sees  a s  through b linded  eyes and h is  

v is io n  i s  a s  lim ite d  a s  th a t  o f  the "uneducated" B oeth ius. F i t t in g ly ,  

i t  i s  the  Knight who moves to  s to p  th e  Monk in  h is  s to r y te l l in g .

The F r ia r  i s  c la s s i f ie d  by Blake a s  a  "complete rogue"

(p . 525) '  He i s  an Ugly man. The Summoner, along w ith the  Pardoner, 

i s  a  "D evil o f th e  f i r s t  m agnitude," one of th e  type of Satan , and hence 

a  U rizenic c h a ra c te r . Yet, in  l i n e  w ith h is  theo ry  of c o n tra r ie s ,  Blake 

no tes w ith  re s p e c t  to  th e  Summoner th a t

The uses to  S o c ie ty  a re  perhaps equal o f th e  D evil and o f th e  A ngel, 
th e i r  su b lim ity  who can d isp u te , (p . 526)

The D evil and the  Angel a re  c o n tr a r ie s ,  n o t o p p o site s , and th e i r  r o le s ,  

in s te a d  o f negating  each o th e r, a re  complementary. Blake c a l l s  the  

Pardoner

th e  A ge's Knave, who always commands and domineers over the  high 
and low v u lg a r. This man i s  s e n t in  every age fo r  a  ro d  and a  
scourge, and fo r  a  b l ig h t ,  f o r  a  t r i a l  o f men, to  d iv id e  th e  c la s s e s  
o f men, he i s  in  th e  most holy  san c tu ary , and he i s  su ffe red  by 
Providence f o r  w ise ends, and has a lso  h i s  g re a t  use and h is  grand 
lead in g  d e s tin y , (p . 526)

This man, in  a l l  th e  iro n y  o f h is  c h a ra c te r  a s  Chaucer has p resen ted  

him, i s  the  epitome o f U rizenic p e rv e rs io n . He stands a  member o f th e
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t r ib e  o f th e  Ugly, a  p e rv e rted  le a d e r , in  c o n tra s t  to  th e  c re a tiv e  

le ad e rsh ip  embodied in  th e  Parson and in  th e  p o e t o f th e  T a le s .

A second c h a ra c te r  type i s  e x p l ic i t ly  noted by Blake in  the 

ch a rac te rs  o f  the P h y sic ian  and th e  F ra n k lin . B lak e 's  words about them 

and h is  d es ig n a tio n  o f  h is  a rch e ty p a l c h a ra c te r  Tharmas seem to  p lace  

the F ran k lin  and the P h y sic ian  in  the  Tharmas ca tegory . About the 

P hysician  and the F ra n k lin , Blake has th i s  to  say:

The Doctor o f Physic i s  d escrib ed  a s  th e  f i r s t  o f h is  p ro fe ss io n ; 
p e r fe c t ,  lea rn ed , com pletely M aster and Doctor in  h is  a r t .  . . . 
The F ran k lin  i s  one who keeps open ta b le ,  who i s  the  genius o f 
e a tin g  and d rin k in g , the Bacchus; a s  th e  Doctor o f Physik  i s  the 
E scu lap ius . . .  (p . 527)

The F ran k lin  and the  P hysic ian  a re  in  one sense c o n tra s tin g  c h a ra c te rs  

in  th a t  the  Fran^zlin i s  voluptuous and generous, whereas th e  P hysic ian  

i s  abstem ious and wary o f spending. But a t  th e  same tim e both f i t  in to  

th a t  a sp e c t o f human n a tu re —the senses o r p h y s ica l body—rep resen ted  by 

Tharmas, whose A rt i s  P a in tin g , b u t which in  th e  p ro fe ss io n s  becomes 

"Physic & Surgery" (M ilton 27 :59-60). The F ran k lin  in  h i s  concern w ith  

ea tin g  and d rink ing  and the  P hysic ian  in  h is  concern w ith  the p h y s ica l 

body come to g e th e r to  re p re s e n t d i f f e r e n t  and c o n tra s tin g  m an ife s ta tio n s  

o f the Tharmas p r in c ip le .

With re sp e c t  to  th e  P h y sic ian , Blake comments t h a t

Chaucer makes every one of h is  c h a ra c te rs  p e r fe c t  in  h is  k ind , 
every one i s  an Antique S ta tu e ; the image o f a  c la s s ,  and n o t o f 
an im perfect in d iv id u a l,  (p . 527)
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This passage has tro u b le d  K arl K i r a l is ,  and he has rem arked th a t

B la k e 's  id ea  o f  c o n tra s tin g  th e  F ran k lin  w ith the  P h y sic ian  has to  
be on th e i r  d i f f e r in g  p e rso n a l c h a r a c te r is t ic s .  But s in ce  th is  
c o n tr a s t  i s  between in d iv id u a ls  r a th e r  than between c la s s e s ,  B lake, 
d e sp ite  h im se lf , d e n ie s  h is  own p r in c ip le  a g a in s t  g e n e ra liz in g  when 
he a s s e r t s ,  a f t e r  d e sc rib in g  th e  p h y sic ian  a s  p e r fe c t  p ro fe ss io n 
a l l y ,  t h a t  "Chaucer makes every one of h is  c h a ra c te rs  p e r fe c t  in  
h is  k in d ; . . . the  image o f a  c la s s ,  and n o t o f an im p erfec t in d i
v id u a l."  Perhaps I  am read in g  Blake wrong here  b u t I  cannot under
s tand  how or b e lie v e  th a t  he would th in k  a l l  p h y s ic ian s  th en  or now 
to  be j u s t  l i k e  C hau cer's  anymore than  he would th in k  C haucer's  
Pardoner to  be " th e  image o f a  c la s s "  o f a l l  pardoners then , o r now 
of a l l  confidence men. C e r ta in ly  n o t a l l  plowmen or parsons were 
then  o r now poor and good.9

K ir a l is  i s  q_uite r ig h t  in  h is  assum ption th a t  Blake would no t con sid e r 

a l l  p h y s ic ian s  o r a l l  p ard o n ers , th en  or now, a l ik e .  But what Blake 

s e e s , I  b e lie v e , i s  what Chaucer saw befo re  him, and th a t  i s  t h a t  th e re  

were and a re  c e r ta in  b a s ic  c la s se s  o f men; men in  whom reason  i s  the  

paramount p r in c ip le ,  men i n  whom th e  emotions a re  paramount, men whose 

prime concern i s  w ith  s p i r i t u a l  i n tu i t io n ,  and men l ik e  th e  P hysic ian  

and th e  F ra n k lin  o f C h au cer's  p ilg rim ag e , in  whom th e  sensory f a c u l t ie s  

a re  paramount. And B lake, in  c o n tra s tin g  th e  F ra n k lin  and th e  P hysic ian , 

i s  n o t so much concerned w ith  " d i f f e r in g  personal c h a r a c te r is t ic s "  a s  he 

i s  w ith  p re se n tin g  two v a r ia t io n s  o f  men in  whom th e  Tharmas p r in c ip le ,  

o r "humour" a s  Ben Jonson would have c a l le d  i t ,  i s  uppermost. To b rin g  

up B la k e 's  p r in c ip le  a g a in s t  g e n e ra liz in g  here i s ,  I  th in k , in ap p ro p ri

a te .  This p r in c ip le  a g a in s t  g e n e ra liz in g  has i t s  a p p lic a tio n  in  the

9
"W illiam  Blake a s  an I n te l l e c tu a l  and S p i r i tu a l  Guide to

C haucer's  Canterbury P ilg r im s ." p . l4 6 .
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p ra c tic e  o f a r t  in  th e  sense t h a t  th e  a r t i s t  must he concerned w ith  

minute d e t a i l s .  P arad o x ica lly  B la k e 's  system  d e a ls  w ith  g en era l p r in 

c ip le s  th a t  govern the  human mind, b u t th e se  g en era l p r in c ip le s  a re  in  

tu rn  m an ifest in  th e  id io sy n c ra s ie s  or m inute d e ta i l s  o f in d iv id u a l 

p e r s o n a l i t ie s .  The P hysic ian  and the  F ra n k lin , d is tin g u ish e d  by th e i r  

p a r t ic u la r  p erso n a l c h a r a c te r is t i c s ,  a re  a t  the  same time members o f  the  

Tharmas c la s s .  The P h y sic ian , though abstem ious o f h is  own p le a su re , 

i s  a  m aster in  h is  p ro fe ss io n , a  p ro fe ss io n  which d e a ls  w ith  the  outward 

man, in  th e  cure of th e  p h y s ica l body. And the  F ra n k lin , "genius of 

ea tin g  and d r in k in g ,"  w hile seeming in  h is  outward p a r t i c u la r i ty  of 

voluptuousness very  d i f f e r e n t  from the l e s s  generous P h y sic ian , i s  y e t  

a  member o f th e  Tharmas c la s s .

The two C itiz e n s  whom Blake says a ls o  r id e  w ith  and a re  con

tra s te d  w ith  th e  F ra n k lin  a re  id e n t i f ie d  by K ir a l is  as  th e  Haberdasher 

and the  Dyer. Though Blake does n o t say t h i s ,  I  th in k  i t  can be s a fe ly  

assumed th a t  th ey , because o f t h e i r  occupations which a re  concerned w ith  

w orldly goods, belong to  the c la s s  of Tharmas.

Another s ig n i f ic a n t  grouping i s  th e  " t r ia n g u la r  arrangement" o f 

the  M ille r ,  the  M erchant, and th e  Wife o f Bath toward th e  end o f the  

l in e  o f p i l g r i m s . A l l  th re e  o f th ese  c h a ra c te rs  t e l l  t a l e s  about or 

e x h ib it  them selves a s  c h a ra c te rs  preoccupied w ith  sex . Blake d es ig n a te s

"W illiam Blake as  an I n te l l e c tu a l  and S p ir i tu a l  Guide to
C haucer's Canterbury P ilg rim s ." p . l 4 l .
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the M ille r  a s  a  s p e c tra l  co u n te rp a rt o f th e  H erculean c h a ra c te r  of th e

Plowman, and h is  s ig n if ic a n c e  w i l l  he t r e a te d  l a t e r .  The M erchant's

preoccupation w ith sex , ex h ib ite d  in  h is  t a l e  of the s e n i le  Januarie

w ith h is  young b rid e  May, would c la s s ify  him, in  B lak e 's  a rch e ty p a l

myth, under the type o f Theotorman—" f r u s t r a te  d e s ire " —and hence in

the Ore category .

The Wife of Bath lik ew ise  belongs to  the  Ore category  as  does

12the  P r io re s s ,  i f  one accep ts  K i r a l i s ' a n a ly s is  o f her as  T irzah . Of 

C haucer's women, Blake has th i s  to  say:

The c h a rac te rs  o f Women Chaucer has d iv ided  in to  two c la s s e s ,  th e  
Lady P r io re s s  and the  Wife o f  Bath. Are no t th ese  le a d e rs  of the  
ages o f men? The lady  p r io r e s s ,  in  some ages, predom inates; and 
in  some the wife o f B ath, in  whose c h a ra c te r  Chaucer has been 
eq u a lly  minute and ex ac t; because she i s  a lso  a  scourge and a
b l ig h t ,  (p . 328)

In  s p i te  o f B lak e 's  e a r l i e r  re fe re n c e  to  th e  P r io re s s  as  " o f  the f i r s t  

rank ; r ic h  and honoured" (p . 324), I  th in k  we must a c cep t K ir a l is ' 

in te rp r e ta t io n  of the above passage to  read  th a t  the  Wife o f Bath i s  

lik ew ise—th a t  i s ,  a s  i s  th e  P r io re s s —"a scourge and a  b l ig h t .

Damon, D ic tio n a ry , p . 309 .
12 See "W illiam Blake a s  an I n te l l e c tu a l  and S p ir i tu a l  Guide to  

C haucer's Canterbury P ilg rim s ."  pp. 133-39, fo r  an extended d iscu ss io n  
o f the ch a ra c te r  o f th e  P r io re s s .

See "W illiam Blake a s  an I n te l l e c tu a l  and S p ir i tu a l  Guide to  
C haucer's Canterbury P ilg rim s ."  pp. I 6O-6I .  K ira l is  n o te s  the confusion 
which r e s u l t s  from B lake' s  use o f the  word a lso  in s te a d  o f likew ise  in  
the  phrase "because she i s  a lso  a  scourge and a  b l ig h t ."  A lso, he n o tes , 
could be read  a s  meaning in  a d d itio n . Such a  read in g  merely a t t r ib u te s
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Both women, th en , in  t h e i r  a s so c ia tio n s  w ith  f r u s t r a te d  d e s ire  a re  

governed by th e  Ore p r in c ip le .  Of the  Wife o f B ath , Blake say s, a f t e r  

denouncing h e r a s  "a lso  a  scourge and a  b l ig h t" :

I  s h a ll  say no more o f h e r , nor expose what Chaucer has l e f t  h id 
den; l e t  th e  young re a d e r  study what he has s a id  o f her; i t  i s  
u se fu l a s  a  scare-crow . There a re  of such c h a ra c te rs  born too  many 
f o r  the peace o f the  w orld, (p . 528)

The Wife o f Bath i s  "u se fu l a s  a  scarecrow ," I  assume, in  th a t  she 

se rv es  as  a  warning to  C haucer's  re a d e rs  a g a in s t involvem ent w ith  women 

o f her i l k ,  l e s t  she s h a t te r  " th e  peace o f th e  w orld ."  But though he 

says no more o f h e r, B la k e 's  p a in tin g  c le a r ly  p re se n ts  h er in  th e  form 

of the  Whore o f Babylon. "She wears a  huge h a t,"  K ir a l is  n o te s , 

"resem bling th e  Pope's t i a r a  w ith  an iro n ic  suggestion  o f a  h a lo . Her 

o rnate  d re ss  i s  p r a c t ic a l ly  't o p l e s s ' ;  b u t she i s  p a r t ly  covered by a 

c ro ss  on her huge s tr in g  o f beads (an amatory ro sa ry ? ) w ith a  la rg e
iZf

h eart-shaped  pendant hanging between h e r amply exposed b re a s ts ."

In  c o n tra s t  to  th e  Wife o f Bath i s  the  P r io re s s ,  who r id e s ,  a s  

does the  Wife o f Bath, a t  a  p o s itio n  midway in  her groim . The e n t i r e  

group of the  p ilg rim s i s  s p l i t  in to  two by the Host w ith h is  ou tspread

th e  c h a r a c te r is t ic s  "a scourge and a  b l ig h t"  to  the  Wife o f B ath . But 
B lak e 's  in te n t io n , as K ir a l is  em phasizes, i s  to  compare the P r io re s s  and 
th e  Wife o f B ath. The Wife of Bath l ik e  th e  P r io re s s  i s  "a scourge and 
a  b l ig h t ."

"W illiam Blake a s  an I n te l l e c tu a l  and S p ir i tu a l  Guide to
C haucer's Canterbury P ilg r im s ,"  p . l4 8 .
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axms. Then th ese  two b a s ic  groups axe "subdivided by th e  P r io re s s  arid 

the  Wife of Bath"—" e s s e n t ia l  c o u n te rp a rts  of w o m a n h o o d . T h e  

P r io re s s  as  d escrib ed  by Chaucer has a  forehead  "alm oost a  spanne brood" 

(G eneral P ro logue, 1 . 155)* I ro n ic a l ly ,  in  B la k e 's  p a in tin g , u n lik e  the 

Wife of Bath, whose forehead i s  covered, her fo rehead  i s  l e f t  uncovered, 

"openly exposed, co n tra ry  to  church r e g u la tio n s , to  th e  very r o o ts  o f 

h er long blond h a i r ,  which she wears in  long  t r e s s e s  th a t  hang w ell 

below h er w a is t l in e " —long h a ir  th a t  was n o t p e rm iss ib le  to  nuns. The 

P rio ress*  d re s s  i s  lik ew ise  p rovocative , a  " th in  tra n sp a re n t b lo u se - l ik e  

covering th a t  re v e a ls  h e r  upper arms, shou lders and b r e a s ts , provoca

t iv e ly ." ^ ^  Her horse  in  B lak e 's  p a in tin g  i s  covered w ith  a  very promi

nen t golden n e t .  K ir a l is  d iscu sses  a t  le n g th  the  s ig n if ic a n c e  o f n e ts  

f o r  Blake, b u t, in  a  word, what th e  n e t  t e l l s  the  viewer about th e

P r io re s s  i s  t h a t  she i s ,  in  c o n tra s t  to  th e  Wife of Bath, Rahab and
17Whore o f Babylon, the scheming tem p tress, T irzah . As Damon e x p la in s ,

"Rahab i s  th e  Whore; T irzah i s  the Prude, the 'p u re  woman, ' th e  f a l s e

id e a l  which le a d s  men a s tr a y .  Rahab squanders h e r l u s t ;  b u t T irzah
l8w ithholds h e r l u s t ,  to  use i t  as a  weapon a g a in s t man." T irzah , th en .

15  •• W illiam Blake as  an I n te l l e c tu a l  and S p ir i tu a l  Guide to  
C haucer's Canterbury P ilg rim s ." p . 14-2.

"W illiam Blake a s  an I n te l l e c tu a l  and S p ir i tu a l  Guide to  
Chaucer' s  Canterbury P ilg rim s ," p . l4 8 .

17 "W illiam Blake a s  an I n te l l e c tu a l  and S p ir i tu a l  Guide to  
C haucer's  Canterbury P ilg rim s ." pp. 153“5^*

18
D ic tio n a ry , p . 407.
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or th e  P r io re s s ,  i s  both tem ptress and to r tu r e r .

B lake, in  p re sen tin g  th i s  p ic tu re  o f  the  P r io re s s ,  has in d i

c a te d  h is  own in s ig h t  in to  th e  iro n ic  c h a ra c te r  of th e  P r io re s s  as  

Chaucer has drawn h e r . She i s ,  Blake say s .

d escrib ed  a ls o  a s  o f th e  f i r s t  rank ; r i c h  and honoured. She has 
c e r ta in  p e c u l i a r i t i e s  and l i t t l e  d e l ic a te  a f f e c ta t io n s ,  n o t un
becoming to  h e r , being accompanied w ith  what i s  t r u ly  grand and 
r e a l ly  p o l i t e ;  her person  and h er fa c e , Chaucer has described  w ith  
m inuteness; i t  i s  very  e le g a n t, and was the beauty  o f our ances
to r s ,  t i l l  a f t e r  E l iz a b e th 's  tim e, when voluptuousness and f o l ly  
began to  be accounted b e a u t i f u l ,  (p . 52^)

Y et, t h i s  woman, in  some ages predom inating a s  the  le a d e r , i s  a t  once 

"a  scourge and a  b l ig h t ."  As Chaucer p a in ts  her.

s ik e r ly  she was of g re e t  d e sp o rt.
And f u l  p le sa u n t, and amyable. of p o r t.
And peyned h ire  to  c o u n tre fe te  cheere 
Of c o u r t ,  and to  been e s t a t l i c h  of manere. 
And to  ben holden digne o f  rev eren ce .

(G eneral Prologue, 11. 137-4l)

She was so c h a r i ta b le  she could  n o t bear to  see a  mouse h u r t.  Yet she 

t e l l s  a  bloody t a l e  in  which vengeance i s  wreaked upon the Jews who k id 

nap and c u t the th ro a t  o f  th e  " l i t e l  c le rg eo n ."  She fed  her hounds w ith  

" ro s te d  f le s s h ,  o r m ilk and w aste l-b reed" w hile people s ta rv e d . This 

woman o f  "conscience and ten d re  h e r te ,"  who spoke th e  French o f 

" S tra tfo rd  a t t e  Bowe" because "Prenssh o f  Parys was to  h ire  unknowe," 

wore a

brooch of gold f u l  sheene.
On which th e r  was f i r s t  w rite  a  crowned A,
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And a f t e r  Amor v in c i t  omnia.
(G eneral P ro logue, 11. 122-62)

The irony  o f C haucer's  d e s c r ip tio n  o f h e r p lu s  the  grim ness o f t h i s  

woman's ta le  Blake has p resen ted  to  f u l l  advantage as  he p a in ts  the  

P r io re s s  as  a  prim nun who i s  the  te a s in g  c o u n te rp a rt of th e  Wife of 

B ath . In  s h o r t ,  Blake has g iven  us two ty p es  o f women—Eve and Mary, 

V irg in  and Whore.

Not to  he om itted from the Ore ca tegory  a re  the  Second Nun and 

the Nun’s  P r ie s t .  Blake says l i t t l e  abou t them o th e r  than th a t  they  

a re  " s u i ta b le  a tte n d a n ts  on rank  and fash io n "  (p . ^24 ). The Second 

N un's Tale " o f  th e  l y f  o f S e in te  C ecile" and h er c lo se  a s so c ia tio n  w ith 

the P r io re s s  c le a r ly  p lace  h e r in  the  same T irzah c la s s .  As f o r  the  

N un's P r ie s t ,  K ir a l is  no tes  th a t  The N un's P r i e s t 's  Tale about P e r te lo te  

"could  be a  d e s c r ip tio n  of the P r io re s s ,"  th a t  "both P e r te lo te  and the  

P r io re s s  a re  a f fe c te d  and tak e  them selves and th e i r  se lf -a p p o in te d  mis

s io n s  in  l i f e  much too s e r i o u s l y . I n  a d d itio n , th e  H o s t's  knowing 

words to  the N un's P r ie s t  emphasize th e  p r i e s t 's  s e x u a lity :

But by my tro u th e , i f  thou were se c u le r .
Thou w oldest ben a  tre d e -fo u l a r ig h t .
For i f  thou have corage as  thou h a s t  myght,
Thee were nede of hennes, as  I  wene,
Ya, moo than seven tymes seven tene.
(E pilogue, The N un's P r i e s t 's  T ale , v i i ,  11. 3^50-5^)

19 "W illiam  Blake a s  an I n te l l e c tu a l  and S p i r i tu a l  Guide to
C haucer's Canterbury P ilg r im s ,"  p . 139 .
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The l a s t  and perhaps most s ig n if ic a n t  o f B lak e 's  Ore ch a rac te rs  

a re  th e  Plowman and the  M ille r .  The Plowman, Blake says,

i s  s im p lic ity  i t s e l f ,  w ith  wisdom and s tre n g th  f o r  i t s  stam ina. 
Chaucer has d iv ided  the an c ie n t c h a ra c te r  o f H ercules between h is  
M ille r  and h is  Plowman. Benevolence i s  the plowman's g re a t  char
a c t e r i s t i c ,  he i s  th in  w ith  excessive labour, and n o t w ith  o ld  age 
a s  some have supposed. . . .

The Plowman o f Chaucer i s  H ercules in  h is  supreme e te rn a l  
s ta t e ,  d iv e s te d  of h is  sp ec tro u s shadow; which i s  the  M ille r , a  
t e r r i b l e  fe llo w , such a s  e x is ts  in  a l l  tim es and p la c e s , fo r  the  
t r i a l  of man, to  a s to n ish  every neighbourhood, w ith  b ru ta l  s tre n g th  
and courage, to  g e t  r ic h  and powerful to  curb the  p rid e  o f Man.
(p. 527)

C learly  B lak e 's  d es ig n a tio n  of C haucer's Plowman as  h is  H ercules i s

r e la te d  to  h is  d e s c r ip tio n  o f The A ncient B rito n s and h is  d isc u ss io n  of

the  B eau tifu l man, who " re p re se n ts  the human p a th e tic "  (p . 333)• "The

B ea u tifu l Man a c ts  from duty , and anxious s o lic i tu d e  f o r  the f a te s  o f

those fo r  whom he combats" (p . 335)« I t  was H ercules who "e a r ly  chose
20Duty in s te a d  o f P leasu re ."  H ercules, then , i s  a t  once the  B e a u tifu l 

man, the man of pa thos, and Ore, re p re se n ta tiv e  of th e  human em otions. 

The M ille r  p rov ides an ap p ro p ria te  S pectre because he, in  c o n tra s t  to  

th e  Plowman who would work " fo r  every povre w ight, /  Withouten h i r e ,  i f  

i t  la y  in  h is  myght," works w ith  h is  "thombe o f g o ld ,"  pu re ly  fo r  him

s e l f  (General P ro logue. 11. 537-38; 5^3)•

My d es ig n a tio n  of th e  Plowman a s  an Ore c h a ra c te r  c o n f l ic ts  

w ith  K ir a l is ' in te rp r e ta t io n .  K ira l is  see s  the Plowman a s  a  rep re sen 

ta t io n  of Blake-Los and n o tes  th a t  he i s  b io g ra p h ic a lly  Blake w hile the

^  Damon, D ic tio n a ry , p . I 8 l .
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M ille r  i s  S to th a rd , who chea ted  Blake in  m atte rs  concerning th e  execu

t io n  of th e  p a in tin g . K ir a l is  bases h is  argument on th ese  p o in ts .

F i r s t ,  he n o tes  th a t  the Plowman i s  "developed too f u l ly  in  p ro p o rtio n  

to  th e  o ther c h a ra c te rs  in  A D esc rip tiv e  C atalogue"; second, " th e  Plow

man in  th e  engraving looks very  much l ik e  a  p o r t r a i t  o f  B lake"; the 

Plowman's "p roper use o f h is  ' wisdom and s tre n g th ' in  h is  benevo len t b u t

excessive  la b o r  suggests the  c h a ra c te r  o f Blake h im se lf" ; and Blake g ives

21"wisdom to  the  Plowman o f which Chaucer makes no m ention." With 

reg ard  to  th e  f i r s t  p o in t ,  Blake does devote s e v e ra l l in e s  to  th e  Plow

man, and perhaps th i s  i s  o u t o f  p ro p o rtio n  to  the  space sp en t on the  

o th e r  c h a ra c te rs .  Yet B la k e 's  prim ary concern i s  ap p aren tly  n o t so much 

w ith  d e lin e a tin g  the  c h a ra c te r  o f th e  Plowman as  w ith  em phasizing the  

d u a l na tu re  o f th e  Herculean c h a ra c te r , the  B e a u tifu l man. That the  

Plowman in  th e  engraving looks l ik e  Blake i s  t ru e .  But I  can a ls o  see 

a  c lo se  resem blance to  Blake in  th e  f ig u re  o f Chaucer. Joseph W icksteed 

has noted B la k e 's  tendency to  re p e a t f e a tu re s  and f ig u re s  in  h i s  i l l u s 

t r a t io n s  as  a  means o f in d ic a tin g  a  s p i r i t u a l  r e la t io n s h ip  between
22otherw ise sep a ra te  c h a ra c te rs .  I s  i t  n o t p o ss ib le  then th a t  Blake may 

have seen some a sp ec t o f h im se lf in  th e  c h a ra c te r  o f th e  Plowman, th a t

21 "W illiam Blake as  an I n te l l e c tu a l  and S p ir i tu a l  Guide to  
C haucer's Canterbury P ilg r im s ."  p . l4 ? .

B lak e 's  V ision o f th e  Book o f Job (ip iO ; r p t .  Hew York: 
H askell House. 1971), passim . See p a r t ic u la r ly  th e  commentary on I l l u s 
t r a t io n  I I ,  pp. 51-53*
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a sp e c t which he had v ested  in  h is  "benevo len t and excessive  la b o u r ,"  

la b o r  fo r  h is  meager ex is ten c e?  Perhaps too  the  Plowman re p re s e n ts  

th a t  elem ent o f B lak e 's  being  which took umbrage in  th e  Blake-Cromek- 

S to th ard  c o n f l ic t  surrounding  the  ex ecu tion  of th e  p a i n t i n g . B l a k e  

may have recognized  in  h is  q u a rre l w ith  S to th ard  th e  O rc-lik e  c h a ra c te r 

i s t i c s  o f h is  own temperament and used th e  Plowman-Miller coup ling  to  

exp ress  the  d issen s io n  between them. Yet t h i s  d is se n s io n , though 

obviously  im portan t to  Blake when he w rote A D esc rip tiv e  C atalogue, 

would hard ly  ju s t i f y  h is  ta k in g  on a s  h is  t o t a l  c h a ra c te r iz a tio n  t h a t  of 

H ercules or th e  Plowman. For B la k e 's  S trong man, r e p re s e n ta tiv e  o f the  

human sublim e, h is  " re c e p ta c le  o f Wisdom," and "sublim e en erg ize r"

(p . 535) —bos—i s  the re p re s e n ta tiv e  o f  the  p o e t w ith  a l l  h is  powers.

And t h i s  a sp e c t o f h im se lf Blake would have p o rtray ed  in  the  Los f ig u re  

o f Chaucer. On K i r a l i s ' f i n a l  p o in t ,  Blake does g iv e  "wisdom to  th e  

Plowman o f which Chaucer makes no m ention." I  r e p e a t  an e a r l i e r  quo ta

t io n  from Blake, th a t  th e  Plowman " i s  s im p lic i ty  i t s e l f ,  w ith  wisdom and 

s tre n g th  fo r  i t s  stam ina."  Yet th i s  i s  hard ly  th e  wisdom of Los, " th e  

exp ress io n  in  th i s  world o f  the C rea tiv e  Im ag ina tion ."  The Plowman, 

t r u e ,  i s  b ro th e r  o f th e  Parson—a  Los c h a ra c te r—and he has th e  H erculean 

wisdom th a t  enab les him to  p lace  duty  b e fo re  p le a s u re . But thus a c tin g .

See Mona W ilson 's  account o f  t h i s  c o n f l i c t  in  The L ife  o f 
W illiam B lake, ed. G eoffrey Keynes (London; Oxford Univ. P re ss , 1971)1 
pp. 232- 36 .

2^ Damon, D ic tio n a ry , p . 246.
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he i s  B lake’ s B ea u tifu l man, th e  human p a th e t ic ,  and must be p laced  in  

th e  Ore c a teg o ry .

F in a l ly ,  the  S trong  man, the  Los c h a ra c te r ,  f in d s  exp ression  

in  th e  minute p a r t ic u la r s  o f B la k e 's  re n d e rin g  o f th e  Host, the  Parson, 

th e  C lerk , and th e  P oet Chaucer. The "H ost who fo llo w s th i s  group, and 

ho lds th e  c e n te r  o f th e  cav a lcad e ,"  Blake says.

i s  a  f i r s t  r a t e  c h a ra c te r ,  and h is  jo k es  a re  no t r i f l e s ;  th ey  a re  
always, though u t te re d  w ith  a u d ac ity , and eq u a lly  f r e e  w ith  the  
Lord and th e  P easan t, they  a re  alw ays s u b s ta n t ia l ly  and w e ig h tily  
ex p ress iv e  o f knowledge and ex p erien ce ; Henry B a i l l i e ,  th e  keeper 
o f  th e  g r e a te s t  In n , o f th e  g r e a te s t  C ity ; f o r  such was th e  Tabarde 
In n  in  Southwark, n ea r London; our Host was a ls o  a  le a d e r  o f the 
age. (pp . 525- 26)

This man, who Chaucer t e l l s  us was chosen to  be t h e i r  "governour" and of 

t h e i r  t a l e s  " ju g e  and re p o rte u r"  (G eneral P ro logue, 11. 813-14), and 

whom Blake uses to  a t  once s p l i t  the group in  two and y e t  g a th e r  them 

to g e th e r  w ith h is  o u ts tre tc h e d  arms, u sh e rs  the  cavalcade on i t s  way.

B la k e 's  d e s c r ip t io n  lik ew ise  c la s s e s  the  Parson among the 

S trong men, r e p re s e n ta t iv e  o f the  human sublim e :

an  A p o stle , a  r e a l  M essenger of Heaven, s e n t i n  every age f o r  i t s  
l i g h t  and i t s  warmth. This man i s  beloved and venerated  by a l l ,  
and n eg le c ted  by a l l ;  He se rv es  a l l ,  and i s  served  by none; he i s ,  
accord ing  to  C h r i s t 's  d e f in i t io n ,  th e  g r e a te s t  o f h is  age. Yet he 
i s  a  Poor Parson o f a  town. Read C haucer's  d e s c r ip tio n  of th e  
Good P arson , and bow th e  head and knee to  him, who, in  every age 
sends us such a  burn ing  and a  sh in in g  l i g h t .  Search 0 ye r ic h  and 
pow erful, f o r  th ese  men and obey t h e i r  counse l, then s h a l l  the  
golden age r e tu rn ;  But a la s  I  You w i l l  n o t e a s i ly  d is t in g u is h  him 
from th e  F r ia r  o r th e  Pardoner, they  a lso  a re  " f u l l  solemn men" and 
th e i r  co u n se l, you w i l l  continue to  fo llo w , (p . 526)
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C lo se ly  r e la te d  in  th e i r  L o s - lik e  q u a l i t i e s  a re  the  C lerk  and 

Chaucer. The c h a ra c te r  o f th e  C lerk , Blake sa y s ,

v a r ie s  from th a t  o f Chaucer, a s  th e  con tem plative  ph ilo sopher 
v a r ie s  from th e  p o e t ic a l  g en ius. There a re  always th ese  two 
c la s se s  o f  lea rn ed  sag es , th e  p o e t ic a l  and th e  p h ilo so p h ic a l. The 
p a in te r  has p u t them s id e  by s id e ,  a s  i f  the  y o u th fu l c le rk  had 
p u t h im se lf  under th e  tu i t io n  o f th e  m ature p o e t. L e t the  
P h ilosopher always be th e  se rv a n t and s c h o la r  o f in s p ir a t io n  and 
a l l  w i l l  be happy, (p . 528)

These men a re  a t  th e  top  o f th e  l i s t  i n  n o b i l i ty  o f c h a ra c te r . They 

re p re se n t th e  " c re a tiv e  Im agination  of th e  In d iv id u a l" —Los. They

a re  B lake’ s  s tro n g e s t  o f  th e  S trong men, re c e p ta c le s  o f wisdom, sublim e 

e n e rg iz e rs .

I t  i s  thus th a t  Blake c l a s s i f i e s  Chaucer’s  c h a ra c te rs  in  terms 

o f h is  own myth. In  them he sees th e  " e te rn a l  p r in c ip le s  or c h a ra c te rs  

o f human l i f e "  th a t  "appear to  p o e ts , in  a l l  ages" (p . 527). Yet one 

cannot read  B lake’ s c r i t ic i s m  o f Chaucer w ith o u t being a t  once aware o f 

what on th e  su rface  seems to  be a  s ig n i f ic a n t  c o n f l ic t  between Chaucer’ s 

C h ris tia n  orthodoxy and B lake’s  concep tion  o f an in te rn a l  d e i ty ,  ex

p ressed  in  p a r t  in  th e  passage a lread y  quoted w herein he t e l l s  us th a t  

the  gods o f th e  Greeks and o f th e  Moderns "a re  v is io n s  o f the  e te rn a l  

a t t r i b u t e s ,  o r d iv in e  names, which, when e re c te d  in to  gods, become 

d e s tru c tiv e  to  humanity" (p . 527). Blake ex p resses  a  s im ila r  concept in  

The M arriage o f Heaven and H e ll a s  he r e l a t e s  th e  h is to ry  o f r e l ig io n :

Damon, D ic tio n a ry , p . 426.
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Ihe a n c ie n t Poets animated a l l  se n s ib le  o b je c ts  w ith  Gods or 
G eniuses, c a l l in g  them by the  names and adorning them w ith the 
p ro p e r tie s  o f woods, r iv e r s ,  m ountains, la k e s , c i t i e s ,  n a tio n s , 
and whatever th e i r  en larged  & numerous senses could p e rce iv e .

And p a r t ic u la r ly  they s tu d ie d  the gen ius o f each c i ty  & 
country , p lac in g  i t  under i t s  m ental d e i ty .

T i l l  a  system was formed, which some took advantage of & 
e n s la v 'd  the  vu lgar by a ttem pting  to  r e a l iz e  o r a b s tr a c t  the 
mental d e i t i e s  from th e i r  o b je c ts ; thus began P ries th o o d .

Choosing forms of worship from p o e tic  t a l e s .
And a t  len g th  they  pronounced th a t  th e  Gods had orderd such 

th in g s .
Thus men fo rg o t th a t  A ll d e i t i e s  r e s id e  in  the  human b re a s t .  

(P la te  l l )

That Chaucer p a id  homage, in  sending h is  p ilg rim s to  C anterbury, to  an 

e x te rn a l d e i ty  th a t  was unacceptable to  Blake i s  probably t ru e .  Yet a t  

th e  same tim e th i s  d id  n o t p reven t Blake from a p p re c ia tin g  C haucer's 

acu te  d ep ic tio n  in  h is  c h a ra c te rs  o f  m ankind's parad o x ica l n a tu re .

Both Chaucer and Blake a re  m asters o f iro n y . I  have a lread y  

mentioned th e  iro n y  o f C haucer's p o r t r a i t  o f th e  P r io re s s . There a re  

co u n tless  o th e r  in s tan c e s  o f i t  in  th e  T a les . Chaucer makes h im self th e  

iro n ic  n a r ra to r  of h i s  own poem.^^ For example, in  what seems out

wardly an a c t  of s e lf -d e p re c a tio n  he begins S i r  Thopas. This ta le  to  

th e  u n in i t ia te d  i s  a  monotony of rim e. But to  th e  more knowing. S ir  

Thopas i s  a  b r i l l i a n t  parody of th e  m e trica l romance, which could  only 

have come from a  person o f supreme p o e tic a l  s k i l l .  Hence Chaucer a t  

once dep reca tes  h im self and d isp lay s  h im self a  p o e t and an a s tu te  

l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c .  His i ro n ic  m asterp iece i s  h is  p o r t r a i t  o f the

See E uggiers, The A rt o f  the Canterbury T a le s , pp. 16-23» 
f o r  a  d iscu ss io n  o f Chaucer a s  i ro n ic  n a r ra to r .
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Pardoner, whose iro n ic  t a l e  o f th re e  young men who f in d  d ea th  in  th e

seeking o f i t  s u i t s  h is  own d u p lic i ty  o f c h a ra c te r .  At th e  same tim e,

th e  Pardoner a v a r ic io u s ly  seeks to  p e rp e tra te  th e  very s in  on th e  o th e r

p ilg rim s th a t  he warns them a g a in s t.  Beyond th ese  examples from th e

T ales them selves, th e  o v e ra ll  s tru c tu re  o f The Canterbury T ales func-
27tio n s  on "two le v e ls  of f i c t i o n ."  As Ruggiers has no ted , "The comic, 

d is s e n t ie n t  w orld, and r e a l i s t i c  world . . . which [C h au ce r 's ]  men and 

women in h a b it  p rov ides a  t a r t  co u n te rp o in t to  the  o therw orld ly  goal 

im plied by th e  j o u r n e y . C h a u c e r ' s  irony  d isp la y s  h is  B oethian con

c ep tio n  o f a  P ro v id e n tia l ly  ordered world which a t  the  same tim e a ss ig n s  

mankind in d iv id u a l r e s p o n s ib i l i ty .  And the  c a s tin g  o f the  in d iv id u a l 

p ilg rim s a g a in s t  th e  background o f th e  p ilgrim age re in fo rc e s  th e  b a s ic  

c o n f l ic t  o r paradox o f humankind—th e  "double a lle g ia n c e  o f a l l  men to  

God and to  th e  w o r l d . C h a u c e r ' s  in d iv id u a l i s  caught between th ese  

c o n tra r ie s —c o n tra r ie s  w ithou t which, Blake would have s a id , th e re  i s  no 

p ro g ressio n .

B la k e 's  own sense o f irony  i s  ev id en t in  h is  ren d e rin g  of The 

Canterbury P ilg r im s . On th e  one hand, th e  movement o f th e  cavalcade i s  

from l e f t  to  r ig h t  a c ro ss  the  p a in tin g , the  d ir e c t io n  o f th e  n a tu ra l  

movement o f th e  eye a c ro ss  th e  page. This l e f t  to  r ig h t  movement im p lies

The A rt o f  th e  Canterbury T a le s , p . 4 .

The A rt o f  th e  Canterbury T a le s , p . 3*

^  The A rt o f  th e  Canterbury T a le s , p . 11.
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pro g ressio n  toward the  s a lv a tio n  o ffe re d  by th e  a r r i v a l  a t  C anterbury. 

But a t  the  same tim e th e  c ro ss  and n e t  iconography th a t  dom inates th e  

p a in tin g  i s  a  co n tra ry  in d ic a tio n  because the  c ro ss  and n e t were fo r  

Blake symbols o f re p re s s io n . As Damon n o te s , th e  c ro ss  i s  "an  in s t r u 

ment of execu tion , o f th e  Vengeance f o r  S in ,"  and consequently  does n o t 

symbolize " th e  tru e  r e l ig io n  of f o rg iv e n e s s ." ^  Yet the  c ro ss  m o tif 

appears ag a in  and again  in  th e  p a in tin g . I t  dom inates th e  e n t i r e  scene 

in  the  form o f Harry B a i ly 's  o u ts tre tc h e d  arms a s  he r id e s  in  cruciform  

p o s itio n  a t  th e  c e n te r  o f  the  p a i n t i n g . I t  i s  rep ea ted  in  th e  

P ard o n er's  "S w astik a -lik e  c o n t o r t i o n , i n  th e  Wife o f B a th 's  neck lace , 

in  the  c ro ss  on th e  K n ig h t's  ch e s t and in  two c ro sse s  worn by th e  

P r io re s s . The n e t a lso  ho lds a  dominant p o s it io n  in  th e  p a in tin g  a s  a  

covering f o r  the  P r io r e s s ' h o rse . This n e t - l ik e  horse  covering  i s  the  

most obvious o f such a t t i r e  in  the  p a in tin g . In  f a c t ,  i t  i s  im possib le  

to  glance a t  th e  i l l u s t r a t i o n  w ithou t o n e 's  eyes moving f i r s t  to  the  

c e n tra l  form o f B aily  in  c ru c if ix  p o s it io n  and then  ahead to  th e  

predominant n e t on th e  P r io r e s s ' h o rse . The n e t m o tif i s  re p e a te d  in  

th e  P r io re s s ' c lo th in g . The P a rd o n e r 's  c lo th in g  a lso  has a  f ilm y , n e t -  

l ik e  appearance, and lik ew ise  does the  d re ss  o f one o f th e  observers

^  D ic tio n a ry , p . 95.

For th ese  o b serv a tio n s  on c ro ss  iconography, I  am in d eb ted  
to  Warren S tev en so n 's  " In te rp re t in g  B la k e 's  Canterbury P ilg r im s ."

Stevenson, "Interpreting Blake's Canterbury Pilgrims," p.
122.
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in  th e  l e f t  fo reground . O ther in d ic a tio n s  o f B lak e 's  su b tly  i ro n ic  

comment on th e  p ilg rim age a r e  e v id en t. The d re ss  o f  th e  Parson f a l l s  in  

s t r a ig h t  l in e s  from h is  th ig h s ,  in  c o n tra s t  to  the  more flow ing l in e s  of 

C haucer's  d re ss  a s  he r id e s  toward the  end o f th e  p ro cess io n . And th e re  

a re  a d d it io n a l  sym m etrical m o tifs  in  the  p a in tin g . To begin  w ith , as  

p rev io u s ly  mentioned and a s  a ls o  noted by K ir a l is ,  th e  group i t s e l f  i s  

c u t in to  two p a r ts  w ith  B a ily  r id in g  a t  c e n te r .  D iv id ing  the  two halves 

a re  th e  P r io re s s  a t  th e  c e n te r  o f th e  f r o n t  grouping, and the Wife o f 

Bath a t  th e  c e n te r  o f  the r e a r  grouping. The t r ia n g le  m o tif i s  a ls o  

d is c e rn ib le  th roughou t the  p a in t in g . The p ilg rim s  a re  shown lea v in g  the 

p o r ta l  o f th e  Tabarde, which forms a  t r ia n g u la r  a rch  over the heads o f 

th e  Reeve, th e  C le rk , and th e  P o e t. There a re  a t  l e a s t  th re e  s e ts  o f 

t r ia n g u la r  arrangem ent in  th e  p o s it io n s  o f th e  p ilg r im s . One i s  a t  the 

f ro n t  o f  th e  p ro cess io n  and c o n s is ts  o f th e  K night, th e  S q u ire , and the 

Yeoman. Two form th e  r e a r  o f  th e  p ro cess io n  and c o n s is t  o f the  M erchant, 

th e  M ille r ,  and th e  Wife o f B ath , and f i n a l l y ,  the Reeve, the C lerk , and 

Chaucer. This r e p e t i t io n  o f  c ro ss  and n e t  iconography and sym m etrical 

m o tif , a l l  o f  which r e p re s e n t  negative  and re p re s s iv e  a sp e c ts  of 

o rganized  r e l ig io n ,  r e in fo rc e  B lak e 's  sense o f iro n y  and make comments 

bo th  p a r a l l e l  to  and in  s u b tle  c o n tra d ic tio n  to  h is  commentary on the  

p ilg rim s  in  A D esc rip tiv e  C atalogue. I f  one can im agine B lak e 's  i n t e r 

p re t in g  C haucer's  p ilg rim age on a  wholly l i t e r a l  o r r e a l i s t i c  p lan e , 

t h i s  i ro n ic  comment on r e l ig io n  m i ^ t  j u s t i f y  th e  argument th a t  B lake 

saw the  cavalcade a s  a  v a in  p ilg rim age to  th e  sh rin e  a t  C anterbury. But
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such would he accusing  Blake o f " s in g le  v is io n ."  His fo u rfo ld , p o e tic  

v is io n  p en e tra ted  to  th e  a rc h e ty p a l le v e l  o f  C haucer's  work. H is own 

sense o f  the iro n y  of human e x is te n c e  was a ttu n ed  to  th a t  o f  Chaucer.

He saw in  C haucer's  c h a ra c te rs  th e  " e te rn a l  p r in c ip le s  or c h a ra c te rs  o f 

human l i f e , "  and th a t  th e  concept of re p re s s io n  i s  in h e re n t in  human

k ind , whether p ro je c te d  in  an e x te rn a l d e i ty  or experienced in  th e  

in te rn a l  w arring f a c t io n s  o f the  mind. As C haucer's  c h a ra c te rs  were 

caught between th e  c o n tra r ie s  o f God and th e  world, B lak e 's  were caught 

between those o f Ore and U rizen, Tharmas and Los. And Blake saw, to o , 

th a t  th e  s a lv a tio n  a ffo rd ed  by th e  education  o f the Canterbury p ilg rim 

age was sym bolically  id e n t ic a l  to  h is  own v is io n  o f Jerusalem , the  C ity  

of Peace.
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CHAPTER I I I  

THE RENAISSANCE

Of a l l  th e  periods o f English l i t e r a t u r e ,  i t  was w ith the  Ren- 

naissance th a t  Blake f e l t  the  g re a te s t  a f f i n i i y .  Northrop Frye a t t r i 

b u tes  B lak e 's  la c k  of a  p u b lic  during  h is  l i fe t im e  to  th is  a f f in i ty :

"Had he been born a t  any time between, say , 1530 and I 63O, he would have 

found a  la rg e  p u b lic  ab le  to  speak h is  language, h is  prem ises would have 

been accepted on th e i r  own m e rits  . . Frye lik ew ise  notes th a t  no t

only do h is  " e a r ly  ly r ic s  r e c a l l  the E lizab e th an s,"  b u t "he r e v e r ts  to

them in  h is  c r i t i c a l  a t t i tu d e  as  w e ll,"  e sp e c ia lly  in  h is  "d o c trin e  th a t
2

a l l  major poetry  i s  a l le g o r ic a l ."  C learly  th a t  a sp e c t of E lizabe than  

p o e try  which looked inward toward the  f a c u l t ie s  of th e  human mind and 

b e liev ed  in  the  Divine n a tu re  o f the  poet appealed to  Blake. Though he 

might have o b jected  to  S id n ey 's  concept o f the  "heavenly maker of th a t  

maker, who . . . made man to  h is  owne l ik e n e s ,"  because fo r  Blake the  

"making" was rev ersed —i t  was th e  poet h im se lf who c rea te d  h is  maker—

^ F e a rfu l Symmetry, p . I 6I .
2

F e a rfu l Symmetry, p . 9 .



he would d o u b tle ss  have agreed th a t  th e  p o e t "w ith th e  fo rce  of a  

d iv in e  b re a th ,"  could b rin g  " th in g s  fo o r th  su rpassing  h e r [[Nature's]] 

d o in g s,"  th a t  "N ature never s e t  fo o rth  the  e a r th  in  so r ic h  T a p is try  a s  

d iv e rse  poets have done."^

S. F o s te r  Damon has a lso  remarked about B lake’ s a f f i n i t y  w ith  

the  Renaissance p o e ts . B lak e 's  ly r i c s ,  Damon n o te s , r e f l e c t  "Ben Jonson, 

Beaumont and F le tc h e r ,  and W illiam Shakspere. . . . But Blake d id  more 

than  re ad  them: he was the  f i r s t  to  r e tu rn  to  th e i r  way o f see in g  and 

f e e l in g .  He was th e  f i r s t  to  r e - e s ta b l i s h  in  l i t e r a t u r e  the  e c s ta cy , 

the f re s h  music o f the  im ag ination ."  H arold Bloom lik ew ise  a t t e s t s  to  

th e  E lizabe than  a f f i n i t y ,  n o tin g  th a t  a  la rg e  group o f poems from P o e ti

c a l  Sketches a re  "songs in  th e  E lizabe than  m anner."^

Such r e f le c t io n s  o f B lak e 's  a t t r a c t io n  to  the  Renaissance a re  

s c a t te re d  throughout h is  work, p a r t ic u la r ly  h is  e a r ly  l y r i c s .  But h is  

commentary on and c r i t ic is m  of Renaissance p o e ts  i s  l im ite d  to  th re e  

m ajor f ig u re s :  Shakespeare, Spenser, and M ilton.

^ "The Defence o f P o es ie ,"  The Prose Works o f S i r  P h il ip  
S idney, ed. A lb e rt F e u i l le r a t  (1912; r p t .  Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. 
P re ss , 1962) ,  I I I ,  8 -9 .

^  W illiam Blake: His Philosophy and Symbols (1924; r p t .  
G loucester, M ass.: P e te r  Sm ith, 1958), ipp. 27-28.

^ Ihe V isionary  Company, p . I 7 .
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B la k e 's  C ritic ism  o f Shakespeare

A review  o f B lak e 's  c r i t ic is m  o f Shakespeare re v e a ls  th a t  Blake 

saw Shakespeare much a s  he saw Chaucer—a s  a  m aster o f c h a ra c te r  po r

t r a y a l .  And while,- on th e  one hand, he may have o b jec ted  to  Shake

s p e a re 's  concern w ith  w arfa re , a s  some o f h is  v e rb a l commentary in d i

c a te s ,  he n e v e rth e le ss  recogn ized  him as  a  p o e t o f  in s p i r a t io n .

The c r i t ic is m  o f Shakespeare in c lu d e s  a  s e r ie s  o f  comments th a t  

season B lak e 's  prophecies and p rose ; obvious a l lu s io n s ,  v e rb a l echoes, 

and o th e r r e f le c t io n s  o f in flu en c e  in  some o f the  P o e tic a l  Sketches and 

in  h i s  o th er works ; a  p o r t r a i t  o f  Shakespeare executed f o r  the  Heads o f 

the  P oets  p ro je c t  f o r  Hayley; and a  sp r in k lin g  of i l l u s t r a t i o n s  r e la te d  

in  v a rio u s  ways to  Shakespeare and h is  p la y s .

The s e r ie s  o f v e rb a l re fe re n c e s  to  Shakespeare in  B lak e 's  

p rophecies and p rose  in  some in s ta n c e s  in d ic a te s  h is  concern th a t  

S hakespeare 's  v is io n  might have been a f f l i c t e d  lay a  c l a s s i c a l  preoccu

p a tio n  w ith  w arfa re . The P re face  to  M ilto n , f o r  example, l in k s  

Shakespeare w ith  th e  Greek and Roman " s la v e s  o f th e  Sword";

The S to len  and P erv e rted  W ritings o f Homer & Ovid: o f  P la to  & 
C icero , which a l l  Men ought to  contemn: a re  s e t  up by a r t i f i c e  
a g a in s t  the  Sublime o f th e  B ib le , b u t when the  New Age i s  a t  
l e i s u r e  to  Pronounce: a l l  w i l l  be s e t  r ig h t :  & those  Grand Works
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o f  the  more a n c ie n t & co n sc io u sly  & p ro fe ssed ly  In sp ire d  Men, w ill  
ho ld  th e i r  p ro p er ran k , & th e  Daughters o f  Memory s h a l l  become 
th e  Daughters o f I n s p i r a t io n .  Shakspeare & M ilton were both curbd 
by the  s i l l y  Greek & L a tin  s la v e s  o f the  Sword.

When one co n sid e rs  the  emphasis Blake p laces  on Atonement and fo rg iv e 

ness  a s  opposed to  vengeance and co rp o rea l w arfa re , i t  appears th a t  h is  

re fe re n c e  h ere  i s  to  S h ak esp eare 's  p reoccupation  w ith  w arfare  in  the 

h is to ry  p la y s . For Blake the only j u s t i f i a b l e  w arfare was m ental war

f a r e ,  th a t  which occurred  " In  th e  g re a t  Wars o f E te rn i ty ,  in  fu ry  of 

P o e tic  I n s p ir a t io n  . . . Mental forms C reating" (M ilton 30 :19-20). War

fa r e  on e a r th  was an o th e r m a tte r; i t  was "energy E nslav’d” (Four Zoas 

IX, p . 120, 1 . 4 2 ), a  fo u n ta in  o f " b i t t e r  Death & o f corrod ing  H e ll,"  

th a t  changed brotherhood " in to  a  Curse" (M ilton 3 5 0 -^ )  • Blake r e s i s te d  

in  Shakespeare th a t  in c l in a t io n  which turned  him toward th e  su b je c t of 

war, an in c l in a t io n  perhaps grounded in  S hakespeare 's  knowledge o f the 

e p ic s  o f Homer and V i r g i l .  In  h is  commentary "On Homer's Poetry" Blake 

exclaim s: "The C la s s ic s , i t  i s  th e  C la ss ic s !  & n o t Goths nor Monks, th a t  

D esolate Europe w ith  Wars" (p . 267) .

There a re  a t  l e a s t  two o th e r in s ta n c e s  where Blake a s so c ia te s  

Shakespeare w ith  Homer; one in  p a r t ic u la r ,  from h is  A nnotations to  

Boyd's H is to r ic a l  Notes on Dante (pp. 622-23), im p lies  an a n tip a th y  

toward S h akespeare 's  concern w ith  war. The passage from Boyd which 

e l i c i t e d  B la k e 's  comment re ad s :

We cannot sym pathise w ith  A c h ille s  f o r  th e  lo s s  o f h is  M is tress , 
when we f e e l  th a t  he gained h e r by th e  m assacre o f  h e r fam ily .
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B la k e 's  resp o n se .

nobody co n sid e rs  th ese  th in g s  when they read  Homer o r Shakespear 
o r D a n te [ ,]

seems to  p o in t  to  th e  r e a d e r 's  tendency to  read  the  e p ic s  o f Homer, fo r

example, a tte n d in g  m erely to  the  g lo ry  of war and no t to  th e  human agony

and s a c r i f ic e  involved . I f  th e re  i s  no sympathy w ith A c h ille s , Blake 

seems to  be say ing , i t  r e s u l t s  n o t from empathy w ith  the  m is tre ss  and 

h e r fam ily  b u t r a th e r  from th e  r e a d e r 's  p reoccupation  w ith  th e  w arfare . 

The e f f e c t  i s  the same when th e  re a d e r  approaches S hakespeare 's  drama

t i z a t io n  o f war in  the  h is to ry  p la y s .

The o th e r coupling  of Shakespeare and Homer, which appears in

Chapter 7 o f An Is la n d  in  th e  Moon, seems somewhat in co n se q u en tia l.

Here Quid speaks;

. . .  I  th in k  th a t  Homer i s  bombast & Shakespeare i s  too w ild  & 
M ilton has no f e e l in g s  they  m ight be e a s i ly  outdone C h a tte rto n  
never w r i t  those poems, (p . 446)

The s a t i r i c a l  s e t t in g  w ith  i t s  a im less  co n v ersa tio n  neg a tes  any s e rio u s  

meaning th a t  m ight be a tta ch ed  to  th e  passage. Obviously some p a r t s  o f 

Q u id 's  speech—"C h a tte rto n  never w r i t  those poems" or "M ilton has no 

fe e lin g s" —a re  co n tra d ic te d  in  B la k e 's  more s e r io u s  work. N ev erth e less , 

a s  Damon has suggested , i t  i s  p robably  of some s ig n if ic a n c e  th a t  

Shakespeare i s  lin k ed  w ith  Homer.^

^ D ic tio n a ry , p . 370.



For the most p a r t ,  however, B lake 's  o th e r  v erba l comments 

r e f l e c t  h is  ap p rec ia tio n  o f Shakespeare as  a  t r u ly  in sp ire d  p o e t. In  

The M arriage o f Heaven and H ell he c o n tra s ts  th e  in f in i t e  co n ten t o f the 

works of Shakespeare and Dante w ith th e  lim ite d  n atu re  o f the works of 

Swedenborg, P a race lsu s , and Jacob Boehme:

Any man of mechanical t a le n ts  may from the  w ritin g s  o f P aracelsus 
or Jacob Behmen, produce ten  thousand volumes of equal value w ith 
Swedenborg's, and from those o f Dante or Shakespear, an in f in i t e  
number. (P la te  22)

Blake seems to  be rank ing  th ese  w r ite rs  with Swedenborg a t  the  low est 

p o in t of th e  sca le  and Dante and Shakespeare a t  i t s  apex. Swedenborg, 

he w rite s  in  the  paragraph previous to  the one quoted above, "has not 

w r itte n  one new t ru th ,"  h is  w ritin g s  "a re  a  r e c a p i tu la t io n  of a l l  super

f i c i a l  op in ions, and an a n a ly s is  o f th e  more sublim e, bu t no fu r th e r"  

(P la te  22) .  P arace lsus and Boehme would fu rn is h  the most u n insp ired  

w r ite r  w ith  m a te ria l th a t  he might "produce te n  thousand volumes" th a t  

equaled the  w ritin g s  o f Swedenborg, who i s  in f e r io r  and d e r iv a t iv e .  But 

t h i s  un insp ired  w r i te r ,  a  "man of mechanical ta le n t s ,"  could d e riv e  from 

Dante and Shakespeare an in f in i t e  number of volumes eq u iv a len t to  the 

work of Swedenborg. In  ano ther in s ta n c e , w hile commenting on the  

lam entable s ta te  o f a r t  in  England, Blake c o n tra s ts  the  a r t  o f M ilton 

and Shakespeare w ith the  works o f Dryden and Pope, the  form er co p ie rs  of 

Im agination, the l a t t e r  o f N ature;

Men th in k  they can Copy Nature a s  C o rrec tly  a s  I  copy Im agination 
th is  they  w ill  f in d  Im possible. & a l l  the Copies or Pretended
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Copiers o f Nature from Rem trat to  Reynolds Prove th a t  N ature 
becomes . . .  to  i t s  Victim noth ing  b u t B lo ts  & B lu rs . Why a re  
Copiers o f Nature In c o rre c t  w hile Copiers o f Im agination a re  
C orrect t h i s  i s  m an ifest to  a l l  . . . .

While the  Works . . .  o f Pope & Dryden a re  looked upon as  
the  Same A rt w ith  those  o f M ilton & Shakespeare . . . th e re  can 
be no A rt in  a  N ation b u t such a s  i s  S ubserv ien t to  th e  in t e r e s t  
o f th e  Monopolizing Trader . . . (pp. 563- 65)

A rt, he say s , must be "Drawn w ith  a  firm  . . . hand . . . l i k e  F u se li & 

M ichael Angelo Shakespeare & M ilton" (p . 5^5)•

Though n o t n e c e s sa r ily  " c r it ic is m "  o f Shakespeare, B lak e 's  

a l lu s io n s  to  and v e rb a l echoes o f Shakespeare, and the r e f le c t io n  of 

S hak esp eare 's  in flu en ce  on the  P o e tic a l  Sketches do emphasize th e  degree 

to  which Blake was f a m il ia r  w ith S h akespeare 's  work. S hakespeare 's  

use of b lank  v erse  in  the  drama may have been p a r t ly  re sp o n s ib le  fo r  

B lak e 's  tu rn in g  to  th e  use o f blank verse  in  h is  e a r ly  l y r i c s .  That he 

probably saw i t  a s  a  means o f ach iev ing  freedom f o r  h is  v e rse  i s  r e f l e c 

te d  in  th e  e a r ly  l in e s  o f Jerusalem  when he comments on h is  l a t e r  need 

to  f re e  h im se lf  even f u r th e r  by e lud ing  th e  bondage of b lank verse  ;

When t h i s  Verse was f i r s t  d ic ta te d  to  me I  c o n s id e r 'd  a  Monotonous 
Cadence l ik e  th a t  used by M ilton & Shakspeare & a l l  w r i te r s  o f 
E ng lish  Blank V erse, derived  from th e  modern bondage o f Rhyming; 
to  be a  necessary  and in d isp e n s ib le  p a r t  o f Verse. But I  soon 
found th a t  in  th e  mouth of a  t ru e  O rator such monotony was n o t 
only awkward, b u t a s  much a  bondage a s  rhyme i t s e l f ,  (p . 144)

Of the  n in e te en  m iscellaneous poems from P o e tic a l  S ketches, seven ex

h i b i t  no end rim e. These seven in c lu d e  th e  fo u r  Season poems, which 

a ls o  r e f l e c t  th e  in flu en c e  o f James Thomson—"To S pring ,"  "To Summer," 

"To Autumn," "To W inter"—and th re e  o th e rs , "To th e  Evening S ta r ,"  "To
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Morning," and "F a ir  E lean o r."  "King Edward th e  Third" r e f l e c t s ,  a s  

Mona Wilson has noted, B lak e 's  f a m il ia r i ty  w ith  Shakespeare’ s  h i s t o r i -
7

c a l  p la y s . And Harold Bloom f in d s  echoes o f Shakespeare in  the  "w in te r 

p a s to ra l"  o f "B lind Man's Buff."®

Damon c i t e s  th re e  l in e s  in  B la k e 's  work which c le a r ly  echo
Q

Shakespeare. In  h is  A nnotations to  Bacon's Essays M oral, Economical 

and P o l i t i c a l  Blake responds to  B acon's rem arks about Satan  (p . 612).

In  "Of U nity in  R elig ion" Bacon w r ite s :

I t  was g re a t  blasphemy when th e  d e v il  s a id ,  " I  w il l  ascend and be 
l ik e  th e  H ighest"; b u t i t  i s  g re a te r  blasphemy to  p erso n a te  God, 
and b rin g  him in  say ing , " I  w i l l  descend, and be l ik e  th e  p rin ce  
o f dark n ess ."

B la k e 's  response to  t h i s  i s :

Did n o t Jesus descend & become a  S ervan t The P rince  o f darkness 
i s  a  Gentleman & n o t a  Man he i s  a  Lord C hancello r[ . ]

Here the  words "The P rin ce  o f darkness i s  a  Gentleman" a re  a ls o  those  

of Edgar in  King Lear ( l l l . i v . i 32 ) But they  seem n o t so much a  

comment on Shakespeare a s  a  n eg a tiv e  comment on Bacon, whom Blake

^ The L ife  o f William B lake, p . 8 .
O

B lak e 's  Apocalypse, p . 21.
o

D ic tio n a ry , p . 370.

Unless o therw ise in d ic a te d , q u o ta tio n s  from th e  works o f 
Shakespeare a re  from The Complete Works o f Shakespeare, ed . I rv in g  
R ibner and George Lyman K ittred g e  (Waltham, Mass. :  Ginn and Co., 1971),
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c le a r ly  considered  an a t h e i s t  (p . 615) ,  and the  p o l i t i c a l  s ta t e  o f th e  

E ng lish  c o u r t, on which Blake comments e a r l i e r  in  the m arg in a lia  to  

Bacon—" I t  was a  Common opinion in  the  Court o f Queen E lizab e th  th a t  

Knavery i s  Wisdom; Cunning P lo t t e r s  were considerd  as  w ise M achiavels"

(p . 610) .

More in d ic a t iv e  o f  B la k e 's  in te rp r e ta t io n  of Shakespeare a re

th e  words from Hamlet ( l . i i . 185) which Blake a ss ig n s  to  Eve in  The Ghost

o f Abel a s  she begins to  ach ieve in s ig h t  in to  the s ig n if ic a n c e  o f A b e l's

death  and th e  presence o f Jehovah: " I  see  him p la in ly  w ith  my M ind's

Eye" ( l:2 3 )*  S. F o ste r  Damon has noted th a t  th i s  l i n e  i s  "n o t only

in te r e s t in g  a s  ano ther ex p lan a tio n  of B la k e 's  own v is io n s  [perh ap s  the

see in g  o f what Joseph Burke has r e fe r r e d  to  a s  th e  e id e t ic  im age^^], b u t
12a s  an in te rp r e ta t io n  o f th e  g h o st in  Hamlet a s  w e ll."  This passage 

a ls o  r e f l e c t s  an in s tan ce  o f B la k e 's  understanding  o f th e  f a i r i e s  and 

r e la te d  e n t i t i e s  in  S h ak esp eare 's  work, a  su b jec t I  s h a l l  r e tu rn  to  

s h o r t ly .  These f ig u re s  Blake d e p ic ts  a s  co rp o rea lly  r e a l ,  thus empha

s iz in g  th e  " r e a l i ty "  o f th e  p sycho log ica l phenomena they  re p re s e n t .

Hence E v e 's  v is io n  of Jehovah and o f "Abel l iv in g ,"  and H am let's  v is io n  

o f h i s  f a th e r  were images l i t e r a l l y  seen .

See Joseph Burke, "The E id e t ic  and th e  Borrowed Image: an 
I n te rp r e ta t io n  o f B la k e 's  Theory and P ra c tic e  of A r t,"  The V isionary  
Hand, pp. 253“302. R pt. from In  Honour o f Daryl Lindsay: Essays and 
S tu d ie s , ed. Franz P h ilip p  and June S tew art (Melbourne: Oxford Univ. 
P re s s , 1964) ,  pp . 110-27.

W illiam  Blake; H is Philosophy and Symbols, p . 4-76.
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The th i r d  e x p l ic i t  echo i s  in  M ilton 28 :1 -7 , where Blake 

a llu d e s  to  A Midsummer N ig h t 's  Dream (V .i . l6 -1 7 ) :

Some Sons o f Los surround th e  P assions w ith  porches o f iro n  & 
s i lv e r

C rea ting  form & beauty around th e  dark  reg io n s  o f sorrow,
Giving to  a i r y  nothing a  name and a  h a b ita t io n
D e lig h tfu l!  w ith bounds to  th e  I n f i n i t e  p u ttin g  o f f  th e  I n d e f in i te  
In to  most ho ly  forms o f Thought: (such i s  th e  power o f in s p ira tio n )

A lexander G i lc h r is t  w rite s  t h a t  Blake ob jec ted  to  Shakespeare’ s expres

s io n  '"And g iv es  to  a i r y  no th ing  /  A lo c a l  h a b ita t io n  and a  name’"

because Blake b e liev ed  " th e  th in g s  im agination  saw were a s  much r e a l i -
13t i e s  a s  were g ro ss  and ta n g ib le  f a c t s ."  ^ D oubtless B lake’ s use o f 

th e se  l in e s  in  t h i s  co n tex t in  M ilton , a s  Los la b o rs  a t  h i s  d iv in e  ta sk , 

pokes iro n ic  fun  a t  Theseus who m istakenly  "lumps to g e th e r  the lu n a t ic ,  

th e  lo v e r , and th e  p o e t as  n e g lig ib le  v ic tim s o f the  im agination  (th u s
lij.

blaspheming a g a in s t  h is  own c r e a to r ) ."  At the  same th e  l in e s  c la r i f y  

t h a t  i t  i s  th e  " in d e f in i te "  n a tu re  o f  th e  " I n f in i te ,"  and n o t " a i ry  

n o th in g ,"  to  which the  poet must g ive form.

B la k e 's  most re v e a lin g  c r i t ic is m  o f Shakespeare i s  p i c t o r i a l .  

In  t h i s  re s p e c t  h is  comment abou t th e  s ig n if ic a n c e  o f S hakespeare 's  

f a i r i e s  in  A D esc rip tiv e  C atalogue i s  h ig h ly  re le v a n t:

By way o f i l l u s t r a t i o n ,  I  in s tan ce  Shakspeare’ s Witches in  Macbeth. 
Those who d re ss  them f o r  th e  s ta g e , consider them as  w retched o ld

L ife  o f  William B lake, p . 36^ .
IZl

D ic tio n a ry , p . 37O.
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women, and n o t a s  Shakspeare in tended , the Goddesses o f D estiny; 
th i s  shews how Chaucer has been m isunderstood in  h is  sublime 
work. Shakspeare 's F a ir ie s  a lso  a re  the r u le r s  o f the vegetable  
world, and so a re  C haucer's; l e t  them be so considered , and then 
the  p o e t w il l  be understood, and n o t e ls e .  (p . 526)

D isregard ing  th i s  passage, I  would f in d  m yself in  the p o s it io n  o f W. 

Moelwyn Merchant who no tes th a t  "There i s  no . . . s in g le  d ire c t io n  or 

te c h n ic a l form in  B lak e 's  works which a re  derived  from Shakespeare. 

Though Merchant goes on to  say th a t  th e  i l l u s t r a t io n s  " in  a d d itio n  to  

th e i r  h ig h ly  p ersonal comment on S hakespeare 's  th in k in g  . . . form a  

q u ite  s u b s ta n t ia l  comment on c e r ta in  a sp ec ts  of B lak e 's  mythology, 

he i s  c le a r ly  f ru s tra te d  by what a t  f i r s t  appears fragm entation  and lack  

o f  any c le a r  sta tem ent on th e  work o f Shakespeare. Working w ith  the 

seeming m iscellanea o f i l l u s t r a t i o n s  on Shakespeare i s  c le a r ly  d i f f e r e n t  

from working w ith  the i l l u s t r a t i o n s  on M ilton, where one f in d s  a  s e r ie s  

o f  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  on, fo r  example, Comus, P arad ise  L o s t, and P arad ise  

Regained; those on Gray, where Blake has executed l l 6  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  fo r  

a  volume o f G ray 's  poems; o r those on Young, some 537 i l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  

N ight Thoughts. But what Merchant seems to  have overlooked i s  th i s  

re v e a lin g  sta tem ent in  which Blake w rite s  of the  s ig n if ic a n c e  o f f a i r i e s  

in  Chaucer and Shakespeare.

Blake had recognized  the a l le g o r ic a l  n a tu re  of the  f a i r i e s  in  

Chaucer—in  The M erchant's T ale , f o r  in s ta n c e . L ikew ise, he recognized

"B lake 's  Shakespeare," p . 235» 

"B lak e 's  Shakespeare," p . 236.
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the  a l le g o r ic a l  correspondence between the f a i r i e s  o f S hakespeare 's  

work and human psycho log ica l s t a t e s .  In  th e  f a i r y  ca tegory , as  in d i

ca ted  in  the  passage quoted above, he included S hakespeare 's  w itches, 

and hence i t  seems sa fe  to  in f e r  th a t  he would a ls o  have inc luded  ghosts 

in  th is  ca tegory . These e n t i t i e s ,  he w r ite s , a re  " ru le r s  o f th e  vege

ta b le  w orld ," "Goddesses o f D estin y ,"  who hold  sway over human ex isten ce  

in  the g en era tiv e  s t a t e ,  a t  the  tw ofold le v e l o f  v is io n . The in d iv id u a l

in  the g en era tiv e  s ta te  i s  caught between th e  c o n tra r ie s  o f emotion and

reaso n . P erce iv in g  h im self a  r a t io n a l  c re a tu re  he i s  n e v e rth e le ss  

plagued by u n co n tro llab le  em otional d riv e s  which r e s u l t  in  ups and downs 

o f emotion and extremes in  behav io r, in  l u s t ,  in  s t r i f e ,  and in  w arfare  

—a l l  o f  the  fo rces  th a t  d erive  from the  com plexity o f human psychology. 

And i t  i s  th ese  em otional fo rc e s  a t  work th a t  Blake r e f e r s  to  as 

"Goddesses of D estiny ."

Here then Blake e x h ib its  h is  d eep est c r i t i c a l  a p p re c ia tio n  o f

Shakespeare. S hakespeare 's  f a i r i e s ,  w itches, and ghosts Blake knew were

o b je c t i f ic a tio n s  o f th e  m ental s ta te s  which re s u l te d  from th e  ten s io n  

between th e  c o n tra r ie s  o f reason  and emotion, between U rizen and Ore, 

which p rev a ile d  in  th e  g en e ra tiv e  s ta t e .  Blake understood th e  psycholog

i c a l  im p lica tio n s  of S hakespeare 's  work, th a t  l ik e  Chaucer he was a  mas

t e r  o f  c h a ra c te r  p o r tra y a l ,  and i t  i s  around th i s  in s ig h t ,  an  in s ig h t  

th a t  focuses on p o rtra y in g  th ese  f a i r y - l ik e  e n t i t i e s  from S hakespeare 's  

work, th a t  one can u n ify  many o f  h is  Shakespeare i l l u s t r a t i o n s .

There a re  tw en ty -e ig h t Blake i l l u s t r a t i o n s  th a t  can be
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a s so c ia te d  w ith Shakespeare. As i s  to  be expected , n o t a l l  can be 

r e la te d  d i r e c t ly  to  B la k e 's  a p p re c ia tio n  o f S hakesp eare 's  f a i r i e s , bu t 

e leven  can, and th i s ,  considered  w ith th e  f a c t  th a t  s e v e ra l more o f  the 

i l l u s t r a t i o n s  t r e a t  f ig u re s  from p lay s d ea lin g  la rg e ly  w ith  human emo

t io n s  and a b e rra n t behavior, such as  King L ear. Romeo and J u l i e t , and 

Macbeth, lends to  the argument th a t  i t  was S h ak esp eare 's  in s ig h t  in to  

human c h a ra c te r , o r psychology, w ith which Blake was c h ie f ly  concerned.

Two o f the  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  which f i t  o u ts id e  t h i s  emphasis on 

S hakespeare 's  trea tm en t of human c h a ra c te r , y e t  which may be commenting 

a t  l e a s t  b r ie f ly  on Shakespeare a s  a  p o e t, a re  p o r t r a i t s  o f  Shakespeare 

inc luded  in  B la k e 's  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  th e  work o f M ilton  and Gray. One 

i s  th e  i l l u s t r a t i o n  to  L 'A lleg ro  e n t i t l e d  The Young P o e t 's  Dream. The 

design  fe a tu re s  a  young and immature p o e t a s le e p , dreaming o f a  wedding 

th a t  i s  d ep ic ted  in  a  sphere th a t  tak es  up a  la rg e  p a r t  o f th e  upper

h a l f  o f  the  i l l u s t r a t i o n .  To th e  l e f t  o f  th e  sphere i s  th e  f ig u re  o f

17Jonson ho ld ing  a  book and to  th e  r ig h t  th e  f ig u re  o f  Shakespeare.

Though S. F o s te r  Damon sees  t h i s  i l l u s t r a t i o n  a s  a  mark o f B lak e 's

a p p re c ia tio n  o f Shakespeare in  th a t  " th e  s leep in g  la d  reach es  up toward

th e  f a in t l y  haloed Shakespeare, who h o lds the  Panpipes o f h is  ' n a tiv e
18Wood-notes w ild e , ' "  I  am more in c lin e d  to  agree w ith  Stephen Behrendt 

who p o in ts  out th a t  th i s  young la d  i s  n o t a  m ature p o e t, t h a t  Blake i s

17 As id e n t i f ie d  by Stephen C. Behrendt in  "B rig h t P ilg rim ag e ,'
p. 137.

18
D ic tio n a ry , p . 370.
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in  f a c t  u sing  h is  im m aturity  to  p o in t  th e  d iffe re n c e  between th i s  poet

and th e  more mature p o e t d ep ic ted  in  th e  I I  Penseroso d es ig n s . In

B eh ren d t's  view both  Jonson and Shakespeare a re  used in  t h i s  design  to

s ig n ify  th e  r e s t r i c t io n s  o f convention by which the  young p o e t i s  bound,

and " t h e i r  p resence on e i th e r  s id e  o f th e  sphere p h y s ic a lly  r e s t r i c t s

19the dream s p h e re 's  boundaries, p rev en tin g  any expansion ." Conse

q u e n tly , th e  main emphasis h ere  i s  n o t on the  d e p ic tio n  o f Shakespeare, 

or Jonson, b u t upon th e  young p o e t, who probably  re p re s e n ts  M ilton.

And th e  im p lic a tio n  i s  th a t  th e  young M ilton  m ight have been too much 

under th e  in flu en c e  o f Jonson and Shakespeare.

More in  c h a ra c te r  w ith  B lak e 's  c r i t ic is m  of Shakespeare i s  

th e  p o r t r a i t  o f Shakespeare drawn by Blake f o r  Design 9 to  G ray 's 

"P rog ress  o f Poesy." I h is  d es ig n , which i l l u s t r a t e s  G ray 's  l in e s  "To 

him th e  m ighty mother d id  u n v e il /  Her awful face  . . . ,"  p o rtray s  a 

young Shakespeare reach in g  upward to  embrace a  v e ile d  fem ale, the  "mighty 

m other," N ature, who ho lds in  h e r  hand two golden keys. This i l l u s t r a 

t io n ,  w hile i t  l i t e r a l l y  d e p ic ts  the l in e s  o f G ray 's  ode, i s  somewhat 

ambiguous where B la k e 's  iconography i s  concerned. The head and arms 

o f th e  "m ighty mother" emerge from a  sphere which in  i t s  o u te r  circum

fe ren ce  i s  m oon-like and hence a  symbol of Beulah or in s p i r a t io n .  But 

in  th e  i n t e r i o r  o f th e  sphere th e  l in e s  converge to  form a  v e i l - l ik e  

garment—symbol o f G eneration—which flow s down from l e f t  to  r ig h t  over

"B righ t P ilg rim ag e ,"  p . I 3 8 .
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th e  head and l e f t  arm— th e  arm th a t  encloses Shakespeare—o f N ature. My 

f i r s t  in c l in a t io n  was to  re a d  th e  v e i l  iconography a s  B la k e 's  sta tem ent 

o f apprehension about a  young S hakespeare 's  a f f i n i t y  w ith N atu re . Irene  

T ay le r, however, does n o t see th e  d esign  in  th i s  l i g h t .  She se e s  the 

"m ighty mother" emerging "from a  s o r t  o f  yellow , open sphere" s ig n ify 

in g  Beulah and "em phasizing th e  m utual lov ingness o f S hakespeare 's
20re la t io n s h ip  w ith  N atu re ."  Ik y le r  i s  probably  r i g h t .  The s u b tle  

b lend ing  of moon (Beulah) and v e i l  (G eneration) and th e  m utual good w il l  

e x h ib ited  in  th e  fac e s  o f both N ature and Shakespeare may in d ic a te  the  

c o m p a tib ility  o f Beulah and G eneration  fo r  Shakespeare. P o ss ib ly  

B lak e 's  s ta tem en t here  r e f l e c t s  h is  a p p re c ia tio n  o f S hakespeare 's  

f a i r i e s  a s  o b je c t i f ic a t io n s  of th e  workings o f  th e  human mind. 

S hakespeare 's  concern w ith  N ature—human n a tu re —Blake may be saying , 

i s  the  hallm ark  o f h is  work. In  h is  a b i l i t y  to  p e n e tra te  the  s e c re ts  

of the  g en e ra tiv e  w orld, a  world governed by goddesses o f d e s tin y , l i e s  

h is  g en iu s.

The seven c h a ra c te r  heads, Lear and C o rd e lia  in  P r is o n , the 

Glendower, the  H otspur, th e  p e n c il  sketch  Hamlet A dm inistering  the  Oath, 

Lady Macbeth w ith  Candle and Dagger, Jacques and the  S ta g , and Romeo and 

the  Apothecary leav e  l i t t l e  room f o r  in te rp r e t iv e  c r i t ic is m , la rg e ly  

because B la k e 's  u su a l m ytho log ical iconography i s  a b se n t. This i s  

e s p e c ia lly  tru e  f o r  th e  seven c h a ra c te r  heads, though i t  i s  worth no ting

20 B lak e 's  I l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  the Poems o f Gray, p . 90.



t h a t  two o f the  seven a re  o f Lear and C ordelia  and one i s  o f L ear, p e r

haps in d ic a tin g  a  sp e c ia l i n t e r e s t  the p lay  held  fo r  B lake. The 

rem aining fo u r c h a ra c te r  heads a re  o f F a l s ta f f  and P rin ce  Hal, J u l i e t  

and th e  Sleeping Draught, Macbeth and Lady Macbeth, and O thello  and 

Eesdemona.

The Jocund Day or Glad Day d esign , which e x is ts  in  s e v e ra l • 

v e rs io n s , has been id e n t i f ie d  a s  having been in sp ire d  by l in e s  from 

Romeo and J u l i e t  ( l l l . v . 9 - 1 0 ) ; ^

N ight’s  candles a re  b u rn t ou t, and jocund day 
Stands t ip to e  on the  m isty  mountain to p s.

Merchant notes th a t  th e  "p o stu re  o f the f ig u re  echoes th e  words o f 

Romeo and, w ith th e  dark  suggestions o f th e  moth and th e  c a te r p i l l a r

c reep in g  away, extends the  am biguity o f l i g h t  and darkness in  t h i s
22scene o f  the  lo v e r s ’ p a r tin g  a t  the  dawn." I  f in d  i t  d i f f i c u l t  to  

r e l a t e  th e  i l l u s t r a t i o n  to  any sp e c if ic  c r i t i c a l  p o s it io n  on Shake

sp ea re ’ s  p lay . The f a c t ,  however, th a t  i t  d e riv es  from Shakespeare’s 

l in e s  and the s ig n if ic a n c e  of th i s  i l l u s t r a t i o n  a s  B la k e 's  d e p ic tio n  of 

th e  Human Form D ivine, the  in d iv id u a l who has achieved fo u rfo ld  apoca

ly p t ic  v is io n , may be an in d i r e c t  s ta tem en t about B lake’s  conception  of 

Shakespeare as  a  t r u ly  in sp ire d  p o e t-p ro p h e t.

^  M erchant, "B lake’s  Shakespeare," p . 238 .

"B lake’s Shakespeare," p . 238.
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Three o f the designs—P i ty , F ie ry  Pegasus, and Queen K ather

i n e 's  Dream—a re  c lo se ly  r e la te d  to  th a t  group o f i l l u s t r a t i o n s  in  which 

Blake emphasizes S hakespeare 's  g hosts  and f a i r i e s .  These designs 

c le a r ly  r e l a t e  to  p sycho log ica l s ta te s  and a r e  in d ic a tio n s  o f B la k e 's  

in te n se  awareness of S h akespeare 's  in s ig h t  in to  human n a tu re . P i ty  i s  

"based on Macheth ( l .v i i .2 1 - 2 5 ) ,  where Macbeth m ed ita tes  "on th e  conse

quences o f  h is  r e g ic id e " :

And p i ty ,  l ik e  a  naked new-born "ba"be,
S tr id in g  th e  b la s t ,  o r  heaven 's  chérub in , h o rs 'd  
Upon th e  s ig h tle s s e  c o u r ie rs  o f th e  a i r .
S h a ll blow th e  h o r r id  deed in  every  eye.
That te a r e s  s h a ll  drown the  wind . . .

B la k e 's  i l l u s t r a t i o n  i s  e s p e c ia lly  s t r ik in g  in  th a t  i t  r e v e a ls  h is  

s e n s i t iv i ty  to  every  f a c e t  o f  th e  b r i l l i a n c e  o f S hakespeare 's  im agery. 

The d es ig n , in  s p i te  o f the f a c t  th a t  i t  does n o t d e p ic t  a  s p e c if ic  

scene or c h a ra c te r , i s  s ig n i f ic a n t  in  th a t  i t  e x h ib its  B lak e 's  ap p rec i

a t io n  o f  S hakespeare 's  trea tm en t o f M acbeth 's awareness o f  the  fo rc e fu l  

e f f e c t  o f P i ty .

The concept o f  P i ty  in tr ig u e d  B lake; f o r  him i t  was an ambiva

le n t  s t a t e  o f mind. In  "The D ivine Image" o f  Songs of Innocence, fo r  

example. P i ty  i s  a  d iv in e  a t t r i b u t e ,  fo r

Where Mercy, Love & P i ty  dw ell 
There God i s  dw elling  to o .

"B lak e 's  Shakespeare," p . 244.
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Likew ise i t  i s  a  p o s it iv e  s t a t e  in  Jerusalem  (61:43-44) :

0 Mercy 0 D ivine Humanity! 
0 Forgiveness & P i ty  & Compassion! . . .

On the  one hand. P i ty  i s  an a id  to  r e c o n c i l ia t io n .  But in  The Book of 

U rizen , " p i ty  d iv id e s  the  sou l"  (p . ? 6 ) . P i ty  i s  re sp o n s ib le  in  th e  

B ard 's  Song o f M ilton  f o r  Palam bron-Blake' s  r e l in q u is h in g  o f the  harrow 

o f ep ic  p o e try  to  Satan-H ayley, th e  consequences o f which were th e  mad

dening o f  the  "h o rses o f th e  Harrow" (7 :1 7 ) . And L o s 's  response to  • 

Palambron i s  to

l e t  each to  h i s  own s ta t io n  
Keep: nor in  p i ty  f a l s e ,  nor in  o f f ic io u s  b ro therhood, where 
None needs, be a c t iv e .  . . .

(7 :41-43)

The im p lica tio n  i s  t h a t  th e re  i s  a  t ru e  p i t y  and a  f a l s e  p i ty .  And 

B la k e 's  concern w ith  such a  complex p sy ch o lo g ica l s t a t e  must have 

in c lin e d  him to  re ad  again  and then  i l l u s t r a t e  S hakesp eare 's  metaphor 

which compares the  p erv asiv e  fo rc e  o f p i ty ,  expressed iy  Macbeth a s  he 

a s se sse s  h is  m otives and th e  consequences o f  th e  crime he i s  abou t to  

commit, to  a  "naked new-born babe" o r "h e av en 's  chérubin" blown s w if t ly  

by th e  wind.

F ie ry  Pegasus lik e w ise  t r e a t s  a  s t a t e  o f mind, th i s  tim e th e  

"moment o f  P rince  H a l 's  reg en e ra tio n "  in  King Henry IV. P a r t  I  ( iV . i .  

107- 10):^^

oh,
"B la k e 's  Shakespeare," p . 240.
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[H arry ] v au lted  w ith  such ease in to  h is  s e a t  
As i f  an an g el d ro p p 'd  down from th e  clouds 
To tu rn  and wind a  f i e r y  Pegasus,
And w itch th e  world w ith  noble horsem anship.

Blake has commented on the  s ig n if ic a n c e  o f t h i s  i l l u s t r a t i o n  in  A Des

c r ip t iv e  C atalogue;

A s p i r i t  v a u lt in g  from a  cloud  to  tu rn  and wind a  f ie r y  Pegasus— 
Shakspeare. The Horse o f I n t e l l e c t  i s  leap in g  from the  c l i f f s  o f  
Memory and Reasoning; i t  i s  a  b a rren  Rock: i t  i s  a ls o  c a lle d  th e  
B arren Waste o f  Locke and Newton, (p . 53^)

Merchant n o te s  t h a t  Blake c o n tra s ts  " the  sp o n tan e ity  and the c re a t iv e  

w it o f P rin ce  Henry, which develops in to  th e  reg e n e ra te  king o f Henry 

th e  F i f t h ."  w ith " th e  b arren  reason" he r e j e c t e d . T h i s  i s  c le a r ly  an 

in d ic a t io n  of B lak e 's  i n t e r e s t  in  the  p sy ch o lo g ica l s ta t e s  c rea te d  by 

Shakespeare; a t  th e  same tim e i t  e x h ib its  B la k e 's  c r i t i c a l  penchant fo r  

u n iv e rsa liz in g  th a t  which he considered  tru e  p o e try . F ie ry  Pegasus no t 

only i l l u s t r a t e s  Shakespeare, i t  i l l u s t r a t e s  a  g en era l p r in c ip le  o f 

human n a tu re : c re a t iv e  in s p ir a t io n ,  Blake b e lie v e d , foundered in  th e  

w astes o f  ra t io n a lis m .

Queen K a th e r in e 's  Dream i l l u s t r a t e s  the v is io n  th a t  p recedes 

th e  d ea th  o f  Queen K atherine in  King Henry V III . This p a in tin g  e x h ib its  

a  q u a l i ty  found in  much o f B la k e 's  work t h a t  i s  sometimes ab sen t from 

th e  Shakespeare i l l u s t r a t i o n s .  This has to  do w ith B la k e 's  tendency to  

d e p ic t in  th e  space e x te rn a l to  th e  human form o f a  c h a ra c te r  a  scene

"B lak e 's  Shakespeare," p . 241.
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which re p re s e n ts  a  " p ro je c tio n  o f  th e  consciousness" o f th a t  char

a c te r .^ ^  In  t h i s  i l l u s t r a t i o n  Queen K atherine r e c l in e s  upon a  couch 

and i s  surrounded the  f ig u re s  o f  h e r  dream—the " s p i r i t s  o f  peace" 

( l V . i i . 83) .  The iconography which d e p ic ts  th e  "b le ssed  troop  /  . . . 

whose b r ig h t fa c e s  /  C ast thousand beams upon me l ik e  th e  sun" and 

"p ro m is 'd  me e te rn a l  happiness" ( I V . i i . 87-90), i s  rem in iscen t o f  B lak e 's  

Beulah in  i t s  emphasis on th e  dream s t a t e .

The rem aining Shakespeare i l l u s t r a t i o n s  a re  more d i r e c t ly  

r e l a t e d  to  B la k e 's  concern w ith  S h akespeare 's  f a i r i e s .  Each d ea ls  

e i th e r  w ith  f a i r i e s  o r w ith  a  g h o s t. Hecate i s  d i r e c t ly  r e la te d  to  

P uck 's  c lo s in g  speech in  A Midsummer N ig h t 's  Dream ( V . i .366- 69) :

And we f a i r i e s , th a t  do ru n  
By th e  t r i p l e  H eca te 's  team 

From the  p resence of th e  sun
Following darkness l ik e  a  dream . . .

But Hecate can a lso  be lin k e d  to  " th e  brooding Hecate o f th e  e v i l  super

n a tu ra l  in  Macbeth. ” to  L e a r 's  c u rse , and to  " th e  murderous p o tio n  o f 

th e  in s e t  p lay  in  Hamlet . B l a k e ' s  i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f the  tr ip le -b o d ie d  

f ig u re  o f H ecate, h e r hand on an open book, l e f t  fo o t  forw ard , and

M itch e ll, B la k e 's  Composite A r t , p . 59 . 

Merchant, "B lak e 's  Shakespeare," pp. 24-3-44. 

M erchant, "B lak e 's  Shakespeare," p . 244,
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surrounded Ty a  darksome n a tu ra l scene which in c lu d es  an a s s ,  an owl, 

a  to ad , and an ominous-looking h a t ,  r e c a l l s  p o r t r a i t s  o f Vala f ig u re s  

from o th e r  designs, p a r t ic u la r ly  th e  f ig u re  o f D estiny whose s c is s o rs  

c l ip  th e  cord  th a t  r e le a s e s  Selima to  h e r w atery death  in  th e  i l l u s t r a 

t io n s  to  G ray 's  "Ode on the Death o f a  F av o u rite  C at."  H ecate, a s  

N ature goddess i s  a  w itch  and a goddess of d e s tin y , a  r e p re s e n ta tiv e  of 

G eneration , the tw ofold  le v e l o f v is io n .

Oheron and T ita n ia  and Oheron, T ita n ia , and Puck w ith  F a i r ie s  

Dancing hoth address th e  theme o f  th e  s ig n if ic a n c e  o f S hakespeare 's  

f a i r i e s  a s  they  i l l u s t r a t e  A Midsummer N ig h t 's  Dream. In  ih e  f i r s t  

design  th e  k ing  and queen of f a i r y  t ra n q u il ly  and d a in t i ly  repose on a  

l i l y .  The predominance of the  l i l y  s ta lk  and flow ers i s  rem in iscen t of 

B la k e 's  iconography o f G eneration, and may ag a in  r e f l e c t  h is  b e l ie f  th a t  

f a i r i e s  c o n tro l the v eg e ta tiv e  w orld, the  world o f E xperience. B lak e 's  

o b je c t i f ic a t io n  of the  f a i r i e s  in  th ese  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  emphasizes t h e i r  

ex is ten ce  a s  psycho log ica l or em otional fo rc e s , "Goddesses o f D estiny" 

whose meddling d ic ta te s  the seemingly ch ao tic  behavior and s h if t in g  love 

r e la t io n s h ip s  o f Lysander, Dem etrius, Hermia, and Helena in  A Midsummer 

N ig h t 's  Dream.

Another s e r ie s  of p a in tin g s  which emphasizes B la k e 's  concern 

w ith  th e  psycholog ical phenomena o f S hakespeare 's  work i l l u s t r a t e s  

various ch a rac te rs  from the p lay s along w ith  a p p a r itio n s  they  see in  the  

co n tex t o f  th e  p lay s . This group inc ludes R ichard I I I  w ith  th e  Ghost of 

His V ictim . Brutus w ith  C aesar 's  G host, Hamlet w ith  th e  Ghost o f His

70



F a th e r , and Macheth w ith  the  Ghost o f  Banque. Blake seems to  be focus

in g  here  on S h akespeare 's  i n t e r e s t  in  the  psychology o f m urder, both  o f 

those  who murder and of those whose "duty" i t  m ight be to  avenge murder. 

In  th ese  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  i t  i s  worth n o tin g  th a t  th e  g h o sts  a re  p o rtray ed  

a s  f u l l y  co rp o rea l e n t i t i e s ,  s p i r i t s  a s  " re a l"  a s  any o f th e  phenomena 

o f our n a tu r a l  world, th u s  in d ic a tin g  B lake’ s  concern w ith  th e  r e a l i t y  

o f m ental s t a t e s .

Another re v e a lin g  i l l u s t r a t i o n  i s  th e  Head o f  Shakespeare which

Blake d id  f o r  Hayley. The Head i t s e l f  c lo se ly  resem bles th e  Droeshout

29engraving o f  Shakespeare. ^ I t  i s  surrounded by a  p la te -h a lo  which in  

tu rn  i s  fram ed by a  w reath o f "c reep in g  woodland p la n ts ."  At 

S h akespeare 's  r ig h t  i s  a  scene from Hamlet—Hamlet w ith  th e  ghost—and 

on h is  l e f t  a  scene from Macbeth—Macbeth w ith  th e  w itch es . This d esign  

w ith  i t s  v e g e ta tiv e  w reath and d e p ic tio n  o f scenes in v o lv in g  a  g h o st and 

w itches r e i t e r a t e s  th e  f a i r y  m o tif  th a t  e x i s t s  in  o th e r Shakespeare 

i l l u s t r a t i o n s  and in  B lak e 's  own words, t h a t  "Shakspeare ' s  F a i r ie s  . . . 

a re  the r u le r s  o f the vegetab le  world" (p . 526), th e  s u b je c t-o b je c t  world 

o f  G eneration . The Head of Shakespeare, in  s h o r t ,  en cap su la tes  B lak e 's  

a p p re c ia tio n  o f S hakespeare 's  p e rcep tio n  o f human c h a ra c te r .

I t  should n o t be overlooked th a t  o f  th e  more than  twenty i l l u s 

t r a t io n s  th a t  can be r e la te d  to  th e  works o f  Shakespeare, in  a d d itio n  to  

th e  emphasis on f a i r y  and g h o s t- l ik e  e n t i t i e s  which o b je c t i fy

^  See W illiam W ells, W illiam  B lake’ s  "Heads o f  th e  P o e ts ,"
p. 22.
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psycho log ica l s ta te s ,  B lak e 's  focus has been p r im a r ily  on Ham let.

Macbeth. Romeo and J u l i e t . A Midsummer N ig h t 's  Dream. King Henry IV. and 

King L ear. At l e a s t  th re e  d esig n s , and a s  many a s  s ix  in  th e  case o f 

Macbeth, can be lin k ed  to  each o f  th ese  p la y s . One i l l u s t r a t i o n  can be 

lin k e d  to  each o f King R ichard  I I I . J u l iu s  C aesar, King Henry V III . and 

O th e llo . C le a r ly  Blake has s lig h te d  the  h is to ry  p lay s  f o r  those  which 

d e a l more s p e c i f ic a l ly  w ith  p sy ch o lo g ica l phenomena. King Lear and King 

Henry IV have as an im portan t theme education  and se lf-know ledge, w hile 

Hamlet and Macbeth dea l w ith  murder and revenge. Romeo and J u l i e t  and A 

Midsummer N ig h t 's  Dream focus on th e  em otions, and in  th e  l a t t e r  th e  em

p h as is  on fa n ta sy  can be a l le g o r ic a l ly  lin k e d  to  th e  ch a o tic  behav io r o f 

th e  c h a ra c te r s .  Blake perhaps s l ig h te d  th e  h is to r y  p lay s  because he 

wished to  p la y  down th e  "malady & in fe c t io n  from th e  s i l l y  Greek & L a tin  

s lav e s  of th e  Sword" by which both Shakespeare and M ilton were "curbd" 

(M ilton . P la te  l ) . Yet, a s  he s a id  in  a  l e t t e r  to  Plaxman, "Shakespeare 

in  r ip e r  y e a rs  gave me h i s  hand" ( p . 68o), and understand ing  th e  s i g n i f i 

cance o f  S h akespeare 's  f a i r i e s  he tu rn ed  in s te a d  to  a ttem p ts  to  show t h i s  

s ig n if ic a n c e  in  h is  d es ig n s . Blake r e a l iz e d  th a t  S h ak esp eare 's  g i f t  was 

s im ila r  to  C haucer's , th a t  he was a  m aster o f p o r tra y in g  human c h a ra c te r ,  

th e  "physiognomies or lineam ents o f u n iv e rsa l human l i f e "  (p p . 523-2^).

In  the  words o f Northrop F rye, Blake r e a l iz e d  th a t  " In  th e  minds o f 

Chaucer and Shakespeare was the  u n iv e rsa l Word o f  God, th e  a rch e ty p a l 

v is io n  o f 'A l l  th a t  E x is ts .

3 0 F e a rfu l Symmetry, p . 121.
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B la k e 's  C ritic ism  o f Spenser

Although Blake d id  n o t ho ld  Spenser in  a s  high esteem  a s  he d id  

Shakespeare and M ilton , Spenser was n e v e rth e le ss  im portan t to  him hoth  

in  term s o f in flu en ce  and as  a  v is io n a ry  p o e t. B lak e 's  c r i t ic is m  of 

Spenser i s ,  however, douhle-edged, r e f le c t in g  hoth  a  concern w ith  th e  

r e s t r i c t io n s  p laced  upon Spenser hy h is  c lo se  a s so c ia tio n  w ith  th e  mon

archy and a  deep a p p re c ia tio n  of a  poet whose v is io n  was in  some ways 

analogous to  h is  own.

The c r i t ic is m  o f  Spenser c o n s is ts  m ainly o f two i l l u s t r a t i o n s  o f 

Spenser h im se lf  and th e  la rg e  tempera i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  th e  c h a ra c te rs  from 

The F a e r ie  Queene. U n fo rtu n a te ly , B lak e 's  p rose  and p o e try  co n ta in  few 

e x p l i c i t  re fe re n c e s  to  Spenser, h u t some o f h is  e a r ly  work r e f l e c t s  

th e  in flu e n c e  o f and h i s  reverence fo r  the p o e t.

At l e a s t  th re e  o f the  poems from P o e tic a l  Sketches—"To th e  

Evening S ta r ,"  "To Morning," and " Im ita tio n  o f Spenser"—r e f l e c t  e a r ly  

in d ic a tio n s  o f S penserian  in f lu e n c e . M argaret Lowery, H arold Bloom, and 

David Wagenknecht, among o th e rs , have noted th e  in flu en ce  o f S p en se r 's  

"Epithalam ion" on "To th e  Evening S ta r ." ^ ^  Bloom comments on the

31^ See Lowery, Windows o f  the  Morning; A C r i t i c a l  Study o f
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in flu en ce  o f  S p en se r's  "Epithalam ion" on "To M orning," n o tin g  th a t  th e  

a l lu s io n  to  Spenser h ere  i s  "c u r io u s ly  iro n ic "  s in ce  "S p e n se r 's  v irg in  

"bride comes ou t of h e r e a s te rn  chamber, l ik e  th e  sun, c la d  in  w hite and 

ready fo r  h e r  m arriage ."  But B la k e 's  morning, who i s  both  "w h ite-c lad  

v irg in  goddess" and "a  buskined huntswoman" who "rouses th e  sun l ik e  a 

huntsman to  th e  chase ,"  suggests  " th a t  th e  c la s s i c a l  A urora, c e r ta in ly  

no v irg in ,  i s  becoming the  f i r s t  o f B lak e 's  e lu s iv e  and demonic n a tu re  

goddesses, s a d is t i c  in  h er v i r g in i ty ,  and mockingly c y c lic  in  her e f f e c t  

upon m a n k i n d . T h e  " Im ita tio n  o f Spenser,"  Bloom and Frye n o te , i s  a  

"conscious experim ent" and more than a  mere "u n su ccessfu l a ttem pt to  

w r i te  S penserian  s t a n z a s . F r y e  n o te s  th a t  each s tan z a  o f the  poem 

i s  "a  d i f f e r e n t  v a r ia t io n  o f th e  Spenserian  m odel," and he draws a t te n 

t io n  to  B la k e 's  a ttem p ts  to  "weld a  whole q u a tra in  o r s ix a in  in to  a

3^s in g le  rhythm ic u n it"  by avoid ing  end-stopped l i n e s . .

Another in s tan ce  o f B la k e 's  re l ia n c e  on Spenser e x is t s  in  one 

o f  h is  Notebook e n tr ie s  where he in sc r ib e s  under a  sketch  o f a  youth 

chasing  human b u t t e r f l i e s ,  used in  The Gates o f P arad ise  and in  two

W illiam B la k e 's  P o e tic a l Sketches, 1783 (New Haven: Yale Univ. P re ss , 
1940). pp. 98-103; Bloom. B lak e 's  Apocalypse, p . 17; and Wagenknecht, 
B lak e 's  N ight: W illiam Blake and the Id ea  o f P a s to ra l  (Cambridge: 
Harvcird Univ. P re ss , 1973), PP* 33~36.

B la k e 's  Apocalypse, p . 18.

Bloom, Commentary, The P o e try  and Prose o f  W illiam B lake, p . 
888; F rye , F e a rfu l Symmetry, p . I 83 . Q uotations a re  from Bloom.

^  F e a rfu l Symmetry, p . I 83 .
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d esigns f o r  Young's N ight Thoughts, l in e s  from S p en se r 's  F a e r ie  Queene

(Il.ii.2)r%5

*Ah lu c k le ss  babe born under c ru e l s t a r  
And in  dead p a ren ts  b a le fu l  ashes bred 
That l i t t l e  weenest now what sorrows a re  
L e f t  thee f o r  p o rtio n  of thy  l iv e l ih e d

S penser'

Obviously, when the  p e n c il  sketch  was drawn, B lak e 's  in te n t io n  was to  

p o r tra y  th e  naive c h ild  of S p en se r 's  l in e s ,  a  c h ild  who i s  s t i l l  unaware 

o f what l i f e  holds f o r  him. But he adds a  touch o f  c h a r a c te r is t ic  irony  

because th e  boy who i s  ca tch in g  th e  human b u t t e r f l i e s  w ith  h is  h a t must 

a t  the  same time be k i l l i n g  them, s in ce  w hile one eludes him in  the  a i r ,  

an o th e r l i e s  p ro s tra te  on the  ground. The im p lica tio n  i s  th a t  the naive 

youth knows n e ith e r  what i s  in  s to re  fo r  him nor th e  harm he b rin g s  to  

o th e rs  in  h is  c a re le ss  n a iv e te .

More s ig n if ic a n t  in  term s o f B lak e 's  c r i t ic is m  o f Spenser, 

however, a re  the  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  o f Spenser h im self and o f th e  c h a rac te rs  

o f  The F a e r ie  Queene. B lak e 's  Head o f Spenser, done f o r  Hayley w hile  he 

was a t  Felpham, d e p ic ts  a  m iddle-aged Spenser "surrounded by a  sp iky  

w reath o f o liv e  and an o u te r c i r c l e  of f ly in g  nymphs." On S p e n se r 's  

l e f t  i s  a  "bearded man ho ld ing  a  s t a f f  beneath two s t a r s , "  and on h is  

r i g h t ,  " a  female f ig u re  wearing crown and r u f f  sea ted  in  a  c re sc e n t moon

The Notebook o f W illiam Blake; A Photographic and Typo
g rap h ic  F acsim ile , ed. David V. Erdman, re v , ed. (London; Oxford Univ. 
P re ss , 1977), pp. 16-17, N1 9 .
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below a  s t a r . "  Suspended from S p en se r's  neck i s  a  medal in sc r ib e d  

" ' E l i z a ( b e t h ) , Wel ls t r a c e s  the  iconography o f th e  i l l u s t r a t i o n — 

shepherd , queen, nymphs, s t a r s —to  the  Eclogue f o r  A p ril in  The 

S hepherd 's  C alendar, which a s  he no tes was " ' purposely  in tended  to  the 

honor and prayse o f our most g rac ious souereigne, Queene E l iz a b e th . '"  

I h is  in te r p r e ta t io n  id e n t i f i e s  the  "bearded shepherd" a s  "Hobbinol 

s in g in g  C olin  C lo u t 's  . . . 'l a y e  o f  fa y re  E l is a ,  Queen o f Shepheardes 

a l l . '«37 Commenting on th e  p o r t r a i t ,  I re n e  Tayler has in d ic a te d  th a t  i t  

"synopsizes B la k e 's  view o f Spenser,"  t h a t  though i t  suggests "Spenser 

was in  r e a l  l i f e  too  much th e  queen 's  man, a  c o u r t ie r  quick w ith  p o l

ish ed  p r a is e ,  and o f in s u f f ic ie n t  p o e tic  independence," the nymphs, 

which she c a l l s  f a i r i e s ,  s ig n ify  h is  " r e a l  s tre n g th  a s  a  p o e t, h is  

a b i l i t y  to  b u ild  and people v is io n a ry  w orlds, to  o f fe r  'wisdom' . . .  in  

' f a i r y  d r e a m s . C l e a r l y  the  emphasis in  th e  i l l u s t r a t i o n  i s  on 

S p e n se r 's  a s so c ia tio n  w ith  Queen E liz a b e th , and th e  h igh  r u f f  c o l la r  

worn by th e  fem ale f ig u re ,  S p en se r 's  c o l la r  w ith  i t s  spiked edge, and 

th e  aged shepherd, whose age and beard tak e  on U rizen ic  overtones, 

r e f l e c t  B la k e 's  apprehension about S p e n se r 's  a s so c ia tio n  w ith  the  c o u rt. 

Though th e  nymphs and th e  c re sc e n t moon may a llu d e  to  Beulah, home o f

W ells, William B lak e 's  "Heads o f th e  P o e ts ," p . 21. 

W ells, William B la k e 's  "Heads o f  the  P o e ts ."  p . 21. 

B la k e 's  I l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  the  Poems o f Gray, pp. 104-0^.
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BlaJce's Daughters o f In s p ir a t io n ,  and r e f l e c t  B la k e 's  p o s it iv e  f e e l in g s  

toward Spenser, th e  iconography o f re p re s s io n  i s  predom inant in  th e  

d es ig n .

Blake a lso  p o rtray ed  Spenser in  Design 12 o f  h is  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  

to  G ray 's  "The Bard." This design  was in tended  to  i l l u s t r a t e  G ray 's  

l in e s  p ra is in g  Spenser:

The v erse  adorn ag ain  
F ie rce  War, and f a i th f u l  Love,
And Truth severe , by f a i r y  F ic t io n  d r e s t .

I t  shows Spenser sea ted , looking  down a t  a  f a i r y  h e ld  in  the palm o f h is  

hand. On th e  ground to  h is  r i g h t  a re  th re e  f ig u re s  re p re se n tin g  th e  

scene " 'S i r  Guyon in  th e  cave of Mammon.'" Another scene ju s t  above 

th i s  group i l l u s t r a t e s  the "episode of 'R edcrosse in  th e  cave o f Des

p a i r . '"  Two f ig u re s  s tan d  j u s t  above and to  th e  l e f t  o f Spenser. One,

a  young woman hold ing  an open book, probably ' re p re s e n ts  Truth; th e  o th e r,

39a  male f ig u re  wearing a  sp iked  c o l la r ,  re p re s e n ts  f a i r y  F i c t i o n . T h i s  

i l l u s t r a t i o n ,  l ik e  th e  Head o f  Spenser, co n ta in s  iconography which 

r e f l e c t s  B lak e 's  ambivalence toward Spenser. The f ig u re s  o f T ruth  and 

F ic tio n  a re  them selves ambiguous. T ruth , s tepp ing  l ig h t ly  ahead o f 

F ic t io n ,  c a r r ie s  an open book, w hile F ic t io n ,  who wears a  predom inant 

sp iked  c o l la r ,  c a r r ie s  a  s c r o l l .  The open book in  B la k e 's  iconography

39 These id e n t i f ic a t io n s  a re  by S i r  G eoffrey Keynes, W illiam  
B la k e 's  W ater-Colour Designs f o r  th e  Poems o f Thomas Gray, p . 59; and by 
I re n e  T ayler, B lak e 's  I l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  th e  Poems o f Gray, p . 106. Quo
ta t io n s  a re  from Keynes.
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i s  o f te n  a s so c ia te d  w ith  U rizen amd th e  re p re s s io n  of U lro. L ikew ise, 

th e  sp iked  c o l l a r  worn hy F ic tio n  i s  in d ic a tiv e  o f re p re s s io n —perhaps 

th a t  o f  Queen E lizab e th * s  c o u r t. But F ic tio n  c a r r ie s  a  s c r o l l ,  which i s  

a  p o s i t iv e  symbol f o r  Blake and r e f l e c t s  th e  c re a t iv e  elem ent in  

S penser’s  " f a i r y  F ic t io n ,"  a s  opposed to  th e  " r ig id i ty  o f d o c tr in e "  

re p re se n te d  by th e  book. Also s ig n i f ic a n t  a re  th e  cherubs p lay ing  

horns over th e  heads o f  T ruth  and F ic tio n  and whose a t te n t io n  i s  d ire c te d  

toward F ic t io n .  Blake seems to  be say ing  th a t  S p en se r 's  a l le g o ry , though 

lad en  w ith  a  r ig i d  and r e p re s s iv e  d o c tr in e , does reach  toward the  

sublim e in s o fa r  a s  he d re sse s  i t  w ith  th e  c re a tiv e  elem ents o f F ic tio n , 

a  " f a i r y  F ic tio n "  th a t  i s  n e v e rth e le ss  in  danger o f  lo s in g  i t s  fo rc e  

because o f S p e n se r 's  p re d i le c t io n  to  th e  c o u rt o f Queen E liz a b e th .

More c le a r ly  p o s i t iv e  in  t h e i r  comment on Spenser a re  the 

scenes from The F aerie  Queene and th e  f a i r y  who s tan d s  in  th e  palm of 

S p e n se r 's  hand. Iren e  T ay le r ex p la in s  th e  b rin g in g  to g e th e r  o f these  

two scenes which p o r tra y  " tem p ta tio n s  to  w ealth  and to  d esp a ir"  as 

B la k e 's  in d ic a t io n  o f " th e  s tu f f ,"  th e  v a r ie ty  o f S p e n se r 's  "v is io n a ry  

knowledge." The f a i r y  in  S p en se r 's  hand, which i s  th e  o b je c t o f h is  

concen tra ted  gaze, may r e f l e c t  an a p p re c ia tio n  o f S p e n se r 's  f a i r i e s ,  h is  

f i c t i o n a l  c h a ra c te r s , in  th e  same sense th a t  Blake could a p p re c ia te  th e  

f a i r i e s  o f Chaucer and Shakespeare. He re a l iz e d  th e i r  a rch e ty p a l

4o B la k e 's  I l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  the  Poems of Gray, p . 104. 

B la k e 's  I l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  th e  Poems o f Gray, p . 107.
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s ig n if ic a n c e , th a t  S p e n se r 's  c h a ra c te rs  were a l le g o r ic a l  re p re s e n ta tio n s

o f v ario u s  f a c e ts  o f human n a tu re .

B la k e 's  m asterp iece o f Spenserian  c r i t ic is m , however, i s  th e

la rg e  tem pera. The C h arac ters  in  S p e n se r 's  F a e rie  Queene. con jec tu red

hy S ir  G eoffrey  Keynes to  have been executed ca . I 815 and by M artin

•̂2B u tlin  and John G rant ca . 1825* This i l l u s t r a t i o n  has been compared 

w ith  B lake ' s  i l l u s t r a t i o n  of the  Canterbury p ilg r im s . The two 

p a in tin g s  a re  alm ost th e  same s iz e ,  and G rant and Brown no te  th a t  th e  

" s im i la r i ty  o f arrangem ents o f th e  f ig u re s  in  both  p a in tin g s  imply 

th a t  Blake in tended  them to  be companion p ic tu re s ,"  though i t  i s
Kr>

u n lik e ly  they  were ev e r, in  th e  o r ig in a l  s t a t e ,  d isp layed  to g e th e r . ^

A s t r ik in g  f e a tu re  o f th e  arrangem ent o f the two i l l u s t r a 

t io n s  i s  t h a t  where C haucer's cavalcade moves from l e f t  to  r ig h t  a c ro ss  

th e  p r in t ,  S p en se r 's  moves from r ig h t  to  l e f t .  As I  have a lread y  

in d ic a te d , B lake' s g e n e ra l in te n t io n  w ith  Chaucer’s  c h a ra c te rs  was to  

in d ic a te  t h a t  t h e i r  p ilg rim age was w orthw hile, th a t  in  going to  C anter

bury th e  p ilg rim s  were sym bolically  voyaging toward Jerusalem  or 

fo u rfo ld  v is io n . And i t  i s  p o ss ib le  th a t  by tu rn in g  S p e n se r 's  

c h a ra c te rs  in  the o th e r  d ire c t io n  he was im plying th a t  th ey , perhaps 

because o f S p en se r 's  attachm ent to  the  co u rt o f Queen E liz a b e th , f a i l e d  

to  p ro g ress  toward a p o ca ly p tic  v is io n . S ince th e  n a tu ra l  movement o f

Zj.2
"S p en se r 's  F ae rie  Queene." _$6.

lyi
"S p en se r 's  F ae rie  Queene," 57*
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th e  eye ac ro ss  th e  page i s  from l e f t  to  r ig h t ,  the r ig h t  to  l e f t

d ire c t io n  in  which S p en se r's  cavalcade i s  headed i s  d is tu rb in g  to  the

viewer and c e r ta in ly  does n o t convey a  sense o f p ro g ress . Grant and

Brown a ls o  q u estio n  th e  p rog ress  o f th e  cavalcade, n o tin g  th a t  except

f o r  the  l io n ,  Una’s  a s s ,  and Guyon*s h o rse , who seem to  he moving

forw ard, many of the  mounts appear to  make l i t t l e  p ro g ress—th re e , in
44-f a c t ,  " a re  re a r in g  and two a re  shying ."

Several p a r a l le l s  have been drawn between s e ts  o f  c h a ra c te rs

in  the  two i l l u s t r a t i o n s .  Damon, G rant, and Brown a l l  see  a  c o rre s -

pondence between Una and th e  P r io re s s .  ^  Damon no tes th a t  "Redcrosse,

l ik e  C haucer's  K night, lead s  th e  cavalcade,"  and th a t  " S ir  Guyon looks
46backward, j u s t  a s  does th e  P ardoner."  Damon, G rant, and Brown no te

th e  s im i la r i ty  o f th e  cruciform  postu re  of th e  c e n tra l  fem ale c h a ra c te r

of the  Spenser design  w ith th e  cruciform  p o stu re  of H arry B aily  in  th e

Chaucer i l l u s t r a t i o n ,  a  s im i la r i ty  which i s  indeed s t r ik in g  in  view of

i t s  r e f le c t io n  o f c ro ss  iconography, which fo r  Blake was a  symbol o f 

47re p re s s io n . ' But where Damon id e n t i f ie s  th i s  c e n tra l  fem ale f ig u re  as  

Amoret, G rant and Brown id e n t i fy  h er a s  B ritom art and then  p o in t to  her

44 "S p en se r 's  F aerie  Queene,"  39*

D ic tio n ary , p . 383; "S p en se r 's  F ae rie  Queene."  5 8 . 

D ic tio n ary , p . 383 .
47 D ic tio n ary , pp. 383-84; "S p en se r 's  F aerie  Queene."  5 8 .
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resem blance to  the  Wife o f Bath. There i s  a  resem blance between t h i s  

f ig u re  in  the  Spenser i l l u s t r a t i o n  and th e  Wife o f  Bath in  th e  Chaucer 

i l l u s t r a t i o n .  Both, though th e i r  ho rses  a re  p o in ted  in  opposite  d ire c 

t io n s ,  a re  sea ted  w ith  bodies fa c in g  and p o s itio n e d , w ith  the excep tion  

o f  the  arm s, alm ost id e n t ic a l ly .  Both r id e  t h e i r  ho rses  s id e -sad d le  

w ith  t h e i r  knees p o in ted  toward the  v iew er 's  l e f t  and to rs o s  turned 

so th a t  t h e i r  g lances a re  d ire c te d  in  th e  o p p o site  d ire c t io n  from th e i r  

knees. Perhaps i t  i s  s ig n if ic a n t  th a t  th e  g lance  o f th e  Wife o f Bath 

fa c e s  th e  f r o n t  of th e  p rocession—ahead and perhaps in d ic a tiv e  o f p ro 

g re ss io n —w hile the  woman in  the  Spenser i l l u s t r a t i o n  g lances backward 

toward th e  r e a r  o f th e  cavalcade. The p o s it io n s  of th e  to e s  of the 

two women a re  id e n t ic a l ;  the  Spenser c h a ra c te r , however, appears to  

have h e r  r ig h t  fo o t in  a  s t i r r u p .

In  supporting  th e  B ritom art id e n t i f i c a t io n  of th e  c e n tra l  

fem ale f ig u r e .  Grant and Brown no te  th a t  she i s  in tended by Blake, 

because o f  "eye-fram ings . . . and arm -fram ings,"  to  be connected w ith  

the  c e n tr a l  male f ig u r e ,  whose p o s tu re  i s  s im ila r  to  t h a t  o f  th e  fem ale 

f ig u re  and whom they  id e n t i fy  a s  A rth e g a ll. Second, they  no te  th a t  

Amoret a s  a  ch a ra c te r  i s  n o t s u f f ic ie n t ly  courageous to  assume the  con

f id e n t  p o s tu re  o f th e  f ig u re  in  th e  i l l u s t r a t i o n .  Another major f a c to r  

in  th e  Grant/Brown argument i s  th e  f ig u r e 's  p o s it io n  "a s  th e  th i rd  

f ro n t l in e  mounted f ig u re  in  the  p ro cess io n , where we would expect to  

f in d  the c e n tr a l  c h a ra c te r  o f  Book I I I . "  And they  observe th a t  i t  i s
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p o ss ib le  to  in te r p r e t  what seem to  be g a r te r s  and o th e r  l in e s  on the  

f ig u r e 's  le g s ,  upper arms, and m id r if f  as  in d ic a tio n s  th a t  she i s  

w earing an armor undergarm ent. I t  seems l ik e ly  t h a t  G rant and Brown 

a re  r ig h t  in  t h e i r  id e n t i f ic a t io n  and th a t  Blake d id  in ten d  t h i s  f ig u re  

to  be B ritom art, who i s  a  composite of the  fem ale r e p re s e n ta tio n s  o f 

C h a s tity  in  Book I I I  o f The F aerie  Queene.

That she i s  in tended  ly  Blake to  be connected w ith  th e  f ig u re

o f A rth eg a ll i s  c le a r ,  b u t I  th in k  Blake may have had h is  own reaso n s

f o r  th e  connection , reaso n s  se p a ra te  from S p en se r 's  s to ry .  I f  one

looks a t  th e  o v e ra ll i l l u s t r a t i o n ,  th e  c e n tr a l ,  dom inating f ig u re  i s

th e  U rizen ic  p o r t r a i t  o f  th e  God of This World whose o u ts tre tc h e d  hands

r e s t  on the  r ig h t  (v ie w e r 's  l e f t )  over the head o f th e  fem ale f ig u re ,

and on the  l e f t  over th e  head o f A rth eg a ll, th e  c e n tra l  f ig u re  o f Book

V and who G rant and Brown note has been "advanced to  th e  fo u r th  p o s i-
Zlq

t io n  of prom inence." A rth e g a ll, who re p re se n ts  J u s t ic e  in  S p e n se r 's  

a lle g o ry , i s  wearing a  crown and p o in tin g  w ith  h is  l e f t  hand toward the  

f ig u re  o f J u s t ic e  above him, h is  f in g e rs  alm ost touching  th e  sword 

p o in t o f  th e  God of This World. His r ig h t  hand p o in ts  toward the  globe 

over which th e  God o f This World p re s id e s . The im portan t f e a tu re  here  

i s  th a t  th e re  i s  not one c e n tra l  f ig u re  among th e  c h a ra c te rs .  In s te a d

AQ
"S p en se r 's  F a e rie  Queene."  66- 67 .

Zio .
"S p en se r 's  F a e r ie  Queene."  69 .
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th e re  a re  two—B ritom art and A rth eg a ll—both sea ted  face  forw ard w ith  

t h e i r  arms in  cruciform  p o s it io n , th e  God o f This World cen te red  over 

them. I  th in k  Blake in ten d ed  to  p a i r  the two, ju s t  a s  he grouped the  

Man o f  Law, th e  Parson, and the  Plowman in  th e  Chaucer i l l u s t r a t i o n ,  

i n  o rder to  emphasize h i s  b e l i e f  th a t  ju s t ic e  must be tempered w ith  

mercy o r lo v e . B rito m art, re p re s e n ta tiv e  o f t ru e  love , ho lds a  

c e n tra l  p o s i t io n  along w ith  A rth e g a ll, and in  so doing exp resses 

B la k e 's  a n tip a th y  toward co ld , unm erciful ju s t i c e .  And th e  ambiguous 

s t a t e  o f h e r  d re ss—what appears to  be an undergarment o f  armor 

covered by a  sheer outergarm ent—may r e f l e c t  B la k e 's  in te n t io n  to  

emphasize h e r  composite n a tu re , a  n a tu re  th a t  in c lu d es  both  courage 

and lo v e .

One o f the  most s ig n i f ic a n t  d iffe re n c e s  between th e  Chaucer 

and Spenser i l l u s t r a t i o n s  l i e s  in  th e  emphasis p laced  on ch a ra c te rs  as 

opposed to  background d es ig n . In  th e  Chaucer i l l u s t r a t i o n ,  though one 

cannot overlook the s ig n if ic a n c e  o f the  background, i t  i s  c e r ta in ly  

C haucer's  c h a ra c te rs  who deserve th e  most a t te n t io n .  B la k e 's  continued 

emphasis on c h a ra c te r  types in  A D escrip tiv e  Catalogue c le a r ly  a t t e s t s  

to  t h i s .  Conversely, in  th e  Spenser i l l u s t r a t i o n .  G rant and Brown have 

noted the  in c reased  s ig n if ic a n c e  o f th e  "heavenly re g io n s ,"  a t t r ib u t in g  

t h i s  emphasis to  S p en se r 's  "more e x p l ic i t  accoun t o f h is  d iv in e  machin

e ry ."  Because Chaucer "g iv es  h i s  i l l u s t r a t o r  l i t t l e  e x p l i c i t  guidance 

a s  to  how h is  supernal re g io n s  should  be conceived ." Blake "was f re e
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to  p rov ide  only b ird s  and a  few o th e r  p i c to r i a l  d e ta i l s  a s  au g u ries  of

supemaJ. design  in  Chaucer." But w ith  Spenser he "could  fo llow  h is

50au tho r in  ren d e rin g  the  heavenly reg io n s  v is u a l ly ."

The Spenser i l l u s t r a t i o n  can be r e a d i ly  d iv id ed  in to  th re e  

p a r ts :  th e  foreground, which d e p ic ts  the s p e c if ic  c h a ra c te rs  th a t  

people The F ae rie  Queene: th e  m iddle d is ta n c e , which d e p ic ts  scenes 

from th e  poem; and the supernal re g io n s , whose iconography d e p ic ts  the  

fo u r  le v e ls  o f v is io n  o f B lak e 's  a rch e ty p a l myth. Not to  be overlooked 

i s  th e  cloud b a r r ie r  s e p a ra tin g  th e  supernal reg io n s  from th e  r e s t  o f 

the  i l l u s t r a t i o n ,  a  cloud which o r ig in a te s  in  th e  mouth o f th e  dragon 

whose head le ad s  the p ro cess io n . That the supernal reg io n s  so c le a r ly  

d e p ic t each  o f  B lak e 's  fo u r  s ta te s  o f v is io n  may in d ic a te  th a t  Blake 

could see in  S p en se r 's  a lle g o ry  th e  same corresponding le v e l s .  Harold 

Bloom, f o r  in s ta n c e , in  Book I  o f The F aerie  Queene, sees  th ese  fo u r 

l e v e ls  o f  v is io n :

th e  redeemed C ity  of th e  F ae rie  Queene [E den], th e  p a ra d isa l 
Garden o f  U na's p a re n ts , r e s to re d  by S t.  G eorge 's trium phal 
dragon f ig h t s  and h is  m arriage to  Una [B eu lah ], the  p o s t-  
la p s a r ia n  g en era tiv e  un iverse  in  which th e  k n ig h t undergoes 
t r i a l s ,  d ecep tio n s , and u n sa n c tif ie d  sexual experience, and 
th e  se lf-a b so rb e d  U lro , o r h e l l-w ith in -n a tu re , o f  Archim ago's 
h erm itag e , D uessa 's  bowers, and Fradubio’s  v eg e ta tiv e  
p r is o n . 51

^  "S p en se r 's  F a e rie  Queene,"  58*

The V isionary  Company, pp. 23-24.
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These same s ta t e s  can be tra c e d  from l e f t  to  r ig h t  ac ro ss  th e  top of 

th e  Spenser i l l u s t r a t i o n ,  and they a re  a lso  r e f le c te d  in  the  s e le c tio n s  

o f scenes from The F aerie  Queene th a t  Blake d e p ic ts  in  the  m iddle d is 

tan ce , though the  l a t t e r  have n o t been d ep ic ted  in  so o rd e rly  a  fash ion  

a s  the iconography of the  supernal reg io n s .

To th e  f a r  l e f t  o f the  i l l u s t r a t i o n ,  over th e  heads o f Una,

h e r dwarf and l io n ,  and th e  Redcrosse K night, and s ig n if ic a n t ly  over

th e  Cave o f D espair and what has been id e n t i f ie d  a s  e i th e r  th e  G ulf of

52G reediness o r th e  Id le  Lake in  the m iddle d is ta n c e , i s  B lak e 's  icono

graphy of h is  fo u rfo ld  s t a t e ,  Eden; a  Gothic arched bridge and a  

" ra d ia n t G othic cathedral."-^^ That th e  Cave o f D espair and th i s  

ambiguous body o f w ater l i e  between Una and th e  Redcrosse Knight and 

Jerusalem  or fo u rfo ld  v is io n  may r e f l e c t  B lak e 's  co n ten tio n  th a t  the  

developing sou l must move from Innocence or Beulah through Experience 

o r G eneration in  order to  reach  the h igher organized innocence o f Eden,

Second in  l in e  in  the  supernal reg io n s i s  B lak e 's  iconography 

o f Beulah, a  f ig u re  which Damon c a l l s  Mercy, and G rant and Brown r e f e r  

to  a s  C ynthia, a  "moon s p i r i t . " ^  E ith e r  nom enclature q u a l i f ie s  h e r as 

a  daughter o f B lak e 's  Beulah, where fem ale goddesses lo v in g ly  m in is te r  

to  th e  s p i r i t  in  d is t r e s s .  D ire c tly  below th i s  Beulah symbol, in  the

"S p en ser 's  F ae rie  Queene." 78 .

"S p en ser 's  F ae rie  Queene."  81.
ell Dictionary, p. 38 ;̂ "Spenser's Faerie Queene." 81,
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m iddle d is ta n c e , a re  the  c a s t le  o f C e lia , where "Redcrosse i s  r e 

s to re d  a f t e r  h i s  experience in  D e sp a ire 's  Cave"—a  s ig n  o f the  "h ea lin g  

re so lu tio n "  o f Beulah, and a  "haloed b u ild in g ,"  perhaps th e  c a s t le  of 

U na's p a r e n t s , a  lo g ic a l  n e x t s te p  in  R ed cro sse 's  p ro g ressio n , though 

i r o n ic a l ly  ex tending  in  a  d ire c t io n  opposite  to  th a t  in  which th e  

cavalcade i s  fa c in g . Behind Cynthia in  the  sky i s  an entourage of 

sm all f ig u re s .  The next m ajor f ig u re  i s  th e  God o f This World, who 

p re s id e s  over the  i l l u s t r a t i o n  from a  c e n tra l  p o in t in  th e  supernal 

re g io n s , and to  whom I  s h a l l  r e tu rn  s h o r t ly .

Moving to  the r ig h t  o f  the  God of This World, the  nex t f ig u re  

i s  a  dimly d is tin g u ish a b le  spread-winged form id e n t i f ie d  by G rant and 

Brown as  N a t u r e , a n d  c le a r ly  sym bolizing B lak e 's  s ta t e  of G eneration. 

Next to  N ature i s  ano ther G eneration symbol, A stroea o r J u s t ic e ,  who 

h o lds up a  s e t  o f  yellow s c a l e s . T h e  s ig n if ic a n c e  o f h e r r e la t io n 

sh ip  to  A rth eg a ll below h er in  th e  mundane reg io n  has a lread y  been 

m entioned. C lea rly  these  two f ig u re s  re p re s e n t B lak e 's  s ta te  o f Genera

t io n ,  the world o f v e g e ta tiv e  experience, a  s u b je c t-o b je c t  w orld in  

which e th ic a l  m a tte rs  o f r ig h t  and wrong p re v a i l .  Though the f ig u re s  

in  th e  middle d is ta n c e  a re  b lu rre d  and d i f f i c u l t  to  d isc e rn  a t  t h i s  

p o in t  in  the  i l l u s t r a t i o n ,  G rant and Brown have id e n t i f ie d  a  s ig n if ic a n t

"S p en se r 's  F a e rie  Queene."  78 .

"S p en se r 's  F a e rie  Queene."  83 .

^  "S p en se r 's  F a e rie  Queene,"  84.
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amount o f v eg e ta tio n —a " t r e e  on th e  h o riz o n ,"  a  "range o f t r e e s . "38

B lak e 's  le v e l  o f  " s in g le  v is io n  and Newton's s le e p ,"  U lro , i s  

d ep ic ted  in  th e  su p ern a l re g io n s  to  th e  f a r  r ig h t  o f th e  i l l u s t r a t i o n
CO

Ty two f ig u re s  s tan d in g  a t  burning a lta rs ,*^^  perhaps a llu d in g  to  th e  

concept o f  vengeance re p re se n te d  fo r  Blake in  th e  G enesis s to ry  o f Cain 

and A bel; and by a  f ig u re  which i s  id e n t i f ie d  by G rant and Brown a s  the  

A rcher God—Apollo—and by Damon a s  " th e  red -ray ed  Molech, who commands 

th e  s a c r i f i c e  of th e  baby o f th e  two p a re n ts  s tan d in g  a t  th e  flam ing

60a l t a r . "  R egard less o f th e  s p e c if ic  id e n t i f i c a t io n ,  th e  s a c r i f i c i a l  

symbolism i s  th a t  o f U lro . Also re p re s e n ta t iv e  o f U lro i s  the  f ig u re  

of th e  tower o f Babel and a  s e r ie s  o f s tr u c tu r e s  in  th e  s iy le  o f pagan 

a r c h i te c tu re .  S ig n if ic a n t ly ,  th i s  Ulro iconography dom inates th e  r e a r  

o f th e  cavalcade whose f in a l  c h a ra c te rs  a re  Archimago, Duessa, and th e  

B la ta n t B east.

From th e  m idst o f  th e  supernal re g io n s , th e  God o f This World, 

w earing a  spiked crown and bearing  a  sword in  h is  l e f t  hand, p re s id e s  

behind a  globe re p re se n tin g  th e  w orld. H is l in e  o f s ig h t  i s  d ire c te d  

towards the  r e a r  o f  the p ro cess io n  and tow ards th e  iconography o f  Gen

e ra t io n  and U lro . This f ig u re  w ith  h is  long  w hite beard  i s  B la k e 's  

Ifrizen , h is  n eg a tiv e  conception  o f a  Nobodaddy God o f dogma and

^  "S p e n se r 's  F ae rie  Queene,"  6I .

Grant and Brown, "Spenser's Faerie Queene." %.
^  "Spenser's Faerie Queene," 6I .
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vengeance. Here Blake i s  su re ly  commenting on th e  re p re s s iv e  r e l ig io n  

o f S p e n se r 's  God and the  r e l ig io u s  dogma which i s  p a r t  o f the a lle g o ry  

of h is  poem. In  t h i s  r e s p e c t ,  the p a r a l l e l  between Una and th e  

P r io re s s  o f th e  Chaucer i l l u s t r a t i o n  i s  s ig n i f ic a n t  in  th a t  i t  e x h ib i ts  

B la k e 's  dismay w ith  S p en se r 's  God, a  god who f in d s  t r u th  in  what Blake 

would have considered  p rudery . Not to  be overlooked i s  th e  f a c t  th a t  

Una h o ld s  on h e r  la p  a  la rg e  book, th e  iconography o f U lro.

But a  most im portan t e n t i ty  in h a b it in g  th e  supernal re g io n s  

has n o t y e t  been d iscu ssed , and th i s  i s  th e  f ig u re  o f a  man between the  

God o f  T his World and A stroea o r J u s t ic e ,  and over whom th e  r ig h t  wing 

o f N ature and th e  ha lo  o f Jove form a  rainbow -enclave. The f ig u re ,  

who ap p ears  to  draw o r w rite  "w ithout lo o k in g  a t  h is  work" has been 

id e n t i f i e d  by Damon and by G rant and Brown a s  an a r t i s t ,  and G rant and 

Brown in d ic a te  they  a re  u n c e rta in  "w hether t h i s  i s  B la k e 's  assessm ent of 

S p e n se r 's  l im i ta t io n  or whether i t  i s  B la k e 's  co n fess io n  of h is  own 

shortcom ings."^^  I t  could , o f co u rse , be bo th , b u t in  view o f the  

c r i t i c a l  n a tu re  o f B lak e 's  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  and the  se r io u s  im p lica tio n  

such a  placem ent o f  Spenser might in d ic a te ,  I  am in c lin e d  to  b e lie v e  

th a t  t h i s  f ig u re  does re p re s e n t Spenser and th a t  i t  i s  a  major key to  

B la k e 's  assessm ent o f him. That th e  a r t i s t  s i t s  between a  U rizen ic  god 

and J u s t ic e  w ith  h e r  sc a le s  in d ic a te s  th a t  h is  v is io n  i s  h indered , th a t

"Spenser's Faerie Queene." 83 .

"Spenser's Faerie Queene." 83 .
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i n  some r e s p e c ts  i t  f a l l s  s h o r t  o f  B la k e 's  fo u rfo ld  ap o ca ly p tic  v is io n . 

In  a d d it io n  to  t h i s ,  a s  G rant and Brown n o te , th e  a r t i s t  r e s t s  under 

th e  wing o f N ature, "a  s i n i s t e r  f ig u re "  whose in flu en c e  i s  " c e r ta in ly  

m a l e v o l e n t " s i n c e  i t  could r e f l e c t  S p en se r 's  f a i lu r e ,  in  some 

in s ta n c e s , to  move beyond a  g e n e ra tiv e  le v e l  o f v is io n .

Hence i t  appears th a t  B la k e 's  conception  o f  Spenser was 

la rg e ly  am bivalen t. On th e  one hand he saw a sp e c ts  o f gen ius in  

S p e n se r 's  work, a sp ec ts  s ig n i f ic a n t  enough to  induce him to  a  c r i t ic is m  

o f th e  p o e t 's  work. But a t  th e  same tim e Blake was in te n se ly  aware of 

th e  l im i ta t io n s  o f S p en se r 's  v is io n , l im i ta t io n s  which he connected w ith  

S p en se r 's  t i e s  w ith  contemporary r e l ig io u s  dogma and the c o u r t  o f  Queen 

E liz a b e th . N ev erth e less , h is  own gen ius s e n s i t iz e d  him to  th e  sublime 

elem ents o f S p e n se r 's  a l le g o ry . And though he p laces  Spenser in  a 

p rec a rio u s  p o s it io n , between a  U rizen ic  God and th e  iconography of 

G eneration , he does p la ce  him in  th e  supernal re g io n s , thus in d ic a tin g  

th a t  he found S p en se r 's  work, p a r t ic u la r ly  The F aerie  Queene. f u l l  of 

v is io n .  Spenser, he knew, could  en v is io n  e x is te n c e  in  le v e ls  approxi

m ating h is  own fo u r le v e ls  o f  v is io n .

"S p en se r 's  F ae rie  Queene,"  83- 8^.
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Blake’s  C ritic ism  o f M ilton

J u s t  as  Spenser had been M ilto n 's  m aster, M ilton became 

B la k e 's . With no o th e r E nglish  p o e t does Blake have a  c lo s e r  a f f i n i t y .  

Blake w rite s  in  a  l e t t e r  to  Flaxman, 12 September I 8OO, th a t  "M ilton 

lo v 'd  me in  childhood & shew'd me h is  face" (p . 680) .  Henry Crabb 

R obinson 's "Reminiscences" ( I 852) co n ta in s  an account o f R obinson 's 

co n v ersa tio n s  w ith Blake about M ilton:

As he spoke o f fre q u e n tly  Seeing M ilton, I  ventured  to  ask , h a l f  
ashamed a t  the tim e, which o f  the  th re e  o r fo u r  p o r t r a i t s  in  
H o l l i s 's  Memoirs (Vols in  4 to ) i s  the most l i k e [ . ] —He answd 

jThey a re  a l l  l i k e .  At d i f f e r e n t  A g es[.]—I  have seen him as  a  
youth And as  an o ld  man w ith  a  long flow ing b e a rd [ .]  He came 
l a t e l y  a s  an o ld  m an[.]—He sa id  he came to  ask  a  fa v o r o f m e[.]
—He s a id  he had committed an  e r ro r  in  h is  P arad ise  L o st, which 
he wanted me to  c o r re c t ,  in  a  poem or p ic tu re ;  bu t I  d e c l in e d [ .]
I  s a id  I  had my own d u tie s  to  p e rfo rm [.]—I t  i s  a  presumptuous 
q u e s tio n F . ']  I  r e p l ie d —[']M ig h t I  ven ture  to  ask—What th a t  
could b e [ ? '] —[ ']H e  wished me to  expose the  fa lsehood  o f h is  doc
t r i n e ,  tau g h t in  the  P arad ise  Lost—That Sexual in te rc o u rse  arouse 
o u t o f  the  F a l l [ . l —Now th a t  cannot be, f o r  no good can sp rin g  ou t 
o f E v i l [ . '  '] B u t [ '] ,  I  r e p l ie d ,  [ ' ] i f  th e  consequences were E v il ,
mixed w ith  Good, then  the  good might f a i r l y  be a sc r ib e d  to  the  
common c au se [ . ' j —To th is  he answerd— a  re fe re n c e  to  the  ^  
Androgynous s t a t e ,  in  which I  could n o t p o ss ib ly  fo llo w  h im [.]

AL .
Quoted by G. E. B entley , J r . ,  Blake Records (Oxford:

Clarendon P re ss , I 969) ,  pp. ^ 3 - 4 4 .
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T his episode abou t which Robinson w r ite s  occurred in  December o f 182$,^^

66a f t e r  Blake had a lread y  completed M ilto n . And re g a rd le s s  o f B lak e 's  

seeming a s s e r t io n  to  th e  co n tra ry , a  number o f c r i t i c s  would ag ree  th a t  

Blake had indeed pursued the  ta sk  o f c o r re c tin g  j u s t  such an  e r ro r  in  

P a rad ise  L o s t.

B la k e 's  c r i t ic is m  o f M ilton , w hether in  c o rre c tio n  or in  c e le 

b ra t io n , ex tends throughout every p e rio d  and a sp e c t o f h is  work. In  

a d d it io n  to  th e  epic-prophecy M ilto n , th e re  a re  e a r ly  in d ic a tio n s  o f 

M ilto n ic  in flu e n c e  in  the  P o e tic a l  S k e tch es . B la k e 's  c r i t ic is m  i s  e v i

d en t in  h i s  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  and p o r t r a i t s  o f  M ilton  h im se lf, in  h is  i l l u s 

t r a t io n s  of many o f M ilto n 's  works, in  th e  p a r a l l e l s  th a t  can be drawn 

between alm ost evezy m ajor work o f B la k e 's  and a  corresponding work o f 

M il to n 's ,  and in  h is  e x p l i c i t  c r i t iq u e  o f M ilton in  The M arriage o f 

Heaven and H e l l .

M ilto n 's  in flu en c e  on th e  P o e tic a l  Sketches has been re p e a te d ly

noted  by sc h o la rs . Harold Bloom and M ichael P h i l l ip s  have both
6*7rem arked on th e  in flu en ce  o f M ilton in  "Samson." M argaret Lowery 

n o te s  the in flu en c e  of both  the  B ib le  and Samson A gonistes in  "Samson," 

and she a lso  sees  the  echo o f M ilto n ’s conclusion  to  Lycidas in  the

B en tley , Blake Records, p . 315*

^  See David V. Erdman's d isc u ss io n  o f th e  d a tin g  o f  M ilto n , 
The P o e try  and Prose o f W illiam B lake, pp . 727-28.

^  B la k e 's  Apocalypse, p . 22; "B lak e 's  E a rly  P o e try ,"  William 
B lake; Essays in  Honour o f S ir  G eoffrey  Keynes, ed . Morton D. Paley  and 
M ichael P h i l l ip s  (Oxford: Clarendon P re ss , 1973)t P* 13*

91



c lo s in g  l in e s  o f "To Autumn."^® And Bloom n o te s  th a t  "To th e  Muses" 

"seems to  echo M ilto n 's  'Comus,' l in e s  9 8 f ."^ ^

B la k e 's  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  o f  both M ilton  th e  man and o f M ilto n 's  

te x t  a re  numerous. In  a d d itio n  to  the  Head o f  M ilton done f o r  H ay ley 's  

s e t  o f  th e  Heads o f  th e  P o e ts, Blake p o r tra y s  M ilton tw ice in  h is  

i l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  th e  poems o f Gray, and e leven  tim es in  h is  i l l u s t r a 

tio n s  to  h is  own M ilto n . The i l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  M ilto n 's  poems in c lu d e , 

in  a d d it io n  to  more th an  tw enty se p a ra te  des ig n s  which do n o t com prise 

a  p a r t  o f  any s e t  and range in  d a te s  o f execu tion  from 1788 to  I 8O8 , 

two s e ts  o f e ig h t  d esigns to  Comus, one d a ted  I 8OI and th e  o th e r  I 805-  

1810 ; th re e  s e ts  o f  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  P a rad ise  L o s t, one o f tw elve 

desig n s  done in  1807, one o f n in e  desig n s  d a ted  I 808 , and an u n fin ish ed  

s e t  o f  th re e  i l l u s t r a t i o n s ,  d a ted  1822; two s e ts  o f  s ix  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  

to  th e  N a tiv ity  Ode, done 1809; a  s e t  o f  tw elve i l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  

L 'A lleg ro  and I I  Penseroso , I 8I 6 ; and a  s e t  o f tw elve i l l u s t r a t i o n s  to

P arad ise  Regained, a lso  d a ted  I8 l6 .^ ^  In  s h o r t ,  w ith  th e  ex cep tio n  o f

71Samson A gon istes, Blake i l l u s t r a t e d  a l l  o f  M ilto n 's  m ajor poems.

68 Windows o f th e  Morning, pp. 77, 85-

^  Commentary, The P o e try  and P rose o f W illiam  B lake, p . 888.

See "A Catalogue o f B la k e 's  I l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  M ilto n ,"  
Appendix B, Calm o f Mind; T ercentenary  E ssays on P a rad ise  Regained and 
Samson A gonistes in  Honor o f John S. D iekhoff, ed. Joseph Anthony 
W ittre ic h , J r .  (C leveland: Case Western Reserve Univ. P re ss , 1971)» pp. 
331-42.

Damon, "Blake and M ilto n ,"  p . 95»
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P a r a l le ls  and o th e r  c lo se  r e la t io n s h ip s  have been drawn

between alm ost a l l  th e  m ajor works o f Blake and M ilton. Damon, f o r

example, has drawn p a r a l l e l s  which exhaust most o f  the t i t l e s .  Blake

expanded the  id e a  o f th e  " a l te rn a t in g  moods" o f L*Allegro and I I

P enseroso , he n o te s , to  h i s  '" tw o  co n tra ry  s t a t e s  o f th e  human s o u l , '

th e  extrem es, ec s tacy  and d e s p a ir , and bound th e  Songs o f Innocence to

th e  Songs o f Experience by p a ir in g  h is  c o n tra s tin g  l y r i c s ,  so th a t  each

complements th e  o th e r ."  The Book o f Thel Damon sees a s  a  " re c o n s id e ra -

72t io n  o f th e  id ea  on which Comus i s  based ." Jerusalem  corresponds to

M ilton’ s H is to ry  o f B r i t a in , "which Blake expands in to  th e  f a l l  and
73r e s u r re c tio n  o f A lbion, th e  h is to r y  o f a l l  mankind." ^ "America co r

responds to  M ilto n 's  p o l i t i c a l  w orks," and "The V isions o f  the  

Daughters o f  A lbion corresponds to  th e  d iv o rce  books." Both, Damon 

n o te s , a t ta c k  unhappy m arriage, " b u t where M ilton  i s  c o n te n t to  advo

c a te  d iv o rce  f o r  in c o m p a tib il i ty ,"  Blake demands " th e  com plete freedom 

o f  lo v e , re g a rd le s s  o f  ceremony." The M arriage of Heaven and H ell
7/f

Damon compares to  The C h r is tia n  D o c trin e , and he sees  "some s t r ik in g  

resem blance^’between The Four Zoas and P arad ise  L o s t, " e s p e c ia l ly  in  

th e  deg en era tio n  o f  U rizen , whom Blake i d e n t i f i e s  w ith S a tan ."  M ilton 

i s  "a  f ra n k  a ttem p t to  re v a lu a te  and c o r re c t  M ilto n 's  c h ie f  id e a s ,"  and

"Blake and M ilto n ,"  p .  92. 

"Blake and M ilto n ,"  p . 95-

"Blake and M ilto n ,"  p . 94.
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**Milton*s descen t from E te rn i ty  i s  a  s tu d y  o f  th e  development o f h is  

though t, i l l u s t r a t e d  w ith  q u o ta tio n s  from P a rad ise  L o s t. ” F in a lly ,
7*5Damon sees  a re la t io n s h ip  between M ilto n 's  N a tiv ity  Ode and Europe.

Harold Bloom a lso  sees a  r e la t io n s h ip  between Europe and th e  N a tiv ity
76Ode, n o tin g  various passages which parody M ilto n 's  poem. Michael

T o lley  se e s  th e  N a tiv ity  Ode a s  a  "framework and a  stim ulus" fo r  
77Europe. and Joseph W ittre ic h  in te r p r e t s  Europe a s  a  " fo cu sin g  and an

7fi
ex ten sio n  of th e  v is io n  beneath M ilto n 's  poem." Bloom n o tes  th a t  The

Book o f U rizen "p aro d ie s  G enesis and P arad ise  L o s t, and a ttem p ts  to

c o r re c t  what Blake co n s id e rs  the im aginative e r ro r s  o f th o se  myths o f 
79c re a t io n ."  W ittre ich  a ls o  sees connections between The M arriage o f 

Heaven and H e ll , and A reo p ag itica  and D octrine and D isc ip lin e  o f

80D ivorce. between The Four Zoas and P arad ise  L o s t, and between M ilton 

and Jerusalem , and P a rad ise  Regained. "The ep ic  s tru c tu re  o f The Four 

Zoas."  he say s, "d e riv e s  from P arad ise  L ost; and th e  ep ic  s tru c tu re s  o f

"Blake and M ilton ,"  p . 95*
76 B lak e 's  Apocalypse, pp. 148-49.
77 "Europe; ' t o  those y ch a in 'd  in  s le e p ,* "  B la k e 's  V isionary

Forms D ram atic, p . 145.
70

Angel o f Apocalypse, p . 90.
79 Ihe V isionary Company, p . 71.
80 "B la k e 's  Philosophy o f C o n tra r ie s : A New S ource ,"  E n g lish  

Language N otes. 4  (1966) ,  IO5 -IO .
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M ilton and Jerusalem  d eriv e  from P arad ise  Regained.

B lak e 's  e x p l i c i t  c r i t iq u e  o f M ilton , however, i s  con tained  on 

P la te s  5 6 o f The M arriage o f Heaven and H e ll ;

Those who r e s t r a in  d e s ire , do so because th e i r s  i s  weak enough to  
be re s tr a in e d ;  and the r e s t r a in e r  or reason  usurps i t s  p lace  & 
governs the  u n w illin g .

And being r e s tr a in e d  i t  by degrees becomes p ass iv e  t i l l  i t  
i s  only the  shadow of d e s ir e .

The h is to ry  o f th i s  i s  w r itte n  in  P arad ise  L o st, & th e  Gov
erno r o r Reason i s  c a l l 'd  M essiah.

And the o r ig in a l  Archangel o r p o ssesso r o f th e  command o f th e  
heavenly h o s t, i s  c a l ld  th e  D evil or Satan  and h is  c h ild re n  a re  
c a l l 'd  S in  and Death

But in  th e  Book o f Job M iltons Messiah i s  c a l l 'd  Satan.
For th i s  h is to ry  has been adopted by both p a r t ie s  
I t  indeed ap p e a r 'd  to  Reason a s  i f  D esire  was c a s t  ou t, b u t 

th e  D ev ils  account i s ,  th a t  th e  Messiah f e l l .  & formed a  heaven 
o f  what he s to le  from th e  Abyss

This i s  shewn in  the  Gospel, where he p rays to  th e  F a ther to  
send th e  com forter or D esire th a t  Reason may have Id e a s  to  b u ild  
on, th e  Jehovah o f the B ible being no o th e r  than  he , who dw ells in  
flam ing f i r e .  Know th a t  a f t e r  C h ris ts  d ea th , he became Jehovah.

But in  M ilton; the  F a th er i s  D estiny , th e  Son, a  R atio  o f  th e  
f iv e  senses. & th e  H oly-ghost, VacuumI

Note; The reaso n  M ilton wrote in  f e t t e r s  when he wrote o f 
Angels & God, and a t  l i b e r ty  when of D evils & H e ll, i s  because he 
was a  tru e  P oet and o f th e  D evils p a r ty  w ithout knowing i t .

This c r i t iq u e  on M ilton  has been v a rio u sly  in te rp re te d  and i s  a t  l e a s t  

p a r t ly  re sp o n s ib le  f o r  th e  n in e teen th -cen tu ry  c r i t i c a l  approach which 

held  th a t  Satan  was th e  hero o f  P arad ise  L o s t. Harold Bloom r e f e r s  to  

th e  passage a s  "one o f the most f req u e n tly  m isread passages in  B lake,"

8 l
"Opening th e  S ea ls : B lak e 's  Epics and th e  M ilton  T ra d itio n ,"  

B lak e 's  Sublime A llegory : Essays on The Four Zoas. M ilton , Jerusalem , 
ed . S tu a r t  Curran and Joseph Anthony W ittre ich , J r .  (Madison: U n iv .o f  
Wisconsin P re ss , 1973)» p . 49.
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n o tin g  t h a t  Blake " o f f e r s  an a e s th e t ic  c r i t ic i s m  o f P a rad ise  L o s t, n o t

a  re a d in g  o f M ilto n 's  in te n t io n s ."  Blake i s  tra c in g  " th e  d e c lin in g

movement o f c re a tiv e  energy in  P a rad ise  L ost from the  a c t iv e  o f the

e a r ly  hooks to  the  p ass iv e  o f th e  poem's co n c lu sio n ."  And Blake,

Bloom a s s e r t s ,  i s  n o t " in v e r t in g  conven tional c a te g o rie s  o f  moral good

and e v i l " ;  in s te a d , he i s  " in s i s t in g  th a t  p o e tic  im agination  and th e

energy of human d e s ir e  a re  n ea r a l l i e d ,  and th a t  f o r  a  p o e t a s  p o e t th e

o rd in a ry  moral c a te g o r ie s  a re  con ta ined  w ith in  a  more lim ite d  c o n te x t

82th an  th e  la rg e r  world o f p o e try  makes a v a ila b le  to  him."

C le a rly , th e  evidence f o r  B la k e 's  c r i t ic is m  o f M ilton has 

p rov ided  an ample source fo r  c r i t i c s  s t r iv in g  to  in te r p r e t  p re c is e ly  

idiat i t  was th a t  Blake had to  say  about him. In  a  broad and g e n e ra l 

sen se , t h i s  c r i t ic is m  seems to  assume two p e rsp e c tiv e s ; one, th a t  Blake 

thought M ilto n 's  v is io n  l im ite d  and th a t  i t  was h is  in te n t io n  to  r e v is e  

, i t ;  th e  o th e r , t h a t  though he saw some f a u l t  in  M ilto n 's  e a r ly  work, 

B lake grew to  a p p re c ia te  M ilton a s  a  t ru e  p o e t-p ro p h e t and th a t  i t  was 

h is  in te n t io n  to  c e le b ra te  o r  apo th eo size  M ilton  a s  such. Among th e  

co n tenders  th a t  Blake c h ie f ly  took  i t  upon h im se lf to  re v is e  o r extend 

M ilto n 's  v is io n  have been Jean Hagstrum, S . F o s te r  Damon, Harold Bloom, 

N orthrop F rye, I re n e  Tkyler, Ben Jones, and ¥ . J .  T. M itchell.® ^ Joseph

Op
Commentary, The P o e try  and P rose  o f William B lake, p . 810.

See Hagstrum, W illiam B ^ k e : P oet and P a in te r , p . 124; 
Damon, "Blake and M ilton ,"  pp. 89-96; Bloom, B la k e 's  Apocalypse, p . 80; 
F rye, F e a rfu l Symmetry, p . 346; T ay le r, B la k e 's  I l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  th e
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W ittre ich  has been th e  main proponent o f th e  l a t t e r  p e rsp e c tiv e . 

According to  W ittre ic h , B lake’ s  ta sk  w ith M ilton  was to  illu m in a te  him 

to  a  p u b lic  th a t  d id  no t understand  him. Some o f th e  mi sunder s tan d in g  

W ittre ich  sees a s  r e s u l t in g  from th e  m is in te rp re ta t io n  o f  Blake by 

p rev io u s c r i t i c s .  And n o tin g  B lake’s  tendency to  r e v is e  h is  own c r i t i 

cism o f  M ilton through v ario u s s e ts  o f  i l l u s t r a t i o n s ,  W ittre ich  empha

s iz e s  t h a t  th e  changes seem to  "p ro g ress  from c r i t ic i s m  to  ce leb ra 

t i o n . " ^

A thorough trea tm en t o f  B lake’s  c r i t ic i s m  o f  M ilton  could 

obviously  extend in to  se v e ra l volumes. But i t  seems to  me th a t  th e  

c r i t ic is m  e s s e n t ia l ly  rev o lv es  around M ilton ’ s  tre a tm e n t o f  two prim ary  

a rch ety p es c e n tr a l  to  th e  mythology o f bo th  p o e ts : th e  F a l l  and th e  

Atonement. With reg a rd  to  th e  F a l l ,  Blake seems to  have e i th e r  

s e r io u s ly  d isag reed  w ith  M ilton ’ s  concept o r  a t  l e a s t  to  have seen  i t  

a s  needing c la r i f i c a t io n ,  concealed  in  h i s  n a r ra t iv e  technique and 

r e l ig io u s  orthodoxy. But B lake’ s  I 816 i l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  P arad ise  

Regained r e f l e c t  th a t  by t h i s  tim e Blake had come to  see  th a t  M ilto n ’ s 

concept o f  Atonement was in  harmony w ith  h i s  own, which r e je c te d  th e  

c ru c if ix io n  concept o f  Atonement in  fav o r o f  a  l e s s  avenging mode, a  

mode which e x h ib its  a  f u l l  f a i t h  in  love and fo rg iv en ess  and in

Poems o f Gray, p . 10; Jones, "Blake on G ray," p . 129; and M itc h e ll, 
B lake’ s  Composite A r t . pp. 114-21.

84 Angel o f A pocalypse, pp. 13-48.
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mankind’ s  a t-one-m ent w ith th e  God w ith in .

Blake must have been a t t r a c te d  by th e  p revalence o f th e  theme 

o f tem p ta tio n  and choice th a t  ru n s  throughout a l l  o f M ilto n 's  m ajor 

p o e try  and even some o f the  p ro se . James H olly  Hanford h as , in  f a c t ,  

tra c e d  th e  theme in  se v e ra l o f M ilto n 's  m ajor works, and summarizes i t s  

im portance f o r  M ilton  when he w rite s :

M ilto n , l i k e  a l l  P u r ita n s , was prone to  d e te c t  in  alm ost every 
phase o f  human experience th e  p resence o f a  moral c o n f l ic t ,  to  
in t e r p r e t  even those  a sp e c ts  which to  o th e r  men r a i s e  no moral 
q u e s tio n s , in  term s of the  e te rn a l  s tru g g le  o f good and e v i l .  
V ic to ry  o r d e fe a t  in  t h i s  s tru g g le  i s  th e  c ru c ia l  is su e  in  th e  
l i v e s  o f  men a s  M ilton re a d  them, and acco rd ing ly  tem pta tion , 
y ie ld e d  to  o r overcome, i s  a  dominant m otive o f h i s  c re a tiv e  a r t .  ^

The te m p ta tio n  m o tif  i s  im plied  in  th e  N a tiv ity  Ode, f o r  example, in

th e  ju x ta p o s it io n  o f  pagan and C h r is tia n  mythology, s ig n a lin g , a s

Stephen Behrendt has noted , M ilto n 's  own "cho ice  o f a  C h r is to c e n tr ic
86m ythology over a  pagan one." I t  ap p ears , obviously , in  L*Allegro and 

I I  Penseroso  in  what Hanford c a l l s  "two r e f in e d  id e a ls  o f  sense enjoy

m ent," b u t what seems to  me most c le a r ly  a cho ice  between Innocence and 

E xperience. Hanford no tes th e  tem pta tion  motive in  Lycidas and The 

S ix th  E legy , in  th e  choice o ffe re d  between " th e  p r in c ip le  o f sense 

indulgence and t h a t  o f  a  tempered a sc e tism ."  M ilto n 's  choice i s  between

"The Temptation Motive in  M ilto n ,"  S tud ies  in  P h ilo lo g y .
15 (1918), 176.

86 " B la k e 's  I l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  M ilto n 's  N a tiv ity  Ode,"  P h ilo lo g i
c a l  Q u a rte r ly . 55 ( l9 ? 6 ) , 6 5 .
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" l i g h t  elegy" and " th e  enjoyments o f  th e  Christm as r e v e ls ,"  o r th e

sp are  l i f e  o f " th e  g re a t  s e r io u s  p o e t."  In  Comus, th e  choice i s

between " s e n s u a li ty  and v i r tu e ,"  and in  P arad ise  L o s t, th e  m otive i s

expressed  in  th e  p rim a rily  sensual c h a ra c te r  of Adam's tem ptation  

87and s in ."  Again, the a rch e ty p a l essence o f the F a l l  in  P arad ise  Lost 

in v o lv es  a  choice between Innocence and Experience. In  P arad ise  

Regained and Samson A gonistes Hanford n o tes  th a t  the "immediate sense 

o f th e  r e a l i t y  o f  th e  tem ptation  has disappeared" and th a t  one f in d s
Q O

only " d i s ta n t  echoes" o f  Adam's tem p ta tio n . C lea rly , however.

P arad ise  Regained and Samson A gonistes both rev o lv e  around th re e

tem p ta tio n s . In  Samson A gonistes Samson i s  tem pted 'ty Manoa's o f fe r  to
BQ"procure h i s  l i b e r ty  by Ransom," ^ by D a l i l a 's  o f fe r  of "con jugal

a f fe c tio n "  ( l .  739), and f in a l ly  by H arapha's inc item en t to  show h is
go

s tre n g th  a t  " th e  F east b efo re  the Lords and P eop le ."  In  P arad ise  

Regained th e  tem pta tions a re  those o f  f a i th ,  a s  C h ris t i s  tempted to  

make bread  o u t o f s to n es ; to  accep t th e  w orldly g i f t s  o f S atan , a  

m agn ificen t banquet, tre a s u re s ,  fame, the  th rone  o f David, and the 

" f u l l  m ight o f Rome"; and f in a l ly  to  " c a s t  h im se lf from the  p in n ac le

"The Temptation Motive in  M ilton ,"  177.

"The Tem ptation Motive in  M ilton ,"  178.
89

Argument, "Samson A gon istes ,"  John M ilton; Complete Poems 
and Major P ro se , ed. M e rr i t t  Y. Hughes (Hew York: Odyssey, 1957), p . 
551 • A ll q u o ta tio n s  from M ilton a re  from t h i s  e d it io n .

90 Argument, p . 55I .
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of th e  tem ple."91

M ilto n 's  concern w ith  tem ptation  and choice i s  a lso  an 

im portan t issu e  in  A reo p ag itica . Drawing a  dichotomy between good and 

e v i l  t h a t  was ab h o rren t to  B lake, M ilton a ffirm s  th e  ex isten ce  and the 

n e c e ss ity  o f  e v i l  in  th e  world s in ce  i t  i s  by choosing good when con

fro n te d  ty  both good and e v i l  th a t  the in d iv id u a l proves h is  v i r tu e :

As th e re fo re  th e  s ta te  o f man now i s ,  what wisdom can th e re  be to  
choose, what continence to  fo rb ea r w ithou t th e  knowledge o f e v il?  
He th a t  can apprehend and consider v ice  w ith  a l l  h er b a i t s  and 
seeming p le a su re s , and y e t  a b s ta in , and y e t  d is t in g u is h , and y e t  
p r e fe r  th a t  which i s  t r u ly  b e t te r ,  he i s  the  tru e  wayfaring 
C h r is tia n . I  cannot p ra is e  a  fu g it iv e  and c lo is te r e d  v ir tu e ,  
unexercised  and unbreathed, th a t  never s a l l i e s  ou t and sees her 
adversary , b u t s lin k s  out o f the  race  where th a t  immortal g arlan d  
i s  to  be run  fo r ,  n o t w ithout d u s t and h e a t .  A ssuredly we b rin g  
n o t innocence in to  the  w orld, we b rin g  im purity  much r a th e r :  t h a t  
which p u r i f ie s  us i s  t r i a l ,  and t r i a l  i s  ly  what i s  co n tra ry .
(p . 728)

Pronouncing the tem ptation  theme he l a t e r  i t e r a t e s  in  P arad ise  L o s t. 

M ilton w rite s :

Many th e re  be th a t  complain o f d iv in e  providence f o r  su ffe r in g  
Adam to  tra n sg re s s . F oo lish  tonguesÎ when God gave him reaso n , 
he gave him freedom to  choose, f o r  reaso n  i s  bu t choosing; he had 
been e lse  a  mere a r t i f i c i a l  Adam, such an Adam a s  he i s  in  the  
m otions. We ou rse lves esteem n o t o f t h a t  obedience, or lo v e , o r 
g i f t ,  which i s  of fo rc e . God th e re fo re  l e f t  him f r e e ,  s e t  before 
him a  provoking o b je c t, ev er alm ost in  h is  eyes; h e re in  c o n s is te d  
h is  m e rit, h e re in  th e  r ig h t  of h is  rew ard, the  p ra is e  of h is  
ab s tin en ce . Wherefore d id  he c re a te  p ass io n s  w ith in  us.

See A llan  H. G i lb e r t 's  "The Temptation in  P arad ise  Regained;' 
Jou rnal o f E nglish  and Germanic P h ilo lo g y . I 5  (1916) ,  3 9 9 -6 il, f o r  th i s  
in te rp re ta t io n  o f the th re e  tem pta tions.
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p le a su re s  round about u s , bu t th a t  th e se  r ig h t ly  tempered a re  
th e  very  in g re d ie n ts  o f  v ir tu e ?  (p . 733)

H erein l i e s  th e  key to  B la k e 's  disagreem ent w ith M ilton on th e  concept 

o f th e  F a l l ,  and The M arriage of Heaven and H ell expresses B lak e 's  con

te n t io n  in  i t s  in s is te n c e  on th e  need fo r  g r a t i f i c a t io n  of d e s ir e ,  and 

in  i t s  a m p lif ic a tio n  of B la k e 's  theo ry  o f c o n tra r ie s .  The d i s to r t io n  of 

th e  c o n tra r ie s  in to  orthodox concepts o f good and e v i l  Blake c r i t i c i z e s  

in  P la te  3:

W ithout C o n tra rie s  i s  no p ro g ress io n . A ttra c tio n  and R epulsion , 
Reason and Energy, Love and Hate, a re  necessary  to  Human E x is ten ce .

From th ese  c o n tra r ie s  sp rin g  what th e  r e l ig io u s  c a l l  Good & 
E v i l .  Good i s  th e  p ass iv e  th a t  obeys R eason[.] E v il  i s  th e  a c t iv e  
sp rin g in g  from Energy.

Good i s  Heaven. E v il i s  H e ll.

M ilton , Blake i s  say ing , has assigned  th e  terms "Good" and "E v il"  to  two 

co n tra ry  and in h e re n t p r in c ip le s  o f th e  human mind, to  Energy and 

Reason, n e i th e r  o f which when p re se n t in  due p ro p o rtio n  i s  e v i l .  M ilton 

saw mankind as  caught between the necessary  c o n tra r ie s  o f good and e v i l  

and expected him to  choose— i f  he chose r ig h t ly —good (Reason) over e v i l  

(Energy). But in  th e  a c t  o f  choosing good, e v i l  would be negated or 

e lim in a ted , and w ith  i t s  e lim in a tio n , the c o n tra r ie s ,  which Blake saw as 

necessary  f o r  p ro g ress io n , would no longer e x i s t .  Blake saw mankind as  

caught between th e  c o n tra r ie s  o f Energy and Reason and expected him to  

re so lv e  th e  c o n f l ic t  n o t by choosing e i th e r  Energy or Reason b u t by 

ach iev in g  a  m arriage th a t  in c luded  bo th . In  B lak e 's  view, Energy, 

which i s  by the  r e l ig io u s ,  in c lu d in g  M ilton , considered  E v il,
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i s  th e  only l i f e  and i s  from th e  Body and ,ason  i s  th e  hound o r 
outward circum ference o f Energy.

Energy i s  E te rn a l D e lig h t. (P la te  4)

Ihus, in  B lak e 's  words;

Those who r e s t r a i n  d e s ir e ,  do so because th e i r s  i s  weak enough to  
he r e s t r a in e d ;  and th e  r e s t r a in e r  o r rea so n  usurps i t s  p lace  & 
governs th e  u n w illin g . (P la te  5)

Hence in  the  in d iv id u a l in  whom Energy i s  so weak a s  to  perm it Reason 

to  dominate over Energy, d e s ire  i s  s t i f l e d .  Energy (M ilto n 's  E v il)  was 

e s s e n t ia l  to  th e  in d iv id u a l who would p ro g re ss  from Innocence through 

Experience to  a  new and h ig h er innocence in  Eden.

This concep tion  o f Good and E v il a s  th e  c o n tr a r ie s  o f  Energy 

and  Reason throw s a  new l i g h t  on th e  concept o f tem p ta tio n  and ch o ice , • 

e s p e c ia l ly  a s  i t  concerns th e  movement from Innocence to  E xperience, 

the  a rch e ty p a l F a l l .  As Blake would i n t e r p r e t  th e  concept o f tem p ta tio n , 

th e  movement from Innocence to  E xperience, th e  e x e rc ise  o f w il l  o r  a  

weakness o f d e s ir e  which would have p e rm itted  Eve to  re fu s e  th e  app le  

and Adam lik ew ise  to  re fu se  h e r would have e n ta i le d  a  movement o u t o f a  

s ta te  o f  Beulah, n o t toward Experience or G eneration  and f in a l ly  toward 

B la k e 's  Eden and th e  s ta te  o f h ig h e r  innocence, h u t s l ip p in g  backward 

in to  th e  s ta te  o f U lro o r a  h e l l  o f  s e lf - a b s o rp t io n .

One o f  B la k e 's  most co h eren t s ta tem en ts  on h i s  own conception

o f th e  F a l l ,  though i t  came y ea rs  befo re  he began h is  most in te n s iv e

c r i t ic is m  o f M ilton , i s  d ra m a tic a lly  p re sen te d  in  The Book of Thel

(1789) .  On a  l i t e r a l  le v e l ,  th e  young T hel, whose name, a s  Bloom n o te s ,
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92comes from th e  Greek word f o r  " w ill"  o r "w ish ,"  le a v e s  th e  p a s to ra l  

v a le  o f  Mne Seraphim to  seek " th e  s e c re t  a i r , "  where she lam ents th e  

t r a n s ie n t  s ta te  o f h er l i f e .  In  th e  covirse o f h e r lam en ta tio n  she 

en co u n te rs  a  l i l y ,  a  cloud, a  worm, a  c lod  o f c la y , a l l  o f whom accep t 

th e  ephem eral, t r a n s ie n t  n a tu re  o f e a r th ly  e x is te n c e . The c lo d  of 

c lay  th en  in v i te s  Thel to  " e n te r  my house . . . w ith  th y  v irg in  f e e t"  

(5 î16 -1?) . Once she has e n te re d , Thel sees  the  "couches o f th e  dead, . 

. . .  A land  o f  sorrow s & of t e a r s ."  She wanders in  t h i s  land  o f 

"d o lo u rs  & lam e n ta tio n s ,"  u n t i l  she comes to  "h er own grave p lo t"  from 

which she h ea rs  th e  "vo ice  o f sorrow";

Why cannot th e  Ear be c lo sed  to  i t s  own d es tru c tio n ?
Or the  g l i s tn in g  Elye to  th e  poison o f a  sm ile !
Why a re  E y e lid s  s to rd  w ith  arrow s ready drawn.
Where a  thousand f ig h tin g  men in  ambush l i e ?
Or an  Eye o f g i f t s  & g races , show 'ring  f r u i t s  & coined gold! 
Why a  Tongue im p ress 'd  w ith  honey from every wind?
Why an E ar, a  w hirlpool f ie r c e  to  draw c re a tio n s  in ?
Why a  N o s tr i l  wide in h a lin g  t e r r o r  trem bling  & a f f r i g h t  
Why a  ten d er cu rb  upon the yo u th fu l burn ing  boy!
Why a  l i t t l e  c u r ta in  o f f le s h  on the  bed o f our d e s ire ?

Whereupon Thel s t a r t s  from h er s e a t ,  "& w ith  a  sh riek" f le e s  "back 

unhinderd t i l l  she came in to  the  v a les  o f  Har" (P la te  6 ) .

N orthrop Erye, Harold Bloom, and David Erdman a l l  see T h e l 's  

r e tu rn  to  Har a s  h e r  r e je c t io n  o f th e  world o f Experience fo r  a  s t a t e  

o f n a iv e  innocence, a  r e je c t io n  which e n t a i l s  f o r  her no t a  r e tu rn  to

92 Commentary, The P o etry  and Prose o f W illiam B lake, p . 808.
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th e  Innocence o f Beulah, h u t in s te a d  a  r e tu rn  to  an innocence which i s

ignorance, th e  s ta t e  o f  s p i r i t u a l  death  o r U iro. B la k e 's  im p lica tio n

i s  t h a t  th e  in d iv id u a l cannot rem ain in  Beulah h u t must p rog ress

93through th e  s t a t e  of G eneration o r E xperience. Assuming an a l te r n a te  

c r i t i c a l  p e rsp e c tiv e  i s  Anne M ellor, who w r ite s  t h a t  Thel i s  a  young 

g i r l  "p ass in g  through p u h e rty ,"  t h a t  she "has become aware of the 

changes in  h e r  own hody and in  th e  world around h e r , o f m u ta b ili ty ,"  

and t h a t  T h e l 's  sh rie k in g  r e tu rn  to  th e  V ales o f  Har i s  an in d ic a tio n  

of a  r e tu rn  to  a  h ig h er and more p e rso n a lly  f u l f i l l i n g  innocence.

T hel, M ellor sa y s , re fu se s  to  p a r t ic ip a te  in  th e  p e rv e rs io n s  o f an 

"u n n a tu ra l world of m alice , t e r r o r ,  and sen su a l re p re s s io n , so h o r r ib ly  

opposed to  th e  sensual d e l ig h ts  and overflow ing love  o f Innocence.

And

In sp ire d  tiy t h i s  ho ly  v is io n  o r a d u l t  Innocence, Thel n e ith e r  
can nor should to le r a te  th e  e v i l  and u n n a tu ra l re p re ss io n s  of 
r a t io n a l  E xperience. Her r e tu rn  to  Har, then , i s  a  p o s it iv e  
p e rso n a l a c t io n , an a c tio n  which com pletes th e  p ro g ressio n  o f g ,  
th e  p lo t  (from  ignorance to  d iv in e  knowledge and a c tio n )  . . .

See F rye, F e a rfu l Symmetry, pp. 232-33» Bloom, B lak e 's  
A pocalypse, pp. 61-62; and Erdman, B lake; P rophet A gainst Empire, pp.
132-3 3 .

qh.
"B la k e 's  Designs f o r  The Book o f Thel: An A ffirm ation  o f 

Innocence," P h ilo lo g ic a l Q u a r te r ly . 50 ( l9 7 1 ) . 198-200.

■̂5 "B la k e 's  Designs f o r  The Book o f Thel."  204.
96 "B la k e 's  Designs f o r  The Book o f  Thel,"  205.
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In  support o f  h er p o s it io n  M ellor no tes t h a t  th e  f in a l  design  to  The 

Book o f Thel d e p ic ts  " th re e  ch ild re n  . . . g a ily  r id in g  a la rg e ,  h a r

nessed snake." This she says i s  an "emblem o f the  a b i l i t y  o f Innocence

to  harness o r c o n tro l th e  e v i l s  o f th e  lan d  o f d ea th , to  overcome th e
97r e s t r i c t io n s  o f Experience and to  re a ff irm  the wisdom o f Innocence."

But such an in te rp r e ta t io n  overlooks the  fundam ental p r in 

c ip le s  o f B la k e 's  mythology, and a t  the  same time i t  overlooks B lak e 's  

f req u e n t tendency to  complement h is  t e x t  w ith  d esig n , to  p re se n t through 

h is  i l l u s t r a t i o n  an a l te r n a te  p o in t o f view. M ello r, in te re s t in g ly ,  

does n o t b e liev e  th a t  Blake b e liev ed  in  a  fo rtu n a te  F a l l ,  th a t  a  f a l l  

in to  "c o n tra c tio n  and e rro r"  i s  even n ecessary . "The f a l l , "  she says, 

"occurs whenever, b u t only when, an in d iv id u a l p erm its  h is  reaso n  to

usurp c o n tro l over h is  im agination , whenever he allow s h im se lf to

98q u es tio n , doubt, o r deny h is  p o te n t ia l  d iv in i ty ."

That Blake named h is  c h a ra c te r  Thel, meaning "wish" or " w il l ,"

i s  su re ly  o f some s ig n if ic a n c e , i ro n ic  or o therw ise . Bloom no tes  th a t

th e  name i s  i ro n ic ,  s in ce  "T h e l's  p a th e tic  f a te  i s  the  consequence of

h e r  weakness in  w il l ,  and her f a i lu r e  to  c a rry  h er p a s to ra l  innocence
99in to  the  world o f experience i s  a  f a i lu r e  of d e s ir e ."  But 1 su sp ect

"B lak e 's  Designs f o r  The Book of T hel."  205.
qO

B lak e 's  Human Form D ivine (Berkeley: Univ. o f C a lifo rn ia
P re ss , 19?4)7^p. 336. 

99 Commentary, The P oetry  and Prose o f W illiam B lake, p . 8o8.
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th e  name i s  a ls o  iro n ic  in  th a t  Blake saw Thel as  a  new v e rs io n  o f Eve, 

t h i s  time an Eve who because she lack ed  d e s ire  had s u f f ic ie n t  w i l l  to  

a v e r t  th e  F a ll .^ ^ ^  She could " r e s t r a in  d es ire"  because hers  was "weak 

enough to  be r e s tr a in e d ."  I ro n ic a l ly ,  u n lik e  E v e 's  world, th e re  i s  

l i t t l e  in  T h e l 's  world o f Experience fo r  her to  d e s ire  ; hence no r e a l  

e f f o r t  o f w i l l  i s  re q u ire d  in  o rder to  a v e r t  i t .  And what Blake seems 

to  be saying  in  The Book o f  Thel i s  th a t  t h i s  i s  what would have hap

pened had Eve av e rted  the F a l l .

B la k e 's  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  and h is  t e x t  o f  The Book o f Thel c le a r ly  

in d ic a te  th a t  he i s  d ea lin g  w ith  th e  imagery of the  F a l l ,  o f th e  move 

from Innocence to  Experience. The imagery throughout i s  alm ost exclu

s iv e ly  th a t  of Beulah and G eneration . The f ro n tis p ie c e  d e p ic ts  a  pas

to r a l  shepherdess in  a  h eav ily  fo lia g e d  world o f G eneration . Such v i r 

g in  imagery encased by fo lia g e  dom inates a l l  the d esigns up u n t i l  the  

f in a l  design  which d e p ic ts  the  c h ild -h a rn essed  dragon mentioned above. 

Again th e  imagery i s  th a t  o f Innocence m arried  to  Experience, and I  th in k  

th a t  what Blake i s  saying in  the  d esig n s , e s p e c ia lly  t h i s  f in a l  one, i s  

n o t th a t  Innocence has harnessed  o r c o n tro lle d  G eneration , bu t th a t  

Innocence must move in to  the  world o f G eneration . U nlike Thel, who 

f a i l e d  to  move in to  the world o f G eneration and whose re g re s s io n  i s  

r e f le c te d  in  th e  dragon who appears to  move from r i g h t  to  l e f t  ac ro ss

R obert F. G leckner, in  "B la k e 's  M ilto n iz in g  o f C h a tte r to n ,' 
B lake; An I l l u s t r a t e d  Q u arte rly . 11 (1977), sees E v e 's  tem pta tions as  
" th e  models f o r  T h e l's  f a i lu r e  in  The Book o f Thel" (p . 28) .
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the  p la te ,  th e  n eg a tiv e  movement o f  the Spenser cavalcade, th e  c h ild re n  

of th e  f i n a l  design  have made an a p p ro p ria te  t r a n s i t io n .  And th i s  h a r

nessin g  of th e  dragon, in s te a d  o f in d ic a tin g  th a t  T h e l 's  r e tu rn  to  

Innocence has meant p erso n a l f u lf i l lm e n t ,  in d ic a te s  th a t  u ltim a te  f u l 

f i l lm e n t ,  fo u rfo ld  v is io n  or Atonement, i s  to  be achieved only by f i r s t  

assuming the  r e s p o n s ib i l i t i e s  o f  G eneration .

The te x t  lik e w ise  c o n cen tra te s  on th e  imagery o f Innocence and 

E xperience. The f i r s t  th re e  p a r t s  o f  the  t e x t  a re  w r i t te n  from the 

p e rsp ec tiv e  of I n n o c e n c e . T h e l  i s  th e  only c h a ra c te r  in  th ese  

p la te s  who expresses d i s s a t i s f a c t io n  w ith h e r  s t a t e ,  in d ic a t in g  her 

awakening toward Experience. The l i l y ' s  words express a  sense of u n ity  

in  e x is te n c e . She i s  assu red  she w il l  be

c lo th ed  in  l i g h t ,  and fed  w ith  morning manna:
T i l l  summers h e a t m elts th ee  b eside  th e  fo u n ta in s  and the sp rin g s  
To f lo u r i s h  in  e te rn a l  v a le s  . . .

(1 :23-23)

The cloud lik ew ise  knows th a t  when he p asses  away,

I t  i s  to  te n fo ld  l i f e ,  to  lo v e , to  peace, and r a p tu re s  holy: 
Unseen descending, weigh my l i g h t  wings upon balmy f lo w e rs ; 
And c o u rt the  f a i r  eyed dew. to  take me to  her sh in in g  te n t ;  
The weeping v i rg in ,  trem bling  kneels  b e fo re  the r i s e n  sun. 
T i l l  we a r i s e  l i n k 'd  in  a golden band, and never p a r t ;
But walk u n ite d , bearin g  food to  a l l  our ten d er flo w ers . .

(3:11- 16)

See Susan F ox 's  comment on th e  p e rsp e c tiv e s  o f Innocence 
and Experience in  The Book of Thel in  P o e tic  Form in  B lak e 's  M ilton  
(P rin ce to n : P rin ce to n  Univ. P re ss , 1976), pp. 7 -8 .
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In  P a r t  I I I ,  th e  clod  o f  c lay  a ssu re s  Thel of t h i s  u n ity , o f  th e  

u n ify in g  sense th a t  "we l iv e  n o t fo r  o u rse lves"  (4 :1 0 ) . Then, convinced 

of t h i s  u n if ie d , innocen t p e rsp e c tiv e  o f l i f e ,  Thel e n te rs  the house of 

the c lo d  o f c la y . But in  P a r t  IV, the p e rsp e c tiv e  s h i f t s ;  here i t  i s  

th a t  o f  G eneration . Thel experiences a  so rrow fu l p ic tu re  o f death  and 

lam en ta tio n  and d i s s a t i s f a c t io n  w ith  the in e q u i t ie s  o f human e x is te n c e . 

Thus Blake p re se n ts , a s  he does in  the Songs o f Innocence and th e  Songs 

of E xperience, two p e rsp ec tiv e s  o f human l i f e .  Thel presumably can 

choose, and h e r  choice i s  a  sh rie k in g  r e t r e a t .

An im portan t f e a tu re  of B lake’s a rc h e ty p a l system i s  th a t  th e  

s ta te  o f G eneration or Experience i s  n o t a  n eg a tiv e  s t a t e ,  as one i s  

l ik e ly  to  assume i f  he read s  B lake’ s poems a s  sta tem en ts  about th e  

world. Experience i s  a  necessary  s ta t e  through which the  sou l must 

pass b e fo re  fo u rfo ld  v is io n , the p e rsp ec tiv e  o f Eden, i s  achieved. I t

i s  tru e  t h a t  the  s ta te  o f G eneration i s  d ep ic ted  a s  one o f " f i n i t e  l i f e ;

102a  m utable, m a te r ia l i s t i c  w orld." But Blake d e p ic ts  i t  a s  such 

because th a t  i s  the  p e rsp e c tiv e , th e  le v e l  o f v is io n , o f th e  person who 

e x is t s  in  t h a t  s ta t e .  In  th e  Songs o f Innocence and the  Songs of 

E xperience, Blake i s  n o t making th e  s ta tem en t th a t  th is  i s  th e  way th e  

world In s te a d  he i s  saying  th a t  t h i s  i s  th e  way the  world—l i f e ,  

e x is te n c e —f e e ls  and appears to  th e  person  who e x is t s  a t  a  c e r ta in  le v e l  

o f  v is io n , in  Innocence or in  Experience. Hence B lake’s chimney sweeper

102
’’B righ t P ilg rim ag e ,"  p . 132.
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firom Songs of Innocence p e rce iv es  h is  ex is ten ce  a s  one in  which " i f  a l l

do th e i r  d u ty , they  need n o t f e a r  harm" ( l .  24). In  "Holy Thursday" of

th e  Songs o f Innocence, th e  p e rsp ec tiv e  i s  th a t  o f  "Thousands o f l i t t l e

hoys & g i r l s  r a is in g  th e i r  innocent hands." They " ra is e  to  heaven the

v o ice  o f song," w hile "Beneath them s i t  the aged men wise guard ians o f

th e  poor" ( l l .  8 -9 , 1 1 ). On th e  o th e r  hand, th e  same a sp e c ts  o f l i f e

seen  from th e  im aginative p e rsp ec tiv e  o f Experience o r G eneration a re

o f  th e  chimney sweeper c lo th ed  " in  th e  c lo th e s  o f  d ea th ,"  w hile h is

p a re n ts  " a re  gone to  p r a is e  God & h is  P r ie s t  & King /  Who make up a

heaven o f our misery" ( l l .  7 , 11-12); o r th e  c h a r i ty  ch ild re n , "B ates

reducd to  m isery, /  Fed w ith  co ld  or usurous hand" ( l l .  3-4)»

An im portan t .fe a tu re  o f ly r i c  p o e try  i s  th a t  i t s  purpose i s

n o t to  make a  d isc u rs iv e  s ta tem en t about th e  w orld, b u t r a th e r  to  p ro -
103v ide  f o r  i t s  re a d e r  o r audience an ex p erien ce . And I  th in k  a t  l e a s t  

p a r t  o f B lak e 's  in te n t io n  fo r  the  Songs of Innocence and the  Songs o f 

Experience was to  b r in g  h is  re a d e r  to  experience th ese  co n tra ry  s ta t e s  

o f  Innocence and E xperience, and through th e  ten s io n  c rea ted  by th e  

c o n tra ry  experiences help  th e  re a d e r  to  achieve a  p ro g ressio n  to  a  

h ig h e r im aginative s t a t e .  Thel s im ila r ly  i s  exposed to  th e  experiences 

o f  th e  w orld o f Innocence, t h a t  of th e  l i l y  and cloud, and then to  

th e  world of Experience. She views m o rta lity  from the p e rsp ec tiv e  o f

103 See Susanne K. Langer, F ee lin g  and Form; A Theory o f A rt 
(New York: S c r ib n e r 's ,  1953), PP- 2OB-I5 .
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Innocence, where i t  seems "m erely a  m a tte r  o f  fad ing  g e n tly  away," and 

from the p e rsp ec tiv e  o f Experience, where " i t  seems a  m a tte r  o f torm ent 

and b e tra y a l."^ ^ ^  But experiencing  "both, she r e t r e a t s  w ith  a  sh r ie k , 

"back . . . in to  th e  v a le s  o f Har" (6 :2 2 ), s ig n ify in g  a  r e tu rn  n o t to  

organized Innocence b u t to  th e  s p i r i tu a l  death  o f U lro .

That Blake in te rp re te d  the theme of tem p ta tio n  and choice in  

L*Allegro and I I  Penseroso , Comus. and P arad ise  L ost a s  one th a t  

involved the  movement from Innocence to  Experience, a  theme analogous 

to  th a t  o f  T hel. i s  ev id en t.

B lak e 's  designs to  L 'A lleg ro  and I I  Penseroso s ig n ify  a  s h i f t  

in  v is io n a ry  s ta t e s .  Though I  cannot ag ree  w ith  Behrendt who se e s  th e  

"m ature poet" o f the  I I  Penseroso designs a s  e x is t in g  in  an "im agina

t iv e ly  su p e rio r world o f h ig h er innocence [B la k e 's  Eden],"^^^' i t  i s  

c le a r  th a t  the  designs in d ic a te  some degree o f im aginative p ro g re ss , 

and th i s  p ro g ress  i s  one which moves from Innocence or Beulah to  

Experience o r  G eneration. In  th i s  re s p e c t  th e  key desig n s in  th e  s e r ie s  

a re  M irth and M elancholy, and th e  two r e f le c t in g  M ilton  in  co n tra ry  

s ta te s  o f p o e tic  development, The Y outhful P o e t 's  Dream and M ilton . Old 

Age. A s t r ik in g  f a c e t  o f many of B lak e 's  in te rp r e t iv e  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  i s  

the  rem arkable way in  which, w hile ren d e rin g  alm ost a  l i t e r a l  i n t e r 

p re ta t io n  o f th e  poem he i s  i l l u s t r a t i n g ,  he can a t  the same tim e by

P o e tic  Form in  B lak e 's  M ilton , p . 8 . 

"B righ t P ilg rim age,"  p . 123.
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th e  use of h is  own iconography a s s e r t  h is  own symbolic and o ften  

c o n tra d ic to ry  comment. These designs p rov ide  a  prime example o f t h i s  

f a c i l e  iro n y . In  M irth Blake b rin g s  to g e th e r  in  th e  sm all f ig u re s  

surrounding the  nymph, "H eart eas in g  M irth ,"  th e  key p e rs o n if ic a t io n s  

o f M ilto n 's  poem. There " J e s t  & Youthful J o l l i t y , "  "Quips & Cranks & 

Wanton W iles," "Nods & Becks & w reathed sm iles ,"  a  w rinkled , d e r is iv e -  

look ing  Care, and "Laughter ho ld ing  both  h is  S ides" (p . 663) dance 

around the c e n tr a l  f ig u re  of M irth whose youth and p le a sa n try  of f ig u re  

a re  rem in iscen t o f o th e r Blake designs re p re se n tin g  a  Beulah landscape. 

M irth  r e c a l l s  th e  f ig u re  o f th e  y o u th fu l T he l, the  u n fa lle n  Eve in  

the  P a rad ise  L ost d es ig n s , and th e  y o u th fu l Selima-maiden who perches 

on th e  g o ld fish  tank  in  B lak e 's  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  G ray 's  "Ode on th e  

Death o f a  F av o u rite  C a t."  The imagery o f th e  second o f th ese  d esig n s  

to  L*A llegro, The Y outhful P o e t 's  Dream, lik ew ise  i s  th a t  o f  Beulah.

The p o e t 's  backdrop i s  th e  p a s to ra l  r i v e r  bank overarched by growing 

t r e e s .  The s le e p in g , dreaming p o stu re  o f the  p o e t w ritin g  in  h is  

open book i s  an in d ic a tio n  o f the  Beulah s ta t e  o f p a s to ra l  innocence. 

The p o e t 's  dream o f a  m arriage , an o th er symbol o f Beulah, i s  enclosed 

in  a  sphere th a t  i s  bounded on one s id e  by Shakespeare and on th e  o th e r 

by Jonson. These two f ig u re s ,  re p re s e n ta tiv e  o f p o e tic  convention, 

le a n  toward th e  dream sphere and seem to  r e s t r i c t  i t  from fu r th e r  

expansion.

Behrendt, "B rig h t P ilg rim ag e ,"  pp . 137-38.
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One needs but c o n tr a s t  th e  im agery o f  th e se  two i l l u s t r a t i o n s  

to  L*Allegro w ith  th e  corresponding i l l u s t r a t i o n s  from I I  Penseroso to  

no te  th e  p ro g ress  to  an o th er le v e l  o f v is io n ,  th a t  o f  G eneration . I n  

M elancholy Blake p e rs o n if ie s  ag a in  th e  f ig u r e s  from M ilto n 's  poem a s  

they  surround th e  c e n tr a l  f ig u re  o f th e  "pen siv e  Nun." The dark f ig u re  

o f Melancholy i s  surrounded ty  "calm Peace & Q u ie t,"  "Spare F a s t ,"  who 

"h ears  th e  Muses in  a  r in g "  s in g in g  "round abou t Joves A l ta r ,"  Philom el 

"Smoothing th e  rugged Brow o f N ig h t,"  C ynthia checking h e r  dragon yoke, 

and overhead the  "Cherub Contemplation" "G uiding th e  F ie ry  wheeled 

Throne" (p . 665) .  Here Blake has l i t e r a l l y  re p re se n te d  M ilto n 's  person

i f i c a t io n s ,  y e t  h is  own iconography len d s  a  w ealth  o f meaning to  th e  

design . The "pensive Nun" o f M ilto n 's  poem, " in  a  robe o f d a rk e s t 

g ra in" and " sab le  s to le  o f Cypress Lawn," walks

With e v 'n  s te p , and musing g a i t .
And looks commercing w ith  the  s k ie s  . . .

(11. 31- 39)

But h e r  dark  robes a re  su g g estiv e  of th e  V a la -fig u re s  in  o th e r  o f 

ELake's i l l u s t r a t i o n s ,  o f  A dversiiy  in  D esign 4  to  th e  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  

G ray 's  "Ode to  A d v ers ity ,"  o f  M alignant F a te  who seems to  be re sp o n s ib le  

fo r  S e lim a 's  f a l l  in  th e  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  G ray 's  "Ode on th e  Death o f 

a  F av o u rite  Cat" (D esigns 4  and 5 )•  Vala a s  f a l le n  N ature c le a r ly  

belongs to  th e  world o f G eneration, and h e r  d a rk  robes w ith  th e i r  

flow ing v e i l - l i k e  te x tu re  a re  in d ic a t iv e  o f  th e  d e lu s iv e  fem ale w i l l .  ■ 

The heavy v eg e ta tio n  in  th e  background o f th e  i l l u s t r a t i o n ,  what lo o k s

112



l i k e  oak t r e e s ,  i s  a ls o  re p re s e n ta tiv e  o f B la k e 's  s ta te  o f G eneration. 

The flam es, however, which a re  p a r t  o f the p e r s o n if ic a t io n  o f the 

secondary c h a ra c te rs ,  r e p re s e n t B la k e 's  imagery o f  Eden— th e  fo u rfo ld  

im ag inative  s t a t e .  Hence the "F ie ry  wheeled Throne" o f Contem plation, 

d i r e c t ly  overhead, th e  flam es from th e  a l t a r  where the  muses s in g  over 

th e  head o f "Spare F a s t ,"  and th e  flow ing f i e r y  c o n fig u ra tio n  of 

C y n th ia 's  dragon bespeak o f  y e t  a  h ig h e r s t a t e .  What B lake seems to  be 

doing  here  i s  p re se n tin g  a  p ic tu re  o f G eneration th a t  co n ta in s  p re s e n t i 

ment o f Eden a s  a  means o f  say ing  th a t  th e  movement from Beulah to  

G eneration  has been a  p o s i t iv e  move, p ro g ress io n  e s s e n t ia l  to  the f i n a l  

achievem ent of fo u rfo ld  Edenic v is io n .

There i s  in d ic a t io n , however, th a t  Blake d id  n o t f e e l  th a t  th e  

M ilton who w rote L 'A lleg ro  and H  Penseroso had y e t  achieved  fo u rfo ld  

v is io n . T his i s  c o n tra ry  to  B eh ren d t's  in te rp r e ta t io n  o f th e  p rog res

s io n  in d ic a te d  ty  th e  i l l u s t r a t i o n s .  Behrendt in te r p r e ts  th e  H

Penseroso desig n s to  in d ic a te  th a t  in  th e  f i n a l  desig n , M ilton , Old Age,
107Blake b e lie v e s  M ilton to  be in  h i s  "p ro p h e tic  s ta t e . "  However, 

th e  iconography o f t h i s  f i n a l  desig n  seems to  me to  be la rg e ly  th a t  of 

G eneration . In  t h i s  d es ig n  M ilton  s i t s  face  forw ard, b u t g lance 

d ire c te d  tow ard, h i s  arms o u ts tre tc h e d  in  an underground a p e r tu re  over

arched by t r e e  ro o ts —M ilto n 's  "Mossy C e ll ."  T hou^  n o t w holly a  

U rizen ic  f ig u re ,  he does e x h ib i t  some U rizen ic  f e a tu re s .  His long ,

" B r i ^ t  P ilg rim ag e ,"  p . 1^4.
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flow ing w h ite  h a ir  and huge, p ro tru d in g  knees a re  rem in iscen t o f  th e  

f ig u re  o f  U rizen on th e  f ro n t is p ie c e  o f The Book o f U rizen . as  i s  th e  

la rg e  open book s i tu a te d  on a  s to n e  to  h is  l e f t .  And th e  f a c t  t h a t  he 

s i t s ,  a s  opposed to  s tan d in g  in  a  Glad Day pose re p re se n tin g  the  

achievem ent o f fo u rfo ld  v is io n , i s  a ls o  s ig n i f ic a n t .  The M ilton o f  t h i s  

i l l u s t r a t i o n  bears  a  c lo se  resem blance to  th e  p o r t r a i t  o f M ilton w ith  

>diich Blake i l l u s t r a t e s  th e  l in e  "'Twas M ilton s tru c k  th e  d eep -to n 'd  

s h e l l , "  i n  Design 4- to  G ray 's  "Ode f o r  M usic." A s t r ik in g  fe a tu re  o f 

th e  Gray design  i s  th e  heavy f l o r a l  f o l ia g e ,  th e  c o n fig u ra tio n  o f which 

b lends w ith  the t e n d r i l - l ik e  l in e s  o f th e  c h a ir  in  which M ilton s i t s ,  

and i s  c le a r ly  suggestive  o f th e  v e g e ta tiv e  o r g en e ra tiv e  s t a t e .  The 

n a tu ra l  imagery o f green and flow ing v e g e ta tio n  th a t  dom inates th e  lower 

two th i r d s  o f M ilton , Old Age i s  th a t  o f G eneration . A s e r ie s  o f sm all 

human f ig u r e s  engaged in  v a rie d  occupations surround- th e  c e n tra l  f ig u re  

o f  th e  p o e t .  A c o iç le  embraces, a  mother a t te n d s  a  young c h ild , two 

groups o f  f ig u re s  appear to  be in  mourning. In  th e  sky, among o th e r 

f ig u r e s ,  a  ty ra n t  w ields a  sword. These sky f ig u re s  may re p re se n t what 

Blake considered  M ilto n 's  undue concern w ith  th e  c la s s ic s ,  a s  expressed 

in  th e  P re fac e  to  M ilton: "Shakspeare & M ilton  were both curbd by th e  

g en era l malady & in fe c t io n  from th e  s i l l y  Greek & L a tin  s la v e s  o f  th e  

Sword" (p . 9 ^ ). On th e  one hand, Blake has l i t e r a l l y  rendered  M ilto n 's  

l in e s  from I I  Penseroso:

And may a t  l a s t  my weary age 
F ind  out th e  p eacefu l herm itage. 
The H airy Gown and Mossy C e ll ,
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Where I  may s i t  and r ig h t ly  s p e l l  
Of every  S ta r  th a t  Heav'n doth  shew, 
And every Herb th a t  s ip s  th e  dew;
T i l l  o ld  experience do a t t a in  
To something l ik e  P ro p h e tic  s t r a in .  
These p le a su re s  Melancholy g ive ,
And I  w ith  th ee  w ill  choose to  l iv e .

(11. 167-76)

But Blake has a t  th e  same time commented on th e  p o e t 's  l im ite d  v is io n . 

The p o e t o f  I I  Penseroso has p rog ressed  from a  s ta t e  o f Innocence in  

L*Allegro to  a  s ta t e  o f Experience in  I I  P enseroso . He a s p ir e s  to  

"som ething l ik e  P ro p h e tic  s t r a in ,"  h u t he has n o t y e t  ach ieved  i t ,  

perhaps because h is  preocciqiation i s  to  " r ig h t ly  sp e ll"  th e  s ta r s  and 

th e  h erb s, a  p reoccupation  w ith g en era tiv e  n a tu re . F u r th e r  p ro g ress io n  

Blake knew depended on ju s t  t h i s  move from Innocence to  E xperience, b u t 

the  M ilton o f L 'A lleg ro  and H  Penseroso had to  p ro g ress  even f u r th e r  to  

achieve th e  fo u rfo ld  p ro p h e tic  s t a t e .

T his i s  n o t to  say th a t  Blake d id  n o t b e lie v e  t h a t  M ilton  

achieved p ro p h e tic  v is io n . But u n lik e  Behrendt who sees  t h i s  s e t  of 

i l l u s t r a t i o n s ,  because i t  i s  one o f th e  l a s t  s e t s  of designs Blake 

executed on M ilton, a s  c o n s ti tu tin g  the  cu lm ination  o f B la k e 's  opinion  

o f M ilton , I  see in s te a d  t h a t  the iconography o f th e  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  i s  

n o t only t ru e  to  th e  l i t e r a l  meaning o f M ilto n 's  poem, b u t t h a t  i t  i s  a t  

th e  same tim e confined to  i l l u s t r a t i n g  th e  younger M ilton who w rote 

L*Allegro and I I  Penseroso . Blake in  h is  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  was commenting 

on th e  p ro p h e tic  message o f th e  two poems, on th e  movement from 

Innocence to  E xperience, and n o t on h is  f in a l  conception  o f M ilton ,
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Cornus, l ik e  L*A llegro and I I  P enseroso . was f o r  Blake ano ther 

p lay  on th e  theme o f tem p ta tio n  and choice in  th e  movement from 

Innocence to  E xperience. The designs to  Comus a re  on the  one hand a  

l i t e r a l  d e p ic tio n  of M ilto n 's  poem and on the  o th e r , to  th e  viewer 

f a m il ia r  w ith  B la k e 's  iconography, a  c o rre c tio n  of M ilto n 's  conception  

o f the  F a l l ,  a s  expressed  in  th e  n a r ra t iv e  o f Comus. M ilto n 's  masque 

i s ,  l ik e  B la k e 's  T hel, th e  s to ry  o f a  young g i r l ' s  c o n fro n ta tio n  w ith  

h e r  sexual and m ortal s e l f .  The Lady o f Comus, ' confron ted  w ith  th e  

w orld o f G eneration , p r e fe r s  h e r  c h a s t i ty  to  th e  " e v ils "  o f Comus and, 

l ik e  T hel, re fu s e s  to  move in to  the  world o f E xperience. B lak e 's  

designs to  Comus d e p ic t ,  a s  Joseph W ittre ic h  has no ted , th e  "m ental 

lan d scap e ,"  th e  drama th a t  tak es  p lace  in  the  mind o f th e  Lady. But 

B lake, in s te a d  o f d e p ic tin g  a  Lady who in  h e r  r e t r e a t  to  v i r g in i ty  i s  

ano ther Thel, shows us an a l te r n a t iv e  read in g  in  which th e  Lady in  her 

accep tance o f  th e  w orld o f G eneration  f r e e s  h e r s e lf  o f  th e  r e s t r i c t io n s  

o f h e r sexual f e a r s  and moves l ik e  Eve in to  th e  world of Experience.

The Comus designs c le a r ly  b r in g  to g e th e r  th e  iconography o f 

Innocence and E xperience. In  th e  f i r s t  desig n  the  Lady, B lak e 's  d ep ic 

t io n  o f fem ale innocence, i s  v i s i t e d  by Comus and h is  r o u t ,  a  company of 

w eird anim al shapes th a t  both  l i t e r a l l y  d e p ic t  M ilto n 's  poem and sym

b o liz e  th e  L ady 's  in tro d u c tio n  to  th e  world o f  G eneration . In  th e  

second design  Comus, d ressed  a s  a  v i l la g e i ;  approaches th e  Lady i n  a

2Q0
Angel o f A pocalypse, p . 86 .
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dense f o r e s t  scene, a g a in  r e p re s e n ta t iv e  o f G eneration . The G eneration

m o tif  o f  heavy fo lia g e  i s  a ls o  p re s e n t  in  th e  t h i r d  d es ig n . In  th e

n ex t desig n  th e  A tten d an t S p i r i t ,  b ea rin g  a  golden flo w er, sym bolic o f 
109sexual lo v e , ad d resses  th e  b ro th e rs  under a  rounded a rc h . Above th e  

a rc h  a re  two c o ile d  s e rp e n ts  and a  t in y  fem ale f ig u re  who p robably  

re p re se n ts  D estiny  or F a te , a l l  o f  which a re  re p re s e n ta t iv e  o f th e  

g en era tiv e  s t a t e .  D esign 5  d e p ic ts  th e  Lady h e ld  spellbound and s i t t i n g  

in  a  c h a ir  deco ra ted  w ith  "women serpen t-bound , images o f f a l l e n  sexual

i t y  and m oral law ."^ ®  I n  Design 6 o f th e  I 8OI s e t  o f i l l u s t r a t i o n s ,  

th e  Lady s i t s  w hile Comus, re p re s e n tin g  h e r  s e x u a lity  and i t s  incum

bent f e a r s ,  i s  d riv en  ou t by h e r  b ro th e rs , who re p re s e n t h e r  v irg in a l  

s t a t e . I n  both D esign 5  and Design 6 , a s  th e  Lady s i t s  e n th ra l le d  i t  

i s  s ig n i f ic a n t  th a t  th e  conform ation o f th e  c h a ir  in  which she s i t s  i s  

sh a rp ly  re c ta n g u la r , in d ic a t iv e  o f U lro , and hence r e f l e c t i n g  th e  p e r i l  

o f h e r a p p a ren t r e fu s a l  to  accep t h e r  sexual n a tu re . I n  bo th  o f  th ese  

d e s ig n s  she s i t s  in  a  c lo sed  p o s tu re  w ith  h e r arms crossed  over h er 

b r e a s ts .  In  th e  l a t t e r  d es ig n  she s i t s  fa c in g  th e  v iew er, h e r  huge 

lîr iz e n ic  knees dominant a g a in s t  th e  re c ta n g u la r  background o f  .the c h a ir . 

In  Design 7» which d e p ic ts  M ilto n 's  scene of S ab rina  d isen c h an tin g  the

Ire n e  T a y le r, "Say F i r s t !  What Mov'd Blake? B la k e 's  Comus 
D esigns and M ilton ,"  B la k e 's  Sublime A lleg o ry , p . 246.

"Say F i r s t !  What Mov'd Blake?" p . 235.

"Say F i r s t !  What Mov'd Blake?" pp . 244-45.
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Lady, th e  Lady no lo n g e r  s i t s  in  th e  c h a ir  h u t has re tu rn e d  to  a  f o r e s t  

scene, where she s i t s  arms ou tspread  and surrounded hy th e  Beulah 

f ig u re s  o f  S ahrina  and h e r  a t te n d a n ts , hy h e r  b ro th e rs  in  p o s tu re s  of 

oheisance, and ty  th e  A ttendan t S p i r i t  who p o in ts  upward. By Design 8 , 

when th e  Lady i s  re tu rn e d  to  h er p a re n ts , the  iconography r e f l e c t s  a 

new freedom fo r  th e  Lady, hoth in  th e  psych ic  union re p re se n te d  ly  h er 

reun ion  w ith  h e r  fam ily  and in  th e  ascending f ig u re  o f th e  A ttending 

S p i r i t  whose o u ts tre tc h e d  arms a re  rem in iscen t o f C h r is t  and o f B lak e 's  

A lhion in  th e  Glad Day d es ig n . B la k e 's  des ig n s  then  c le a r ly  r e f l e c t  

th a t  th e  Lady, burdened hy th e  c o n f l ic t  between h er awakening s e x u a lity  

and h e r f e a r  o f th a t  s e x u a lity —rep resen ted  hy Comus—and h e r  v irg in a l  

s t a t e —re p re se n te d  by h e r  b ro th e rs—has opted n o t as  M ilto n 's  Lady d id , 

f o r  h e r c h a s t i ty ,  h u t has fre e d  h e r s e l f  f o r  movement to  a  h i ^ e r  

im ag inative  s ta t e  hy accep tin g , a s  d id  Eve, th e  world o f G eneration .

P arad ise  L ost d o u b tle ss  re p re se n ts  th e  epitome o f M ilto n 's

trea tm en t o f the  tem p ta tio n  theme a s  i t  concerns the  a rch e ty p a l Fb.ll,

th e  " o r ig in a l"  movement from Innocence to  E xperience. Oddly enough,

however, in  h is  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  P arad ise  L o st i t  i s  n o t th e  n a r ra t iv e

o f th e  F a l l  i t s e l f  w ith  which Blake seems most concerned. The d es ig n s ,

p a r t ic u la r ly  the  second s e t ,  focus in s te a d , a s  Joseph W ittre ic h  has

no ted , " in  th e  world o f Eden and in  th e  f ig u re  o f C h r is t  who came to
112r e s to r e  what 1y Adam and Eve was l o s t . "  That Blake fo cu ses  more on

112 Angel o f Apocalypse, p . 9 3 .

118



th e  Atonement than  on th e  PUll i s  i n  one sense an in d i r e c t  c r i t ic is m  of

M ilto n 's  orthodox re p re s e n ta tio n  o f th e  F a l l ;  a t  the  same tim e the

emphasis on th e  Atonement im plies th a t  Blake thought th a t  the  F a l l ,  i f

n o t e s s e n t ia l ,  was a t  l e a s t  fo r tu n a te .  Such a  read in g  may have

prompted Blake to  s h i f t  h is  focus and co n cen tra te  in  h is  i l l u s t r a t i o n s

on illu m in a tin g  the  "v is io n a ry  experience [ th e  theme o f Atonement]

th a t  M ilto n 's  poem a ffo rd ed —an experience t h a t  M ilto n 's  own n a r ra t iv e

113and the  e ig h tee n th -ce n tu ry  commentaries obscured ."

Ihe id e a  o f th e  f e l ix  c u lp a , which Blake seems to  have p e r

ceived  in  P a rad ise  L o s t, has been pursued, f o r  example, in  t h i s  cen tu ry  

by M ill ic e n t  B e ll ,  who c i t e s  a s  in d ic a tio n  o f a  fo r tu n a te  îb ,U  E v e 's
llZf

dream in  Book IV and Adam's conversa tion  w ith  Raphael in  Book V III .

E v e 's  "p re lim in a ry  tem p ta tio n ,"  h e r " a n tic ip a to ry  dream," B e ll w r i te s ,  

"occurs nowhere in  th e  t r a d i t io n a l  and l i t e r a r y  v e rs io n s  o f th e  

s t o r y . A n d  Adam in d ic a te s  h is  a lre a d y  im perfec t s ta t e  when in  con

v e rsa tio n  w ith  Raphael he re v e a ls  th a t  E v e 's  in flu en ce  over h is  judgment 

has become a  p r o b l e m . " I t  i s  n o t,"  she concludes, " th e  o n se t o f  s in  

we w itn ess , so much a s  i t  i s  th e  beginning o f s e lf -d isc o v e ry  by

W ittre ic h , Angel o f  Apocalypse, p . 9^.

11^ "The F a llacy  of th e  F a l l  in  P a rad ise  L o s t,"  PMLA, 68 (1993).
8 6 7 .

"The F a llacy  o f th e  F a l l  in  P a rad ise  L o s t."  870.

"The F a llacy  of th e  F a l l  in  P a rad ise  L o s t ."  867 .
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c re a tu re s  e s s e n t ia l ly  h u m a n . A d a m  and Eve

had nothing new to  le a rn  . . . except th e  n a tu re  o f  th e i r  own 
h e a r ts .  And th i s  they le a rn ed  from them selves, from th e  a c t  of 
f u l f i l l i n g  th e i r  own d e s ire s  to  the f i n a l  degree. . . .  In  
developing se lf-co n sc io u sn ess  . . . t h e i r  f i r s t  impulse upon 
re a l iz in g  what has happened to  them i s  to  be ashamed, to  cover 
th e i r  nakedness. Their se lf-co n sc io u sn ess  has been purchased 
by the f u lf i l lm e n t  in  a c tio n  of what has h ith e r to  l a i n  hidden 
in  the m ind .H "

F in a lly , B ell n o tes  th a t

i f  . . . the  F a l l  i s  only the  climax o f s e l f - r e a l iz a t io n  reached  
by humankind a lread y  f a l le n ,  then i t  was n o t only in e v ita b le ,  
b u t necessary . . . . [ l ] t  i s  only along th i s  road  follow ed to  
i t s  b i t t e r  term inus th a t  they  may pass  to  redem ption. "

In  in te rp re t in g  the F a l l  as  a  f e l i x  culpa Blake seems to  be 

saying th a t  i f  i t  i s  p o ss ib le  f o r  one to  r e j e c t  the move from Innocence 

to  Experience, then  such a  r e je c t io n  e n ta i l s  s p i r i tu a l  d ea th . Had Eve 

re je c te d  the ap p le , i f  she could have r e je c te d  i t  a s  Thel r e je c te d  

Experience, th e re  could have been no Atonement, no h ig h er s t a t e  of 

Innocence or fo u rfo ld  v is io n . One o f B la k e 's  designs i l l u s t r a t i n g  th e  

poems o f Thomas Gray seems to  me lik ew ise  to  make a  s ig n i f ic a n t  s t a t e 

ment about the F a l l .  This i s  the  f i f t h  design  to  "Ode on th e  Death of 

a  F av o u rite  C at."  B lak e 's  theme throughout h is  designs to  t h i s  poem

117 "The F a llacy of the F a l l in  P arad ise  L ost," 875.
118 "The F a llacy of the F a l l in  P arad ise  L o st," 876.

119 "The F allacy of the F a ll in  P arad ise  L o s t," 878.
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i s  th a t  o f th e  F a l l  and o f redem ption. C uriously , though G ray 's  poem 

does n o t in d ic a te  t h i s —th e  l in e  marked f o r  i l l u s t r a t i o n  i s  "M alignant 

F ate s a t  ty ,  and s m il 'd " —B lak e 's  design  d e p ic ts  Selim a, both  c a t  and 

young maiden, perhaps an o th er Eve, tak in g  a  plunge in to  th e  f i s h  tan k , 

th e  w aters  o f G eneration , a f t e r  having been pushed by F a te . Hence i t  

would seem th a t ,  accord ing  to  B lake, th e re  t r u ly  may be no cho ice, th a t  

each in d iv id u a l i s  d e s tin e d  to  move in to  th e  world of Experience. Not 

everyone, Blake m ight g ra n t,  moves beyond th i s  s ta t e  o f twofold v is io n , 

b u t i t  i s  p o ss ib le  th a t  he would deny th a t  anyone has s u f f ic ie n t  w il l— 

hence ano ther sense of the  iro n y  of T h e l 's  name—to  withdraw h im self 

from such a  F a l l .

That th e  F a l l  i s  e s s e n t ia l  to  Atonement in  B lak e 's  a rch e ty p a l 

system i s  c le a r ly  in d ic a te d  in  h is  w r itin g s . In  h is  A nnotations to  

Swedenborg's D ivine Love and Divine Wisdom, Blake w rite s ;

U nderstanding or Thought i s  n o t n a tu ra l  to  Man i t  i s  acqu ired  by- 
means o f S u ffe r in g  & D is tre s s  i . e  Experience. W ill, D esire , Love, 
Rage, En-vy, & a l l  o th e r A ffec tio n s  a re  N atu ra l, b u t Understanding 
i s  A cq u ired [.]  (p . 591)

Joseph W icksteed has noted th a t  " th e  id ea  th a t  e-vil must be embodied and

made concrete  o r ' experienced ' before i t  can be escaped or r e je c te d ,"  i s
tpo"one which re c u rs  in  some form a t  every s-tage of B la k e 's  though t."

In  Jerusalem  Blake in d ic a te s  the  n e c e s s ity  o f "Giving a  body to  Falshood

120 B la k e 's  V ision o f the  Book o f Job, p . 21.
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t h a t  i t  may he c a s t  o f f  fo re v e r"  ( l2 :1 3 ) . Even s tro n g e r  i s  h is  s t a t e 

ment in  M ilton on th e  need f o r  th e  in d iv id u a l to  p ass  th e  Polypus, 

"human s o c ie ty ,"  befo re  Golgonooza, th e  c i ty  o f  a r t ,  might be 

reach ed ;

b u t they
Could n o t behold Golgonooza w ithou t p ass in g  th e  Polypus 
A wondrous journey n o t p assab le  by Immortal f e e t ,  & none 
But th e  D ivine Saviour can p ass  i t  w ithou t a n n ih i la t io n .
For Golgonooza cannot be seen t i l l  having passd  th e  Polypus 
I t  i s  viewed on a l l  s id e s  round by a  F o u r-fo ld  V ision 
Or t i l l  you become M ortal & V egetable in  S ex u a lity  
Then you behold i t s  m ighty S p ire s  & Domes o f iv o ry  & gold .

(35:18-25)

For B lake, " th e  only ro ad  from innocence to  c r e a t iv i ty  and apocalypse ,"  

Bloom n o te s , " l i e s  through th e  realm  o f summer, through G eneration , th e  

hard  world o f  experience . Thel . . . r e fu s e s  to  le a rn  th i s  le s so n  and 

w i l l  n o t move foirward beyond sp rin g  and Innocence." The person  who 

" w il l  n o t move v o lu n ta r i ly  in  th e  cy c le  . . . w i l l  move back involun

t a r i l y  in to  th e  W inter o f  U lro ."^^^

T hel, th e  Lady in  Corn'Ll, and Eve a l l  perform  th e  same a rch e

ty p a l fu n c tio n : they  se rv e  to  d ram atize th e  F a l l .  C lea rly  Blake could 

n o t  a c cep t th e  r e s o lu t io n  of M ilto n 's  n a r ra t iv e  which kep t th e  Lady 

v irg in a l  in  Comus. In  P a rad ise  L o s t, however, i t  i s  p o s s ib le  th a t  

Blake re a d  in  M ilto n 's  work, though i t  i s  n o t e x p l i c i t—was h indered  by

1 91
Damon, D ic tio n a ry , p . 333»

1 p?
The V isionary  Company, p . 25.
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h is  n a r ra t iv e —th e  v is io n a ry  n o tio n  of f e l i x  c u lp a . N ev erth e less , 

B la k e 's  tre a tm e n t o f th e  archetype o f th e  F a l l  in  ïhe  Book o f  T hel. 

p lu s  h i s  commentary in  o th er o f h i s  •w ritings, makes i t  e v id e n t th a t  

he considered  th e  F a l l  necessary  to  th e  m ature mind, to  a tta in m e n t o f  

fo u rfo ld  c re a t iv e  v is io n .  Such v is io n  in d ic a te d  fo r  Blake th e  culm ina

t io n  o f  " th e  Human Im agination  /  Which i s  th e  D ivine Body o f the  Lord 

Jesus" (M ilton  3 :3 -4 ) ,  in  o ther words Atonement.

I t  i s  i n  h is  trea tm en t o f  the  archetype o f Atonement th a t

B la k e 's  f u l l e s t  a p p re c ia tio n  o f M ilton i s  to  he found. B lake, W ittre ic h

say s, came to  a p p re c ia te  M ilto n 's  v is io n  o f Atonement, p a r t ic u la r ly  a s

he expressed  i t  in  P a rad ise  Regained, and i t  i s  t h i s  a p p re c ia tio n  th a t

Blake ex p resses  in  h is  designs to  P a rad ise  Regained and in  h is  own

123ep ic-prophecy  M ilto n .

W ittre ic h  ex p la in s , in  term s o f M ilto n 's  growth and th eo ry  of 

Atonement, two fundam ental q u e s tio n s  abou t P a rad ise  Regained and Samson 

A gonistes which have long been o f c r i t i c a l  concern. One has to  do w ith  

the  d a tin g  o f Samson A gonistes and th e  m ystery o f i t s  p u b lic a tio n  along 

•with P a rad ise  Regained; the o th e r  has to  do w ith  M ilto n 's  su b je c t m a tte r 

in  P a ra d ise  Regained—why he co n cen tra ted  on the  tem p ta tio n  theme 

in s te a d  of th e  c ru c if ix io n  in  th e  movement toward Atonement. The p u b li

c a tio n  o f Samson A gonistes a long w ith  P a rad ise  Regained W ittre ic h  

ex p la in s  in  term s o f  M ilto n 's  own sense o f  growth. Both c le a r ly  d e a l

123 Angel o f  Apocalypse, passim . See e s p e c ia l ly  p . 43. pp.
I2 7 f .
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K ith  th e  theme of tem p ta tio n . I n  Samson A gonistes, Samson den ies  the  

tem p ta tio n s  o f h is  f a th e r  to  ransom him and the  m a r ita l  h l i s s ,  o r l u s t ,  

rep re sen te d  hy D a li la .  But, though he a t  f i r s t  denies H arapha's 

ta u n tin g  tem ptation  to  show h is  p h y s ica l power, i t  i s  in  th e  end t h i s  

p h y s ic a l power which "brings abou t th e  d e s tru c tio n  of the  P h i l i s t in e s .  

The tem p ta tio n s, th en , in  Samson A gonistes a re  concerned p rim a rily  w ith 

Samson's p h y s ica l n a tu re . On th e  o th e r hand, the  tem ptations of 

P a rad ise  Regained a re  t e s t s  o f  m ental f o r t i tu d e  and f a i t h .  "Contempla

t iv e  in  c h a ra c te r ,"  th ey  " c e n te r  a t te n t io n  in  the  arena o f th e  mind,
ipZf.

where th e  drama o f th e  poem u n fo ld s ."  Noting these p a r a l l e l s ,  

W ittre ich  w rite s  t h a t

M ilton  . . . through conspicuous a l lu s io n ,  both au to b io g rap h ica l 
and h i s t o r i c a l , draws the  p a r a l l e l s  between h im self and Samson 
th a t  have preoccupied h is  commentators; b u t from M ilto n 's  p er
sp e c tiv e , and from B lake’ s  own, p a r a l l e l s  may suggest e i th e r  t ru e  
o r f a l s e  s im il i tu d e . One su sp ec ts  th a t  M ilton might have come to  
see th e  "heroism" o f h is  e a r ly  y ea rs , h is  defense of re g ic id e , a s  
a  parody o f th e  heroism he achieved in  h is  l a t e r  y e a rs—a heroism  
modeled on th a t  wrought on th e  p in n ac le  n o t a t  the p i l l a r s .  . . . 
[Wjhenever th e  p la y  was w r i t te n ,  i t  was n o t pub lished  u n t i l  l a t e ,  
and then  in  th e  s e t t in g  o f P arad ise  Regained, which p ro je c ts  a  
v is io n  th a t  Samson A gonistes paro d ies  and a  scheme o f values to  
which th e  p lay  i s  an a f f r o n t .  Samson may, then , r e f l e c t  M ilto n 's  
experiences, h i s  once-held a t t i tu d e s ;  b u t the p lay  i s  a lso  a 
c r i t iq u e  of them .^^^

In  essen ce , then , one f in d s  in  Samson A gonistes a  M ilton engaged in  

" c a rn a l w arfa re ,"  and in  P a rad ise  Regained, a  M ilton engaged, more to

124-
Angel o f Anocalypse. p . 122.

Angel o f  Apocalypse, pp. 61-62.
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B lak e 's  l ik in g ,  in  "m ental f i g h t . "126 Hence M ilto n 's  purpose in  pub

l i s h in g  th e  two to g e th e r , re g a rd le s s  o f th e  d a te  Samson A gonistes was 

w r i tte n ,  may indeed have been to  i l l u s t r a t e  h is  own p e rso n a l growth, a  

growth Blake would have f u l ly  ap p rec ia ted .

With reg ard  to  M ilto n 's  f a i lu r e  to  t r e a t  the  c ru c if ix io n  in  

P arad ise  Regained, W ittre ich  n o tes  th a t  i t  had been th e  tendency o f  

c r i t i c s  previous to  Blake to  " t i e  M ilto n 's  poem firm ly  to  t r a d i t io n a l

th eo lo g y ,"  to  r e l a t e  "P arad ise  Regained no t only to  th e  f a l l  b u t to
127th e  drama of the C ru c ifix io n  and R esu rrec tio n ."  But Blake in d ic a te s  

h is  awareness of " d o c tr in a l  su b tle ty "  by showing "through h is  i l l u s t r a 

tio n s  th e  ex te n t to  which M ilton subdued a  C h ris tia n  theme to  unortho- 

dox purposes."  And B lak e 's  p o in t in  th e  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  P arad ise

Regained, " l ik e  M ilto n 's , i s  t h a t  C h r is t 's  r e s u r re c tio n  occurs now,
129p a rad ise  i s  regained  now" in  the  sou l o f  the  in d iv id u a l who recog

n iz e s  the  God w ith in  h im se lf. Blake, because o f  h is  sympathy w ith  

M ilto n 's  unorthodox view o f Atonement, r e a l iz e d  th a t  emphasis on th e  

c ru c if ix io n  would have been "wrong fo r  M ilto n 's  pu rposes,"  because i t  

would have i l l u s t r a t e d  " C h r is t 's  triumph a t  th e  d iv in e  r a th e r  than  th e

Angel o f Apocalypse, p . 66.
127 Angel o f  Apocalypse, p . 110.
1 pfi

Angel o f  A-pocalypse, p . 111.
129 Angel o f Apocalypse, p . 113.
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human l e v e l . H e  r e a l iz e d  M ilto n 's  in te n t io n  in  th e  e lim in a tio n  o f 

th e  c ru c if ix io n  from P arad ise  Regained, and hence when he i l l u s t r a t e d  

th e  poem Blake om itted  th e  su b je c t o f the c ru c if ix io n  from h is  d esigns. 

As W ittre ic h  n o tes ,

Blake h im self s tro v e  to  r e tu rn  to  a  p u r if ie d  v e rs io n  of 
C h r is t ia n i ty  based upon the  values of love  and fo rg iv en ess , 
and he d e te c ted  in  P arad ise  Regained the  same im pulse. M ilton 
om itted  re fe re n ce  to  the P assion  and C ru c ifix io n  . . . because 
he found those  su b je c ts  uncongenial . . . and a l i e n  to  the  s p i r i t  
o f C h r is t ia n i ty  th a t  h is  poem enshrined . Not c a rin g  fo r  the 
d o c tr in e  o f the  atonem ent, M ilton d e f le c te d  in t e r e s t  from i t ,  
th ereb y  e ra d ic a tin g  th e  " to r tu r e ” and "h o rro r"  o f C h r is t ia n i ty .  ^

C. A. P a tr id e s  has commented on th e  " fo re n s ic "  n a tu re  of the  

th eo ry  of Atonement expressed  by M ilton in  P a rad ise  L o s t. The fo re n s ic  

th eo ry , he e x p la in s , t r e a t s  th e  Atonement as

a  le g a l  tra n s a c tio n , as  a  deb t p a id  to  the  Supreme Judge which i s  
a t  once H is s a t i s f a c t io n  and the  j u s t  punishment fo r  our s in s .  
Jesu s " su b s titu te d "  fo r  us . . , and in  g ^ ju s t payment o f our s in s  
drew upon Him self th e  j u s t  w rath of God.-

P a tr id e s  n o te s , however, th a t  t h i s  i s  n o t n e c e s sa r i ly  M ilto n 's  own 

th eo ry  of Atonement, th a t  " th e re  i s  a b so lu te ly  no ' p e rso n a l em phasis'

. . . behind M ilto n 's  s ta tem en t th a t  God demanded 'r i g i d  s a t i s f a c t io n ';

Angel of Auocalypse. p . 121.

^32 tijîiito n  and th e  P ro te s ta n t  Theory o f th e  Atonement," PMLA.

Angel o f Apocalypse, pp. 127-28.
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t h i s  r a th e r  r e f l e c t s  th e  orthodox P ro te s ta n t  c o n c e p t i o n . O n e  m ight 

su sp ec t, then , th a t  i f  M ilton  could n o t a c ce p t t h i s  orthodox view o f 

Atonement a s  he expressed  i t  i n  P arad ise  L o s t, th a t  P arad ise  Regained 

became h is  in strum en t f o r  su b tly  s ta t in g  h i s  own view s. Hence in s te a d  

o f t r e a t in g  the  c ru c if ix io n  in  P arad ise  Regained, he p re se n ts  a  human

l ik e  C h r is t  who comes to  know in  the  course o f the  tem ptations the  t ru e  

n a tu re  o f  h is  d iv in i ty .

B lak e 's  s e n s i t i v i t y  to  such a  tre a tm e n t o f th e  Atonement i s  

understandab le . The concept o f  punishment f o r  s in  was re p re h e n s ib le  to  

him. In  Jerusalem  he w r ite s :

The S p i r i t  o f Jesu s i s  c o n tin u a l fo rg iv en ess  o f S in: he who w a its  
to  be r ig h teo u s  befo re  he e n te rs  in to  th e  Saviours kingdom, the  
D ivine Body; w i l l  never e n te r  th e re , (p . l44)

Even more re p re h e n s ib le  was th e  id ea  th a t  an  innocent person  should make 

amends f o r  th e  wrongdoing o f  o th e rs . On th e  orthodox conception  o f 

Atonement he i s  re p o rte d  by Henry Crabb Robinson to  have s a id , ' " I t  i s  

a  h o r r ib le  d o c tr in e —I f  an o th e r man pay your debt I  do no t fo rg iv e

Consequently, i t  i s  in  h is  sympathy w ith M ilto n 's  p re s e n ta tio n  

o f the Atonement in  P a rad ise  Regained th a t  Blake comes to  h is  f u l l e s t  

c r i t i c a l  a p p re c ia tio n  o f M ilton . One o f B la k e 's  methods f o r  r e in fo rc in g

1 3 3 "M ilton and th e  P ro te s ta n t  Theory o f  th e  Atonement," p . 1 3 . 

B entley , Blake Records, p . 337 .
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M ilto n 's  view, and h is  own, o f the  Atonement in  th e  P a rad ise  Regained 

i l l u s i r a t i o n s  i s  to  r e j e c t  " th e  typology o f the C ru c ifix io n  so o fte n  

a s so c ia te d  w ith  i t ." ^ ^ ^  He lik ew ise  accen tu a te s  " th e  in tro s p e c t iv e ,  

p sych o lo g ica l c h a rac te r  o f M ilto n 's  poem," c o lla p s in g , a s  W ittre ich  

n o te s .

one h a l f  o f  the poem, th e  kingdoms tem ptation , in to  a  s in g le  
d esign , co n cen tra tin g  on those  tem p ta tio n s  th a t  a re  contem plative 
in  c h a ra c te r ,  on those th a t  lend  them selves to  th e  m ental land
scape th a t  dominates most o f h is  i l l u s t r a t i o n s .  F in a lly , in  
re c o g n itio n  o f the  f a c t  th a t  M ilto n 's  drama o f the  mind g a th e rs  
in te n s i ty  a s  i t  d r iv e s  toward th e  epiphany on the  p in n a c le , Blake 
c o n ce n tra te s  h is  desig n s  w ith in  th e  fo u r th  book o f P arad ise  
Regained, thereby  d e fin in g  th e  poem's them atic  and d ram atic  
c e n te r .

I t  i s  n o t, in  f a c t ,  u n t i l  the  te n th  i l l u s t r a t i o n  th a t  one f in d s  any 

e x p l i c i t  c ru c if ix io n  im agery. Here C h ris t s tan d s  on th e  p in n ac le , and 

confirm ing h is  d iv in i ty ,  s tr e tc h e s  h is  arms, palms upward, in  cruciform  

p o s it io n . At the  same tim e Satan , h is  U rizen ic  beard flow ing , f a l l s  

downward and th e  angels  s tand  by, supposedly to  ca tch  C h r is t  should he 

f a l l  b u t ap p aren tly  n o t concerned th a t  such m ight occur. Two of them 

seem r a p t  in  ad o ra tio n ; th e  o th e r seems more to  be showing th e  way down 

to  Satan than  concerned th a t  C h r is t  might f a l l .  B lake, in  re se rv in g  the  

c ru c if ix io n  iconography f o r  t h i s  moment, i s  su re ly  saying  th a t  i t  i s  

such a  moment, n o t th a t  o f C h r i s t 's  dying on th e  c ro ss  f o r  th e  s in s  o f

13 «5
Angel o f A pocalypse, p . 112. 

Angel o f Apocalypse, p . 120.
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hxmankind, b u t th e  moment o f th e  r e a l iz a t io n  o f h i s  f u l l  d iv in i ty ,  

th a t  r e p re s e n ts  th e  t ru e  conception  of Atonement. I t  i s  fo rg iv en ess  

and lo v e , n o t vengeance and s a c r i f i c e ,  t h a t  re p re se n t m ankind's tru e  

a t-one-m ent, th e  r e a l iz a t io n  in  th e  s e l f  o f a  fo u rfo ld  c re a tiv e  

Im ag ination , Je su s  C h r is t  in  th e  human so u l. In  s h o r t ,  a s  W ittre ic h  

w r i te s .

C h r i s t 's  journey  in to  th e  d e s e r t  draws an end to  th e  Old Testament 
e th ic :  i t  ensu res th a t  a  philosophy o f love w i l l  re ig n  over th e  
law o f s a c r i f i c e ,  which f in d s  i t s  f u l l e s t ,  most o ffen siv e  expres
s io n  in  th e  very  s to ry  t h a t  M ilton and Blake chose to  ig n o re—the
s to ry  o f C h r i s t 's  c ru c if ix io n .

B la k e 's  c r i t ic is m  o f M ilto n 's  conception o f the  F a l l  and o f the 

Atonement f in d s  i t s  most complete a s s e r t io n ,  however, in  th e  e p ic -  

prophecy M ilto n . Here Blake expresses h is  dismay w ith a  M ilton whose 

p o e try  f a i le d  to  en v isio n  an accu ra te  conception o f  the F a l l ,  a  f a i lu r e  

perhaps due in  p a r t  to  M ilto n 's  f a i lu r e  to  accep t h is  own sex u a l n a tu re . 

M ilto n 's  n a r r a t iv e s  in  P a rad ise  L ost and in  Comus. Blake thought, had 

d is to r te d  th e  archetype of th e  F a l l ,  had f a i le d  to  p o r tra y  th e  F a l l  as 

n ecessary  to  human e x is te n c e , and M ilto n 's  own l i f e  had been d is to r te d  

by h i s  sexual prudery  and h is  d is in c l in a t io n  to  accep t th e  g en e ra tiv e  

s t a t e .  On th e  o th e r  hand Blake r e a l iz e d  th a t  in  P a rad ise  Regained 

M ilton  had redeemed h im se lf  w ith  h is  unorthodox conception  of Atonement.

Consequently, Blake c e le b ra te s  th e  poet in  M ilton . But t h i s

137 Angel o f A pocalypse, p . 132.

129



c e le b ra tio n  i s  dependent f i r s t  upon M ilton’s  acceptance o f h is  emana

t io n s ,  s ig n ify in g  a  p u ttin g  o ff  o f h is  sexual p rudery  and a  re c o g n itio n  

o f the in e v i t a b i l i ty  o f a  F a l l  in to  G eneration . This need f o r  M ilton 

to  r e tu rn  to  " s e l f  a n n ih i la t io n  and e te rn a l  death" (1^:22) may in d ic a te  

n o t only M ilton’s  f a i lu r e  in  h is  r e la t io n s h ip s  w ith  h is  fam ily  b u t more 

im p o rtan tly  B lak e 's  r e a l iz a t io n  th a t  M ilton ’s  c r i t i c s  had m isread him, 

t h a t  they had f a i le d  to  r e a l iz e  the  v is io n  he ach ieves in  P a rad ise  

Regained. Hence M ilton, "Unhappy tho in  heav 'n" (2 :1 8 ) , r e tu rn s  to  

e a r th  and i s  fused  w ith Blake and Los. Thus he s e ts  ou t to  redeem 

h im se lf , to  modify the  image th a t  th e  world was in fe r r in g  from h is  

work and to  prove th a t  he had indeed achieved fo u rfo ld  v is io n  in  h is  

new and unorthodox trea tm en t o f the  Atonement in  P arad ise  R egained.

Joseph W ittre ich  n o tes  an in te r e s t in g  p o in t about M ilton 

and the  way in  which Blake uses h is  prophecy to  e x a l t  the  p o e t,  a  

p o in t  s ig n i f ic a n t  in  d e fin in g  B lake’s  c r i t ic is m  o f M ilton. Blake 

d e v ia te s , W ittre ich  w rite s , from th e  "ap o th eo sis  t r a d i t io n ,"  a  

d ev ia tio n

in te g ra l  to  th e  poem's meaning. The h e ro ’s  journey i s  n e i th e r  a  
f l i g h t  nor an a sce n t; i t  i s  a  descen t in to  the s e l f  and in to  th e  
world o f g en era tio n . The apo th eo sis  m o tif , r a th e r  th an  being 
re le g a te d  to  a  b r ie f  ep isode, i s  expanded in to  th e  c e n tr a l  e p i
sode o f a  b r ie f  ep ic  poem. . . . B la k e 's  purpose . . .  i s  to  r i d  
a  l i t e r a r y  and a r t i s t i c  t r a d i t io n  o f i t s  usual p h ilo so p h ic a l 
underpinnings. O rd in arily  the  h e ro ’s  apo theosis  i s  th e  r e s u l t  
o f h is  adopting  an a t t i tu d e  o f contempt fo r  th i s  w orld; only by 
d iv o rc in g  h is  sou l from h is  body, only by f re e in g  h im se lf  of 
w orld ly  concerns by tak ing  on th e  cloak  o f c h a s t i ty ,  i s  he ab le  
to  achieve h is  ap o th eo s is . P re c ise ly  because M ilton ex h ib ite d  
contempt fo r  t h i s  world, p re c is e ly  because he donned th e  robes o f
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c h a s t i ty ,  ho ld ing  h i s  sotil d i s t i n c t  from h is  body, he remained 
is o la te d ,  f o r  most o f h is  l i f e ,  from th e  d iv ine  v is io n , from the  
f i e r y  c i ty  o f  Jerusalem . . . . [S ]o , f i t t i n g l y ,  M ilton tak es  a  
d escen t in to  th i s  w orld, n o t a  f l i g h t  from i t ,  which begins w ith 
h i s  r e -e n te r in g  h is  body and which culm inates in  h is  union w ith
01o lon . ^38

Emphasizing th e  n e c e s s ity  of th e  F a l l ,  Blake has M ilton  reassume th e  

g e n e ra tiv e  s ta t e  in  o rder t h a t  he may g ive  a  body to  th e  fa lsehood  o f 

h is  p rev ious r e f u s a l  to  accep t G eneration and thereby  c a s t  i t  o f f  

a l to g e th e r  and a s s e r t  h i s  p ro p h e tic  s t a t e .

In  M ilton  the  B a rd 's  Song, which r e f l e c t s  B lak e 's  own genera

t iv e  s ta t e  in  i t s  m ythological in te rp r e ta t io n  o f h is  q u a rre l w ith  

Hayley, e l i c i t s  M ilto n 's  redem ptive response . Charging h im self w ith  

having approached the  Judgment w ithout h is  emanation, o f having dw elt 

"With th e  daughters o f memory, & n o t w ith  th e  daughters of in s p ira tio n "  

( l 4 : 29) ,  M ilton e n te rs  B lake’s  l e f t  fo o t.  Jo ined by Los they journey 

in to  th e  world o f  G eneration , th e  world o f time and space, f o r  a  con

f ro n ta t io n  w ith  U rizen, th e  Zoa o f re p re s s io n . And a s  M ilton comes to  

a  c lo se  the p o e t M ilton i s  jo in e d , a t  B la k e 's  co ttag e  in  Felpham, w ith  

h i s  s ix - f o ld  em anation. Blake surrounds th e  scene w ith  ap o ca ly p tic  

imagery a s  M ilton  a r r iv e s  a t  Felpham on a  p a th  th a t  "became a  s o l id  

f i r e ,  a s  b r i ^ t  /  As th e  c le a r  Sun" (3 9 :^ 5 )»  s tan d in g  " in  a  mighty 

Column o f F ire"  (3 9 :8 ) . M ilto n 's  union w ith  Ololon awakens A lbion, 

B la k e 's  fo u rfo ld  man, and th e  p ro p h e tic  c h a ra c te r  o f  M ilton i s

Angel of Apocalypse, p . I 38 .
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r e a l iz e d  a s ;

w ith  one accord th e  S ta r ry  E ig h t became 
One man Jesu s  the  S av io u r, w onderful! round h i s  lim bs 
The Clouds of Ololon fo ld ed  a s  a  Garment dipped in  blood

(42:10-12)

And

Jesu s  wept & walked f o r th  
From Felphams Vale c lo th e d  in  Clouds o f blood . . .

(42:19-20)

surrounded " In  a  column o f F ire "  (4 2 :2 2 ). Having descended in to  th e  

g en e ra tiv e  s t a t e  to  throw o f f  the  e r ro r  o f fa lseh o o d , M ilton ach ieves 

t ru e  at-one-m ent w ith  C h r is t ,  B lak e 's  symbol o f th e  Im agination , th u s  

r e f l e c t in g  B la k e 's  aw areness o f h is  fo u rfo ld  v is io n a ry  s t a t e ,  th a t  

M ilton  was indeed a  t ru e  p o e t-p ro p h e t.
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CHAPTER IV 

RESTŒATION AHD EIGHTEENTH CENTURY

I f  one •word can descrilDe B la k e 's  a t t i tu d e  to'ward the  p o e ts  of 

th e  R e s to ra tio n  and e ig h teen th  cen tury  and th e  a e s th e t ic  and c r i t i c a l  

p r in c ip le s  t h a t  l i e  "behind t h e i r  work, t h a t  word i s  " re a c tio n ."  With 

th e  excep tion  perhaps o f some a sp e c ts  o f the c u l t  of sentim en-talism , 

Blake re a c te d  a g a in s t  th e  l i t e r a r y  and p h ilo so p h ic  tre n d s  th a t  c r i t i c s  

g e n e ra lly  a s so c ia te  w ith l i t e r a t u r e  o f the  period  from I 66O-I8OO. He 

re a c te d  a g a in s t  Deism and i t s  a tte n d a n t ep is tem o lo g ica l im p lic a tio n s .

He re a c te d  a g a in s t  N eoclassicism  with i t s  concern w ith  im ita tio n  o f •the 

"a n c ie n ts"  and w ith " ru le s"  f o r  a r t .  And he re a c te d  a g a in s t th e  morbid 

a s p e c t  o f sentim en-talism  o r s e n s ib i l i ty  -that i s  r e f le c te d  in  th e  work of 

th e  "graveyard  p o e ts"—of such men as  Young, Gray, anr B la ir .  What he 

d id  n o t r e a c t  a g a in s t  was t h a t  a sp ec t o f  the  c u l t  o f sentim en-talism , 

e x h ib ite d  in  th e  prim iti-yism  o f  po e ts  such a s  Macpherson, Percy , and 

C h a tte rto n , t h a t  supported a  b e l ie f  in  the  in n a te  goodness o f humankind 

and i n  a  -theory o f a r t  based on in s p ir a t io n  a s  opposed to  mimesis.

B lak e 's  p o s it io n  a g a in s t  Deism and Lockean epistem ology i s  s e t  

o u t i n  -three o f h is  e a r ly  illu m in a te d  works: There I s  No N atu ra l



R e lig io n , S e r ie s  A; There I s  No N atu ra l R e lig io n . S e rie s  B; and A ll 

R e lig io n s  Are One. These th re e  te x ts  c o n s is t  o f a  s e r ie s  o f some twenty 

axioms th a t  c o n tra d ic t  the  p r in c ip le s  o f Lockean epistem ology and the 

Deism or N atu ra l R e lig io n  th a t  d eriv ed  in  p a r t  from Lockean p r in c ip le s .  

In  s h o r t ,  Blake was unable to  a c c e p t a  r e l ig io n  based on reason  and the 

study  o f e x te rn a l n a tu re  in  l i e u  of a  "revealed" r e l ig io n  which l e f t  

room f o r  in n a te  knowledge and human in s p ir a t io n .

There I s  No N atu ra l R e lig io n , S e rie s  A, p re se n ts  in  i t s  Argu

ment and axioms an i ro n ic  s ta tem en t o f the  Lockean p r in c ip le  th a t  man 

i s  born a  ta b u la  r a s a , th a t  a l l  h i s  knowledge d e riv es  from h is  sensory  

p e rc ep tio n — th a t  "Man's d e s ire s  a re  lim ite d  by h i s  p e rc e p tio n s ."  The 

Argument o f  th i s  s h o r t  work i s  th a t

Man h as  no n o tio n  of moral f i t n e s s  bu t from Education. N a tu ra lly  
he i s  only a  n a tu ra l  organ s u b je c t to  Sense.

B ut i t s  Conclusion h o ld s  th a t

I f  i t  were n o t f o r  th e  P o e tic  o r P rophetic  ch a rac te r  th e  P h ilo 
sophic & Experim ental would soon be a t  the  r a t i o  o f a l l  th in g s , 
& s ta n d  s t i l l  unable to  do o th e r than  re p e a t the same d u l l  
round over ag a in .

B la k e 's  " r a t io "  r e f e r s  to  r a t io n a l  a b s tra c t io n , a  removal from the  

a c tu a l  sensory  experience . And to  depend wholly on sensory  experience 

and i t s  " r a t io "  would l im i t  mankind to  the d u l l  round o f th e  n a tu ra l  

cy c le  o f th e  l i f e  and death  o f  th e  body. W ithout the  "P o e tic  or 

P ro p h e tic  c h a ra c te r ,"  th e  source o f in sp ire d  knowledge and o f the
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s p i r i t ,  th e  f a te  of humankind i s  the  death  o f  the  "n a tu ra l"  man.^

There I s  No N atu ra l R e lig io n , S e r ie s  B, s h i f t s  from an i ro n ic  

trea tm en t o f  Locke to  th e  Blakean p o in t o f view to  s e t  f o r th  th e  axiom 

th a t

Man's p e rcep tio n s  a re  n o t hounded ty  organs o f p e rcep tio n , he 
p e rce iv es  more than  sense ( th o ' ever so ac u te )  can d isco v e r.

"The d e s ire  of Man being  I n f in i t e ,"  Blake say s , " th e  p o ssess io n  i s  

I n f in i t e  & h im self I n f i n i t e . "  And, f in a l ly ,

He who sees the  I n f in i t e  in  a l l  th in g s  sees  God. He who sees th e  
R atio  only sees h im se lf only.

Therefore God becomes a s  we a re ,  t h a t  we may be a s  he i s [ . ]

Man i s  f a r  more than a  p roduct of h is  sensory p e rcep tio n . He indeed has 

in f in i t e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s .  Here Blake r e f l e c t s  h i s  b e l ie f  th a t  God i s  man 

and man i s  God, th a t  God r e s id e s  w ith in  o r i s  th e  human so u l.

The f in a l  t r a c t a t e .  A ll R elig ions Are One, ex p resses the  

b e l ie f  th a t  a l l  r e l ig io n s  d e riv e  from one sou rce , and t h a t  source i s  

th e  P o e tic  Genius t h a t  i s  found in  th e  " tru e  Man";

As a l l  men a re  a l ik e  ( th o ' i n f in i t e ly  v ario u s) So a l l  R e lig io n s  & 
as  a l l  s im ila rs  have one source .

The tru e  Man i s  the  source he being th e  P o etic  G en iu s[.]

ih e  im p lic a tio n  i s  th a t  r e l ig io n  or God i s  n o t derived  from looking

^ See Harold Bloom, Commentary, The P rose and P o e try  o f W illiam  
B lake, p . 807.
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outwaxd through th e  sen ses  to  f in d  God through e x te rn a l n a tu re , b u t th a t  

God i s  found w ith in  v ia  th e  p o e tic  gen ius o f humankind.

B ut B lak e 's  a t ta c k  on Deism and Lockean epistem ology i s  n o t  

l im ite d  to  th e se  th re e  t r a c t a t e s .  He r e f e r s  to  Locke in  C hapter 8 o f 

h is  e a r ly  azid ch ao tic  s a t i r e  An Is la n d  in  th e  Moon;

Then S [c ]o p p re ll  & Miss G i t t ip in ,  coming in  S coppre ll took iq) a  
book & re a d  th e  fo llo w in g  p assag e .

An Easy of [Human] (Huming) U nderstanding by John Lookye 
G e n t[ .]  (p . 447)

The "Lookye" (look  eye) in s te a d  o f "Locke" r e f e r s  to  L ocke 's  ep istem ol

ogy o f th e  sen ses . The "Easy" s p e l l in g  o f "Essay" could imply th a t  

Blake saw i n  L ocke 's Essay on Human U nderstanding a  s im p lis t ic  i n t e r 

p re ta t io n  o f  human n a tu re . As fo r  th e  in d e c is io n  about "Human" or 

"Huming," Erdman, in  h i s  te x tu a l no te  on th i s  passage, su g g ests  th a t  

Blake d e le te s  the  word "Human" and in s e r t s  "Huming," by which he 

probably  meant "Humming" (p . 7^6). But i t  seems more l i k e ly  th a t  Blake 

used  the  o p p o rtu n iiy  to  a llu d e  to  an o th e r ph ilo sopher who re p re se n ted  

a  sk ep tic ism  which he d e te s te d , and th a t  "Huming" i s  in s te a d  an  a ttem p t 

to  b rin g  to g e th e r  a  d e ro g a tiv e  re fe re n c e  to  two ph ilo so p h ers  whose 

te n e ts  he cou ld  n o t accep t; Hume and Locke.

Deism, in  t h a t  i t  moved God o u tsid e  o f man's p e rso n a l l i f e  and 

e lim in a ted  r e v e la t io n  and in n a te  id e a s  a s  a  source  of knowledge, was f o r  

Blake too much a  system of e th ic s ,  too  l i t t l e  a  r e l ig io n .  In  h is  Anno

ta t io n s  to  B acon 's E ssays. M oral, Economical and P o l i t i c a l  Blake 

enghasizes h i s  a n tip a th y  to  r a t io n a l  t r u th ,  th e  " r a t io " :
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S e lf  E v iden t T ruth  i s  one Thing and Truth th e  r e s u l t  o f Reasoning 
i s  an o th e r  Thing R a tio n a l T ruth  i s  n o t th e  Truth o f  C h r is t  b u t 
o f  P i l a t e  I t  i s  th e  Tree o f th e  Knowledge o f  Good & E v il[
(p . 610)

B lak e 's  b e l i e f  in  in n a te  human knowledge i s  expressed  re p e a te d ly  in  h is  

w r itin g s . He ex p resses  i t  in  h is  m arg in a lia  to  The Works o f S i r  Joshua 

Reynolds. whose n e o c la s s ic a l  a r t  th eo ry  Blake could  n o t a b id e :

Knowledge of Id e a l  Beauty, i s  Not to  be A cquired I t  i s  born w ith  
u s . In n a te  Id e a s , a re  in  Every Man Born w ith  him. they  a re  ( t r u ly )  
H im self, (p . 63?)

And;

Reynolds th in k s  t h a t  Man Learns a l l  th a t  he Knows I  say  on the  
C ontrary  That Man B rings A ll th a t  he has o r Can have In to  the 
World w ith  him. Man i s  Bom l i k e  a  Garden ready  P lan ted  & Sown. 
This World i s  too poor to  produce one Seed. (pp. 643-46)

The s ta t e  r e l ig io n  th a t  fo s te re d  Deism Blake saw as  opp ressive  in  i t s  

emphasis on m oral e v i l  and moral good. In  h is  A nnotations to  W atson's 

An Apology f o r  the  B ib le , Blake w r i te s  th a t

A ll P enal Laws c o u r t  T ran sg ressio n  & th e re fo re  a re  c ru e l ty  & 
Murder

The law s o f th e  Jews were (b o th  cerem onial & r e a l )  th e  b a se s t 
& most opp ressive  o f human codes. & being l i k e  a l l  o th e r  codes 
g iven  under p re ten ce  o f  d iv in e  command were what C h r is t  pronounced 
them The Abomination th a t  maketh d e s o la te , i . e .  S ta te  R e lig io n  
which i s  th e  source o f a l l  C ru e lty . . . .

The Gospel i s  F org iveness o f S ins & has  No Moral P recep ts  
th ese  belong to  P la to  & Seneca & Nero. (p p . 607-08)

B la k e 's  o b je c tio n s  to  Deism were v a rio u s  and complex. As 

H arold Bloom has no ted , "Deism t r i e s  to  prove ' C h r is t ia n i ty  n o t
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MysterioTis, ' r e p la c in g  su p e rn a tu ra l r e v e la t io n  by n a tu ra l  r e a s o n . "2 

The D e is ts ,  Bloom e x p la in s , b e liev ed  in  a  su b je c t-o b je c t  world th a t  

in c lu d ed , r e s p e c tiv e ly , m an's reaso n  and th e  phenomena o f the n a tu ra l  

o rd e r, a  world th a t  l e f t  no room f o r  a  concep t o f  th e  im agination  th a t  

assig n ed  mankind the  power to  c re a te  h i s  own "o rd e r in  space" and h is  

own "consc iousness in  tim e ."  C onsequently, Blake h e ld  th a t  th e re  was 

no N a tu ra l R e lig io n  because th e  source o f p o e tic  id e a s  i s  n o t o b je c tiv e  

n a tu re  b u t th e  human mind i t s e l f .  Blake a ls o  o b jec ted  to  D eism 's 

"c o v e rt in flu en c e"  on the E ng lish  church . He saw p a r a l l e l s  between 

Deism and N eoclassicism . I n  s h o r t ,  he considered  Deism " th e  n eg a tio n  

o f Im ag ina tion ." ^ Of Newton and Burke and Locke and Reynolds he s a id ;

They mock In s p ir a t io n  & V ision  In s p i r a t io n  & V ision was th en  & now 
i s  & I  hope w i l l  always Remain my Element my E te rn a l Dwelling 
p la c e , (p . 650)

N eoclassicism  l o s t  fav o r w ith  Blake fo r  a  number o f re a so n s .

I t s  conception  o f n a tu re , which was in  accord  w ith D e is tic  views o f 

n a tu re ; i t s  emphasis on c la s s ic a l  models o f Greek and Roman l i t e r a t u r e ,  

which included  a  penchant f o r  im ita t io n  a s  opposed to  innovation  and 

in v en tio n ; i t s  concern w ith  d id a c t ic  and s a t i r i c  l i t e r a t u r e  and 

p re fe ren ce  f o r  rim ed co u p le ts  a l l  were anathema to  B lake, a  th r e a t  to  

h is  th eo ry  o f  in sp ire d  a r t .  The n e o c la s s ic a l  concept o f n a tu re , whether

2
B la k e 's  Apocalypse. p . 265 .

3
B la k e 's  Apocalypse, pp. 25-27.
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th e  re fe re n c e  was to  e x te rn a l  n a tu re  o r to  human n a tu re , im plied o rd e r. 

With e x te rn a l n a tu re , th e  emphasis was on order in  n a tu re—evidence of 

the  D e is tic  God, With re g a rd  to  human n a tu re  the emphasis was on the 

o rd er a s so c ia te d  w ith Reason. Hence N ature in  the n eo c la ss ic  sense was 

analogous to  th o se  fo rc e s  t h a t  in h ib i t  in s p ir a t io n  and v is io n .

The same p ro p en sity  toward o rder was expressed in  l i t e r a t u r e  

th a t  r e l i e d  h e av ily  on im ita t io n  o f "N ature" and o f the c la s s ic s — 

im ita tio n  a s  opposed to  in v en tio n —and on s t r i c t  v e rse  form s. S ir  

Joshua Reynolds, a  lead in g  proponent o f e ig h teen th -cen tu ry  N eoclassicism , 

evoked B la k e 's  i r e ,  and h is  an n o ta tio n s  to  Reynolds' works a re  vehement 

a g a in s t  both  th e  man and h is  advocacy of N eoclassicism . Of Reynolds, he 

says, "T his Man was H ired  to  Depress Art" (p . 625). a d d itio n  to  

d esp is in g  Reynolds f o r  p re fe r r in g  th e  a r t  o f  the V enetian and Flemish 

m asters  in s te a d  o f h i s  own f a v o r i te s  M ichaelangelo and Raphael, Blake 

found i t  d i f f i c u l t  to  accep t Reynolds' emphasis in  a r t  on th e  p o r tra y a l 

o f g en e ra l a s  opposed to  p a r t ic u la r  n a tu re . In  h is  Reynolds m arg ina lia  

Blake w r ite s ;

What is General Nature is there Such a Thing
What is General Knowledge is there such a thing . . . All 

Knowledge is Particular[.] (p. 63?)

And:

To G eneralize  i s  to  be an I d io t  To P a r t ic u la r iz e  i s  th e  Alone 
D is tin c t io n  o f M erit—General Knowledges a re  those  Knowledges 
th a t  I d io t s  po ssess  . . .  (p . 630)
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In  Jerusalem  Blake comments s im ila r ly  on th e  g e n e ra l as  opposed 

to  th e  p a r t ic u la r :

He who would do good to  a n o th e r , must do i t  in  Minute P a r t ic u la r s  
General good i s  th e  p le a  o f th e  scoundrel hypocrite  & f l a t t e r e r :
For A rt & Science cannot e x i s t  b u t in  m inutely  organized  P a r t ic u la r s  
And n o t in  g e n e ra liz in g  D em onstrations o f th e  R a tio n a l Power.
Ihe I n f i n i t e  a lone re s id e s  in  D e f in ite  & Determ inate I d e n t i ty  . . .

(55:60- 6^)

I t  i s  sometimes confusing , in  view o f  h is  system which so obviously 

"g en e ra lize s"  about th e  n a tu re  o f th e  human being , to  see Blake speak 

ou t so s tro n g ly  a g a in s t th e  g e n e ra l .  But what Blake i s  a c u te ly  con

cerned w ith  in  these  passages i s  th e  execu tion  o f  a r t .  And though th e  

p o e ts  of a l l  ages, a s  he says in  h is  commentary on Chaucer, s t r iv e  to  

d e lin e a te  the "physiognomies o r lineam ents o f u n iv e rsa l human l i f e "

(pp. 523- 2^ ) ,  when i t  comes to  th e  execu tion  o f h is  a r t ,  th e  a r t i s t  has 

to  d e p ic t u n iv e rsa l human n a tu re  by focusing  on the p a r t ic u la r .  "D is

t i n c t  G eneral Form," says Blake, "Cannot E x is t  D is tin c tn e s s  i s  P a r tic u 

l a r  Not G eneral" (p . 638) ;  and, "A H isto ry  P a in te r  P a in ts  th e  Hero, & 

n o t Man i n  G eneral, b u t most m inutely  in  P a r tic u la r"  (p . 6 4 l ) . In  h is  

A nnotations to  Swedenborg's D ivine Love and Divine Wisdom, Blake says 

th a t

Essence i s  n o t id e n t i ty  b u t from Essence proceeds I d e n t i ty  & from 
one Essence may proceed many I d e n t i t i e s  a s  from one A ffec tio n  may 
proceed , many th o u g h ts , (p . 393)

Thus i t  seems th a t ,  i n  t r u th ,  Blake and th e  N e o c la s s ic is ts  were try in g
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to  ach ieve  th e  same a r t i s t i c  g o a l, and th a t  th e  language they  used may 

have become a  d iv is iv e  f a c to r .^  Both Blake and Reynolds were concerned 

w ith  p o r tra y in g  th e  essence o f  human n a tu re . Blake, however, in s i s te d  

th a t  i t  was in  p a r t i c u l a r i t i e s  t h a t  i t  was b e s t  p o rtray ed .

I t  would be in a cc u ra te  to  say th a t  Blake c a te g o r ic a l ly  o b jec ted  

to  th e  n e o c la s s ic a l  emphasis on th e  a n c ie n ts , because more than  once he 

ex p resses  an a p p re c ia tio n  f o r  a n c ie n t w r i te r s .  In  th e  Reynolds margin

a l i a ,  f o r  in s ta n c e , he w r ite s ,

The A ncients were c h ie f ly  a t te n t iv e  to  Complicated & Minute D is
c r im in a tio n  o f C haracter i t  i s  the  Whole o f A rt. (p . 642)

In  resp o n se  to  Reynolds' comment a g a in s t " S p ir i tu a l  P ercep tion" in  

D iscourse V II, Blake w rite s .

The A ncients d id  no t mean to  Impose when they affirm d  th e i r  b e l i e f  
in  V ision  & R ev e la tio n  P la to  was in  E a rn e s t. M ilton was in  
E a rn e s t. They b e liev d  th a t  God d id  V is i t  Man R ea lly  & T ruly & n o t 
a s  Reynolds p re te n d s , (p . 64?)

h.
R obert W. üphaus, in 'T h e  Ideology o f Reynolds' D iscourses on 

A r t ," E igh teen th-C entury  S tu d ie s . 12 (1978), 59-73t has noted th e  s h i f t  
i n  Reynolds' a e s th e t ic  theory  from a  concept o f genius a s  "p ro c ess ,"  
im plying th a t  gen ius i s  in h e re n t in  human n a tu re , to  a  concept o f gen ius 
a s  "p ro d u c t," th a t  seems to  oppose a  concept o f n a tiv e  g en ius, between 
1769 and 1790 (p . 61) .  üphaus r e l a t e s  t h i s  s h i f t  to  R eynolds' a s so c ia 
t io n  o f  h is  a e s th e t ic  theory  w ith  p o l i t i c a l  even ts o f th e  p erio d  and h is  
d e s ir e  to  d is s o c ia te  h im self from th e  r a d ic a l  camp whose "u n reg u la ted  
use o f  th e  im agination" (p . 66) he d is t r u s te d .  In  so doing, Reynolds 
d is t in g u is h e s  between "acq_uired genius" and " o r ig in a l  genius" and l in k s  
th e  "concep t o f  o r ig in a l  genius w ith  a  vocabulary  of d e s tru c tiv e n e s s  
th a t  cou ld  e a s i ly  be lin k e d  w ith  the  French Revolution" (p . 7 2 ). Hence 
th e  im p lic a tio n  i s  t h a t  B la k e 's  av ersio n  to  Reynolds may have stemmed a s  
much from p o l i t i c a l  d if fe re n c e s  a s  from d iffe re n c e s  a s so c ia te d  w ith  th e  
ex ecu tio n  o f  a r t .
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On th e  o th e r  hand, Blake d id  n o t always speak k in d ly  o f th e  c la s s i c a l  

w r i te r s  whom th e  N e o c la s s ic is ts  were so prone to  t r a n s la te  and to  imi

t a t e .  A ttack in g  th e  D e is ts ,  he w r i te s ,  in  Jerusalem :

You 0 D e is ts  p ro fe s s  y o u rse lv es  th e  Enemies o f C h r is t ia n i ty :  and 
you a re  so : you a re  a ls o  the  Enemies o f th e  Human Race & o f  Uni
v e rsa l  N ature  . . . But your Greek Philosophy (which i s  a  remnant 
o f Druidism ) teaches t h a t  Man i s  R ighteous in  h i s  V egetated S pectre ; 
an Opinion of f a t a l  & accu rsed  consequence to  Man, a s  th e  A ncien ts 
saw p la in ly  hy R ev e la tio n  to  th e  i n t i r e  a b ro g a tio n  o f E xperim ental 
Theory, and many b e liev ed  what they  saw, and P rophecied  o f J e su s , 
(p . 198)

Here Blake charges th e  Greek ph ilosophy  w ith  r e le g a t in g  man to  h is  

" n a tu ra l"  s t a t e ,  devoid  of s p i r i t u a l  f a c u l ty .  He i s  even more abusive  

in  h is  s h o r t  p iece  "On V irg il" :

Sacred T ruth  has pronounced th a t  Greece & Rome a s  Babylon &
Egypt: so f a r  from being  p a re n ts  o f A rts  & Sciences a s  th ey  p re 
ten d : were d e s tro y e rs  o f a l l  A rt. Homer V irg il  & Ovid confirm  
t h i s  op in ion  & make us rev eren ce  The Word o f God, th e  only l i g h t  o f  
a n t iq u i ty  th a t  rem ains unperverted  by War. . . ,

Rome & Greece swept A rt in to  t h e i r  maw & destro y d  i t  a  
W arlike S ta te  never can produce A rt. I t  w i l l  Rob & P lunder & 
accum ulate in to  one p la c e , & T ran s la te  & Copy & Buy & S e l l  & 
C r i t i c i s e ,  b u t n o t Make. G recian i s  Mathematic Form G othic i s  
L iv in g  Form Mathematic Form i s  E te rn a l in  th e  Reasoning 
Memory. L iv ing  Form i s  E te rn a l  E x is ten ce , (p . 267)

R epeatedly  Blake a t ta c k s  th e  c l a s s i c s ,  and th e se  a t ta c k s  seem 

to  be concerned m ostly  w ith  h i s  co n v ic tio n  th a t  th e  c l a s s ic s  w ith  t h e i r  

emphasis on Reason h in d e r  r e v e la t io n ,  r e v e la t io n  a s  can be found i n  th e  

Hebrew B ib le . I n  A V ision  o f th e  L a s t Judgment, he w r ite s :

L e t i t .  h e re  be Noted th a t  th e  Greek F ab les  o r ig in a te d  i n  S p i r i tu a l  
M astery & R eal V ision  and R eal V isions Which a r e  l o s t  & clouded in
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F able & Alegory . . . (w hile) th e  Hebrew B ible and th e  Greek 
Gospel a re  Genuine P reservd  by th e  S av iou rs  Mercy The Nature o f  my 
Work i s  V isionary  or Im aginative i t  i s  an Endeavour to  R estore 
(what th e  A ncients c a lld )  th e  Golden Age . . .  (p . 5^5)

Acknowledging th a t  in s p ir a t io n  had formed the  a n c ie n t background f o r  

c l a s s i c a l  l i t e r a t u r e ,  Blake se e s  th a t  a s  i t  s tan d s  to  be "copied" by 

n e o c la ss ic  w r i te rs ,  Greek l i t e r a t u r e  i s  m echanical, m athem atical, and a  

h indrance to  in sp ire d  a r t .

Blake expresses h is  concern  f o r  in sp ire d  a r t  in  one in s ta n c e  

by s t r ik in g  ou t a t  th e  E nglish  p o e ts ' penchant fo r  im ita tio n :

No Man o f Sense can th in k  th a t  an Im ita tio n  o f the  O bjects o f 
N ature i s  The A rt o f P a in tin g  o r th a t  such Im ita tio n  which any one 
may e a s i ly  perform  i s  worthy o f N otice much le s s  th a t  such an A rt 
should  be the  Glory & P rid e  of a  N ation The I t a l i a n s  laugh a t  
E n g lish  Connoisseurs who a re  (most o f  them) such s i l l y  Fellows a s  
to  b e lie v e  t h i s  . . . .

The E hglish  A r t i s t  may be assu red  th a t  he i s  doing an in ju ry  
& in ju s t i c e  to  h i s  Country w hile  he s tu d ie s  & im ita te s  the  E f fe c ts  
o f N atu re . England w il l  never r i v a l  I t a l y  w hile we s e rv i le ly  
copy . . . (pp. 566- 67)

A rt r e q u ire s  more th an  mere im ita t io n .  I t  invo lves in s p i r a t io n  and 

em otion. "C harac ter & E xpression ,"  Blake say s.

can only be Expressed by th o se  who F eel Them Even H ogarth 's  
Execution  cannot be Copied o r Improved, (p . 5^8)

And in  defense  o f h i s  own in sp ire d  a r t ,  Blake w rite s :

To rec o v e r  A rt has been th e  b u sin ess  o f my l i f e  to  th e  F lo re n tin e  
O rig in a l & i f  p o ss ib le  to  go beyond th a t  O rig ina l ( th i s )  I  thought 
the  only p u rs u it  worthy o f [a n  Englishman] (a  Man). To im ita te  I  
abhor I  o b s tin a te ly  adhere to  th e  tru e  S ty le  o f A rt such a s  M ichael 
Angelo R afael J u l  Rom Alb D urer l e f t  i t  [ th e  A rt o f  In v en tio n  n o t
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o f Im ita tio n . Im agination  i s  My World t h i s  world o f Dross i s  
beneath  my N otice & Beneath the N otice of th e  P u b l ic .]  (p . 5^9)

In  a d d it io n  to  abhorring  im ita tio n  because i t  s t i f l e d  imagina

t io n ,  Blake d e te s te d  the  s t r i c tn e s s  o f E ng lish  verse  form, ib i s  he 

ex p resses  n o t only v e rb a lly  b u t in  th e  freedom o f h is  own p o e tic  l in e s .  

A lic ia  O s trik e r  has no ted , f o r  example, B lak e 's  use o f f re e  verse  in  

The M arriage o f Heaven and H e ll .^  B lak e 's  in tro d u c to ry  m ate ria l f o r  

Jerusalem , p a r t  o f  which has a lread y  been q^uoted, ex p resses h is  concern 

w ith  th e  r e s t r i c t i o n  o f v erse  form s, both of rime and o f  blank v e rse ;

When th i s  Verse was f i r s t  d ic ta te d  to  me I  c o n s id e r 'd  a  Monotonous 
Cadence l ik e  t h a t  used by M ilton & Shakspeare & a l l  w r ite rs  o f  
E ng lish  Blank V erse, deriv ed  from th e  modern bondage o f Rhyming; 
to  be a  n ecessary  and in d isp e n s ib le  p a r t  o f V erse. But I  soon 
found th a t  in  th e  mouth o f a  tru e  O rato r such monotony was n o t only 
awkward, b u t a s  much a  bondage a s  rhyme i t s e l f .  I  th e re fo re  have 
produced a  v a r ie ty  in  every l in e ,  both  o f cadences & number o f 
s y l la b le s .  Every word and every l e t t e r  i s  s tu d ied  and p u t in to  
i t s  f i t  p la ce ; th e  t e r r i f i c  numbers a re  reserv ed  f o r  the t e r r i f i c  
p a r t s —th e  m ild & g e n tle ,  f o r  th e  m ild & g en tle  p a r t s ,  and the  
p ro sa ic , f o r  th e  in f e r io r  p a r ts ;  a l l  a re  necessary  to  each o th e r . 
P o e try  F e t t e r 'd ,  F e t te r s  th e  Human Race!

Perhaps i t  was th e  f e a r  o f a  f e t te r e d  p o e try  and a  f e t te r e d  human race  

th a t  caused Blake to  r e a c t  so g en e ra lly  to  e i^ te e n th -c e n tu ry  n eo c las

s i c a l  p r in c ip le s .  I n  h is  Notebook, f o r  example, he ag a in  r e l a t e s  the  

s t a t e  o f p o e try  to  th e  p o l i t i c a l  s ta te ;

^ V ision and Verse in  William Blake (Madison; Univ. o f Wiscon
s in  P re s s , 1953)T'ppTl[65^^331
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The wretched S ta te  o f th e  A rts  in  t h i s  Country & in  Europe o r ig i 
n a tin g  in  th e  wretched S ta te  o f P o l i t i c a l  Science which i s  the  
Science of Sciences Demands a  firm  & determ inate  conduct on th e  
p a r t  o f A r t i s t s  to  R e s is t . th e  Contem ptible Counter A rts  e s ta b lis h e d  
by such contem ptible P o l i t ic ia n s  a s  Louis XIV & o r ig in a l ly  s e t  on 
fo o t ly  V enetian P ic tu re  t ra d e rs  Music tra d e rs  & Rhime t ra d e rs  to  
the  d e s tru c tio n  of a l l  t ru e  a r t  a s  i t  i s  t h i s  Day. (p . 5^9)

In  summary, Blake sought an a r t  th a t  l e f t  behind the  n eo c las

s ic a l  p r in c ip le s  th a t  pursued th e  Greek and Roman c la s s ic s  and focused  

on im ita tio n  and on con fin ing  v erse  form s. But Blake d id  n o t s to p  w ith 

a  g en era l c r i t ic is m  o f the  p e r io d . His c r i t ic is m  ex tends, both  in  h is  

v e rb a l commentary and in  h is  w ater co lo r and engraved i l l u s t r a t i o n s  o f 

th e  l i t e r a t u r e  of th e  p e rio d , to  comment on s p e c if ic  p o e ts . Among the  

N e o c la s s ic is ts , Goldsmith and Johnson, Dryden and Pope a re  o b je c ts  o f 

h is  v erb a l commentary.

Of Goldsmith and Johnson Blake had only a  l i t t l e  to  say . His 

re fe ren c e  to  Goldsmith c o n s is ts  o f two b r ie f  an n o ta tio n s  to  Reynolds* 

work, one a  comment on Reynolds' l i s t i n g  o f th e  o r ig in a l  members o f th e  

L ite ra ry  Club:

S ir  Joshua Reynolds, Dr. Johnson, Mr. Burke, Dr. Nugent, Mr. 
Langton, Mr. Antony Charnier, S i r  John Hawkins, the  Hon. Topham 
Beauclerk, and Dr. Goldsmith, (p . 629)

B lak e 's  m arg in a lia  read s :

FCLiver Goldsmith ?never should have known such knaves]
Cp. 629)

A few pages l a t e r  in  the  Reynolds book, responding to  a  no te  th a t



quo tes G oldsm ith 's ep itap h  on Reynolds, Blake w r ite s ;

Such Men a s  Goldsmith ought n o t to  have been Acquainted w ith such 
Men a s  R ey n o ld s[.]  (p . 630)

Obviously Blake held  Goldsmith i n  h ig h e r reg a rd  than  th e  o th e rs  of h is  

n e o c la s s ic a l company, and one can only  sp ecu la te  why. Perhaps i t  was 

because Goldsmith e x h ib its  a  s t r a in  o f s e n s ib i l i ty  th a t  appealed to  

Blake. In  s p i te  o f th e  f a c t  t h a t  The D eserted  V illag e  i s  w r i tte n  in  

h e ro ic  c o u p le ts . G oldsm ith 's d isp la y  o f emotion and n o s ta lg ia  f o r  

"Sweet Auburn, lo v e l ie s t  v i l la g e  o f th e  p la in ,"  where

While scourged by famine from th e  sm iling  land .
The mournful p easan t le ad s  h is  humble band . . ^ ,

(11. 299-300)0

must have appealed to  B lake. And The V icar o f W akefield, which Blake 

may a lso  have rea d , lik ew ise  r e f l e c t s  G oldsm ith 's in c l in a t io n  toward the  

c u l t  o f  s e n s ib i l i ty .

Blake expresses l i t t l e  ad m ira tio n , however, in  h is  commentary 

on Dr. Johnson. His one e x p l ic i t  m ention o f Johnson i s  con tained  in  

the  n in th  ch ap ter of An Is la n d  in  th e  Moon where Johnson becomes th e  

b u t t  o f  a  r a th e r  raw song:

I  say th i s  evening [w e 'd ] (w e 'l l )  a l l  g e t drunk. I  say dash, an 
Anthem an Anthem, s a id  S uction

Lo th e  B at w ith L eathern  wing

^ C o llected  Works o f O liv e r Goldsmith, ed . A rthur Friedman 
(Oxford: Clarendon P re ss , I 966) , Vol. IV.
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Winking & b lin k in g  
Winking & b lin k in g  
Winking & b lin k in g  
Like Doctor Johnson 

Quid—0 ho Said Doctor Johnson 
To S c ip io  A fricanus 
I f  you d o n 't  own me a  P h ilosopher 
I ' l l  k ick  your Roman Anus 

S uction—A ha to  D octor Johnson 
S aid  S c ip io  A fricanus 
L i f t  up my Roman P e t t i c o a t t  
And k is s  my Roman Anus

The b a t ,  o f  course, i s  a  n eg a tiv e  symbol f o r  Blake, one r e la te d  to  

s p i r i t u a l  dea th ; hence the  f i r s t  s e c tio n  o f th e  song could  be read  a s  a  

s ta tem en t a g a in s t Jo h n so n 's  pessimism th a t  found l i t t l e  happiness in  

l i f e ,  t h a t  im plored mankind to

Pour f o r th  th y  fe rv o u rs  f o r  a  h e a l th fu l  mind. 
Obedient p a s s io n s , and a  w il l  r e s ig n 'd ;
For lo v e , which scarce  c o l le c t iv e  man can f i l l ;
For p a tie n c e  sov’re ig n  o 'e r  transm uted i l l ;
For f a i th ,  th a t  p an tin g  f o r  a  h ap p ie r s e a t .
Counts death  kind  n a tu r e 's  s ig n a l o f  r e t r e a t :
These goods f o r  man th e  laws o f h eav 'n  o rda in ,
These goods he g ra n ts , who g ra n ts  th e  pow 'r to  g a in ; 
With th ese  c e l e s t i a l  wisdom calms the  mind.
And makes th e  happiness she does n o t f in d . „

(The V anity o f Human Wishes. 11. 359-68)

Jo h n so n 's  philosophy was one th a t  sought f o r t i tu d e  f o r  th e  endurance o f 

l i f e ' s  unhappiness. His w r itin g s  r e f l e c t  l i t t l e  hope o f Atonement 

through th e  c re a tiv e  l i f e .  Hence B lake, in  a d d itio n  to  d ep lo rin g  h i s

^ The Yale E d itio n  of th e  Works o f Samuel Johnson. Vol. VI, 
ed . E . L. McAdam, J r .  (New Haven: Yale Univ. P re ss , 1964).
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adherence to neoclassical principles of imitation and the closed coup
let form, could likewise have deplored Johnson's philosophy. This pas
sage certainly reflects such an aversion. Mona Wilson provides a 
plausible explanation for the appearance of these lines in An Island 
in the Moon, which is at least in part a satire on the bluestocking 
get-togethers at the home of Mrs. Matthews, when she comments that "Dr. 
Johnson did not, so far as we know, honour Mrs. Mathew's gatherings with

g
his presence, but his opinions were doubtless quoted ad nauseam." 
Apparently Blake not only did not approve of Johnson's ideas, he like
wise was tired of hearing about them.

Blake's reference to Johnson as a philosopher brings to mind 
Johnson's Rasselas and Imlac's neoclassical tenet that

The business of a poet . . .  is to examine, not the individual, 
but the species; to remark general properties and large appear
ances; he does not number the streaks of the tulip, or describe^ 
the different shades in the verdure of the forest. (Chapter X)

And Imlac's pessimistic conclusion is that "Human life is everywhere a 
state in which much is to be endured, and little to be enjoyed" (Chapter 
XI).

Sir Geoffrey Keynes has detected an allusion to Rasselas in 
the following introductory lines to Europe:

o
The L ife  o f W illiam B lake, p . 23*

Q
^ The H is to ry  o f R asse la s , P rin ce  o f A b is s in ia , ed. G eoffrey 

T il lo ts o n  and B rian  Jenkins (London: Oxford Univ. P re ss , 1971). A ll 
q u o ta tio n s  from R asse las  a re  from th i s  e d i t io n .
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Five windows light the cavern'd Man; thro' one he breathes the air; 
Thro' one, hears music of the spheres; thro' one, the eternal vine 
Flourishes, that he may receive the grapes; thro' one can look.
And see small portions of the eternal world that ever groweth;
Thro' one, himself pass out what time he please, but he will not; 
For stolen joys are sweet, & bread eaten in secret pleasant.
So sang a Fairy mocking as he sat on a streak'd Tulip,
Thinking none saw him . . .

(11. 1-8)

The fairy here is the fairy, the muse, that dictates Europe to Blake. 
Keynes sees the reference to the "cavern'd Man," who is Blake's fallen 
man, as perhaps an allusion to Rasselas, in which the prince of the same 
name was "confined to a Happy Valley surrounded by mountains and to be 
entered only through 'a cavern that passed under a rock.'" Keynes also 
sees in the words "a streak'd Tulip" an allusion to the already quoted 
passage on the nature of the poet's task.^^ Doubtless it is an allusion 
and a critically ironic one at that. The fairy, who is the source of 
Blake's inspiration for Europe, sits on "a streak'd Tulip, / Thinking 
none saw him"— thinking none saw him because it is not the business of 
the poet to be concerned with "the streaks of the tulip" but with 
"general properties and large appearances." Blake's implication is that 
inspiration does derive from attention to the particular, the individual, 
and not from general properties.

Blake's references to Dryden and Pope are more numerous and 
more explicit than those to Goldsmith and Johnson. On occasion he

Wilson, The L ife  o f William Blake, pp. 67-68  n .
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mentions bo th  men to g e th e r  a s  he s t r ik e s  out a t  th e i r  n e o c la s s ic a l  p re f 

erence f o r  th e  h ero ic  co u p le t and th e i r  penchant f o r  t r a n s la t io n  o r im i

ta t io n .  His Notebook co n ta in s  s e v e ra l re fe re n c e s  to  t h e i r  o ffen ses;

I  do n o t condemn Pope or Dryden because they  d id  no t understand 
Im agination , b u t because they d id  no t understand V erse.^^

And:

While th e  Works [ o f  T ra n s la to rs ]  o f Pope & Dryden a re  looked upon 
a s  the  Same A rt w ith  those  o f M ilton  & Shakespeare . . . th e re  can 
be no A rt in  a  N ation b u t such a s  i s  S ubserv ien t to  th e  i n t e r e s t  o f 
th e  Monopolizing T tader . . . Englishmen rouze yourselves from th e  
f a t a l  Slumber in to  which B ookselle rs  & T tading D ealers have thrown 
you Under the  a r t f u l l y  propagated p re tence th a t  a  "Translation o r a  

.Copy o f  any kind can be a s  honourable to  a  N ation a s  an O rig in a l 
B e-ly ing  the  E nglish  C haracter in  th a t  w ell known Saying E ng lish 
men Improve what o th e rs  I n v e n t[ .]  This even Hogarths Works Prove 
a  d e te s ta b le  Falshood. No Man Can Improve An O rig ina l In v en tio n , 
(pp. 56^ 65)

Here Pope and Dryden a re  c o l le c t iv e ly  condemned f o r  th e i r  rim es and f o r

th e i r  t r a n s la t io n .  Short poems in  o th e r  s e c tio n s  o f the  Notebook

ex p ress  even s tro n g er sentim ent a g a in s t  rim ing which, a s  N orthrop Frye

e x p la in s , Blake regarded "as  a  s te p  in  the  d ire c t io n  o f th e  f re e z in g  of
12a r t  in to  ’outward Ceremony.'" In  one sh o rt poem Blake w r ite s :

Having given g re a t  offence by w ritin g  in  Prose 
111 w rite  in  Verse as  s o f t  a s  B a rto llo z e .

Blake: Complete W ritin g s , ed, G eoffrey Keynes (London: 
Oxford Univ. P ress , 1972), p . 602.

12 F earfu l Symmetry, p . 93.
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Some "blush a t  what o th e rs  can see no crime in  
But no"body sees  any harm in  Rhyming 
Dryden in  Rhyme c r ie s  M ilton  only plannd 
Every Pool shook h is  b e l l s  throughout th e  lan d  
Tom Cooke cu t Hogarth down w ith  h is  c lean  graving  
Thousands o f Connoisseurs w ith  joy ra n  rav in g  
Thus Hayley on h is  T o i le t te  seeing  th e  sope 
C rie s  Homer i s  very much improvd by Pope

While I  look ing  up to  my um brella
Resolvd to  be a  very  c o n tra ry  fe llo w
Cry looking  q u ite  from Skumference to  C enter
No one can f in i s h  so high a s  th e  o r ig in a l  In v en to r .

(p . 496)

Blake c le a r ly  e x h ib its  i n  th ese  co u p le ts  one of th e  f a l l a c i e s  o f rim e— 

th a t  th e  p o e t can be le d  by h is  r im es . This i s  e s p e c ia lly  obvious in  

th e  co u p le t abou t Hayley, whom Blake considered  an enemy "by th e  tim e of 

t h i s  w r itin g  ( I 808- I I ) .  Here m erely f o r  th e  sake of a  rim e f o r  "sope,"  

th e  p o e t i s  le d  in to  th e  fa lsehood , in  B la k e 's  eyes, th a t  Homer i s  

improved by Pope. The im p lic a tio n  i s  th a t  th e  r im ers—Dryden and Pope— 

a re  le d  by rim es and n o t by in s p ir a t io n .  F in a l ly ,  and most obvious, i s  

B la k e 's  own p o s it io n  on th e  primacy o f o r ig in a l  in v en tio n , th a t  "No 

one can f in i s h  so h i ^  a s  th e  o r ig in a l  In v en to r."

In connection with some of his own ideas on design and execu
tion in art, Blake comments at least one other time, in his Notebook, 
on Pope's riming:

I have heard many People say Give me the Ideas. It is no matter 
what Words you put them into & others say Give me the Design it is 
no matter for the Execution. These people know (Enough of Artifice 
but) Nothing of Art. Ideas cannot "be Given but in their minutely 
Appropriate Words nor Can a Design be made without its minutely 
Appropriate Execution[.] Die unorganized Blots & Blurs of Rubens
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& T i t ia n  a re  n o t A rt nor can t h e i r  Method ever express Id eas  or 
Im aginations any more than P o p e 's  M etaphysical Jargon of Ehyming[.] 
. . .  He who cop ies  does n o t Execute he only Im ita te s  what i s  
a lread y  Executed Execution i s  only  th e  r e s u l t  o f In v en tio n .
(p . 565)

Two f in a l  examples o f B la k e 's  verlsal c r i t ic is m  o f  Pope a re  two sh o rt 

Notebook poems. The f i r s t  i s  e n t i t l e d  " Im ita tio n  o f  Pope A Compliment, 

to  th e  L a d ie s ."

Wondrous th e  Gods more wondrous a re  th e  Men 
More Wondrous Wondrous s t i l l  th e  Cock & Hen 
More Wondrous s t i l l  the  Ih h le  S to o l & C hair 
But Ah! More wondrous s t i l l  th e  Charming F a ir

(p . 498)

The second, th o u ^  th i s  i s  no t in d ic a te d  in  th e  t i t l e ,  appears lik ew ise  

to  be im ita t in g  Pope. This poem i s  e n t i t l e d  "A P re t ty  Epigram fo r  th e  

E n terta inm en t o f those who have P a id  G reat Sums in  the V enetian & 

Flem ish Ooze."

N ature & A rt in  t h i s  to g e th e r  S u it  
What i s  Most Grand i s  always most Minute 
Rubens th in k s  Tables C hairs & S to o ls  a re  Grand 
But Raphael th in k s  A Head, a  fo o t,  a  hand

(p . 505)

M. E. B acon 's p e rcep tiv e  comment on th e se  two poems helps to  c l a r i f y  

B lak e 's  a t t i t u d e  toward Pope. The f i r s t  of the  poems. Bacon n o te s , i s  

a  poor im ita t io n  and was probably so in tended—" i t  co n ta in s  n e i th e r  

p o in ted  comment nor a p p ro p ria te  d ic t io n  n o r e f f e c t iv e  use o f  th e  h e ro ic  

c o u p le t."  I t  does in  i t s  s i l l y  co n ten t i r o n ic a l ly  imply a  re v e rse  o rd er 

o f the  "wondrous," so t h a t  the  o rd er o f  wonder i s ,  working from th e  top
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—no doubt an a l lu s io n  to  th e  chain  o f being—from Charming F a ir ,

T ab les, S to o ls , C h a irs , Cocks, Hens, Men, and f in a l ly  God. "A P r e t ty  

Epigram ,” Bacon n o te s , " i s  much more p o in ted  than  th e  'Im ita t io n ,"  and 

i s  in  f a c t  more worthy o f being c a lle d  an im ita tio n  o f Pope." The 

im p lic a tio n , o f co u rse , w ith  both poems i s  t h a t  Pope i s  too  much con

cerned w ith m a te r ia l th in g s—ta b le s ,  s to o ls ,  c h a ir s .  As Bacon n o te s , 

he s a c r i f i c e s  " th e  lineam ents of th e  human form to  the  fash io n ab le  

b r ic V  brae  of the day ."^^

Both Dryden and Pope were su b je c ts  f o r  B la k e 's  Heads o f  the 

P o e ts  p r o je c t .  Pope i s  d ep ic ted  w ith h is  g lance d ire c te d  toward th e  

v ie w e r 's  r i g h t ,  h is  head r e s t in g  on h is  r ig h t  hand, fo llow ing  th e  image 

c re a te d  by Jean  B a p tis te  van Loo. The head i t s e l f  i s  e n c irc le d  by a  

w reath of bay, iv y , and f e rn .  To th e  v ie w er 's  l e f t  i s  a  "fem ale f ig u re  

w ith  sword and dagger," d ep ic tin g  th e  opening l in e s  o f "Elegy to  the  

Memory o f an U nfortunate Lady." On th e  r ig h t  a  kneeling  f ig u re ,  E lo is a  

from "E lo isa  and A belard ,"  prays in  h e r  c e l l .  The Dryden p o r t r a i t  

d e p ic ts  th e  p o e t fa c in g  th e  v iew e r 's  r ig h t  and w reathed in  l a u r e l .  To 

th e  l e f t  i s  a  scene i l l u s t r a t i n g  th e  opening l in e s  o f "A lexander's  F e a s t 

o r  th e  Power o f M u s i c . T h e  su b s id ia ry  f ig u re s  in  th e  Pope desig n  a re

^ "B lak e 's  Im ita tio n  of Pope; A Compliment to  the L ad ies and 
A P re t ty  E-pigram f o r  the  E ntertainm ent o f Those Who Paid  G reat Sums in  
th e  V enetian and Flemish Ooze,"  The E x p lic a to r , 28 (May 1970), No. 79»

W ells, William B la k e 's  "Heads o f th e  P o e ts ,"  pp. 24-25.
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d i f f i c u l t  to  in te r p r e t  in  view o f what we have a lready  seen a s  ELake's 

a t t i tu d e  towards Pope. îhe  a l lu s io n  to  "E lo isa  and Abelard" could be 

p o in tin g  toward P o p e 's  im ita tio n s  and t r a n s la t io n s .  But th i s  i s  su re ly  

n o t th e  case w ith th e  "Elegy" scene. Perhaps I  am read in g  too much in to  

t h i s ,  b u t i t  may be th a t  Blake i s  here  fo cu sin g  on those  works of Pope 

which d e a l w ith  emotion o r f e e l in g s  because he could ap p re c ia te  t h i s  

a ^ e c t  o f  P ope 's  work. Ihe "Elegy" in  i t s  r e f le c t io n  o f s tro n g  p erso n a l 

f e e l in g  in d ic a te s  an o th er f a c e t  o f Pope, a  Pope who h in ts  th a t  he may 

have f e l t  th e  tw inges of a  "rom antic im ag in a tio n ."  At the  same time the  

poem a n t ic ip a te s  th e  work of th e  graveyard p o e ts .  The scene from 

"A lexander's  Feast" in  th e  Dryden i l l u s t r a t i o n  i s  lik ew ise  d i f f i c u l t  to  

a s se s s . B lak e 's  i n t e r e s t  in  t h i s  poem, which r e f l e c t s  th e  e f f e c t  o f 

music upon Alexander the  G reat, may in d ic a te  B la k e 's  a p p rec ia tio n  of 

D ryden's s k i l l  in  im ita tin g  m usical e f f e c ts  in  v erse . He may, on th e  

o th e r hand, be o b jec tin g  to  th e  m a r tia l  theme—"so should d e s e r t  in  

arms be crown'd"—o f the  poem's e a r ly  l in e s .

Blake c r i t i c i z e s  Dryden se p a ra te ly  from Pope in  a  Notebook 

comment and in  one o f h is  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  th e  poems o f Thomas Gray.

The form er re fe ren ce  compares Dryden w ith  M ilton:

An example o f th ese  C ontrary A rts  i s  g iven  us in  th e  C haracters 
o f  M ilton  & Dryden as  they  a re  w ritte n  in  a  Poem signed  w ith  th e  
name o f Nat Lee which perhaps he never w rote & perhaps he wrote

As quoted by W ells in  William B la k e 's  "Heads of th e  P o e ts ,"
p .  2̂ .
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in  a  paroxysm o f in s a n ity  In  which i t  i s  s a id  t h a t  M iltons poem 
i s  a  rough U nfinishd P iece & Dryden has f in is h d  i t  Now l e t  Drydens 
F a l l  & M iltons P arad ise  be read  & 1 w il l  a s s e r t  th a t  every Body of 
U nderstanding must cry  ou t Shame on such N iggling & Poco Pen as  
Dryden has degraded M ilton w ith But a t  the same tim e 1 w i l l  allow  
th a t  S tu p id ity  w il l  P re fe r  Dryden because i t  i s  in  Rhyme (& Mono
tonous Sing Song Sing Song) from beginning to  end . . . (pp . 3^9-70)

The re fe ren ce  to  "D ryden's F a ll"  probably  r e f e r s  to  D ryden's The S ta te  

o f Innocence ( l6 7 ^ ) , an o p e ra tic  v e rs io n  of P arad ise  L o s t. Again Blaice 

i s  a tta c k in g  Dryden f o r  h is  use of rim e—"(Monotonous S ing Song Sing 

Song) from beginning to  end." And he i s  d o u b tle ss  ap p a lled  a t  the  id ea  

th a t  D ryden's " im ita tio n ,"  could improve upon M ilton.

B lak e 's  Design 10 to  G ray 's  "The P ro g ress  of Poesy" i s  ano ther 

source o f c r i t i c a l  comment on Dryden. G ray 's  l in e s  on Dryden rank him 

w ith  Shakespeare and M ilton;

Behold, where D ryden's l e s s  presumptuous c a r .
Wide o 'e r  the  f ie ld s  of g lo ry  bear 
Two co u rsers  o f e th e re a l ra c e .
With necks in  thunder c lo th 'd ,  and long-resounding  pace.

Hark h is  hand the  ly re  explore!
B righ t-eyed  Fancy, h o v 'r in g  o 'e r .
S c a t te r s  from h is  p ic tu r 'd  urn
Thoughts th a t  b rea th e , and words th a t  burn.

Though Gray sees Dryden in  a  s l ig h t ly  l e s s e r  l i g h t  than  he sees  M ilton- 

in  h is  " le s s  presumptuous ca r"—he n e v e rth e le ss  sees him as  one of 

E ngland 's most pow erful p o e ts . But B lak e 's  i l l u s t r a t i o n  i s  n o t so 

fa v o ra b le . In  th e  p ic tu re  Dryden s i t s  strumming h is  ly re  and gazing 

in to  a  p o tp o u rr i o f f ig u re s  stream ing in  flam es from a  vase emptied by 

"B righ t-eyed  Fancy" who hovers overhead. Among the  f ig u re s  v is ib le  in
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th e  flam es—D ryden's fancy—a re  fo u r young women bearing  various 

o b je c ts .  One r e le a s e s  a  b ird  which appears to  be try in g  to  r e tu rn  to  

the  urn  from which th e  stream  o f fancy  has been re le a se d . Another 

woman b ears  a  g rasshopper, in te rp re te d  by S i r  G eoffrey Keynes to  re p re 

s e n t  "verm in, one o f the  p lagues of Egypt." Another c a r r ie s  a  snake in  

e i th e r  hand, and a  fo u r th  "bears a  s p r ig  o f l a u r e l ."  Keynes no tes  th a t  

th e  la u r e l  r e f e r s  to  D ryden 's la u re a te sh ip  and th a t  fu r th e r  such r e f e r 

ences a re  made by a  "w reath round th e  neck of th e  urn and a  l i t t l e  

p ic tu re  on i t s  body o f a  t in y  f ig u re  being  crowned w ith  l a u r e l .

I ren e  "feyler sees the  i l l u s t r a t i o n  in  a  more n egative  l i g h t ,  n o tin g  th a t  

t h i s  v is io n  o f fancy i s  B lak e 's  comment on Dryden. I t  i s ,  she n o te s ,

" a  fancy th a t  p re se n ts  images o f th e  mundane world and i t s  a t te n d a n t 

e v i l s , "  a  fancy th a t  i s  su b se rv ien t to  th e  i n t e r e s t s  o f the  w orld.

"Fancy makes h er p re se n ta tio n , and Dryden seems im pressed; b u t Blake 

le a v es  us to  judge f o r  ou rselves th e  m e rit o f  a  poe t who accep ts  so

u n d isc rim in a tin g ly  the  g i f t s  o f  h is  fancy . Like the  b ird , we may w ell
17w ish to  r e tu rn  the way we came." B la k e 's  in te n t io n  here indeed seems 

to  be th e  c a l l in g  in to  q u es tio n  of D ryden 's la u re a te sh ip , a  la u re a te sh ip  

t h a t  played to  the  in t e r e s t s  of a  p u b lic  whose " s tu p id ity "  accep ted  

h i s  rim es and t r a n s la t io n s .

W illiam B lak e 's  W ater-Colour Designs fo r  th e  Poems o f 
Thomas Gray, p . 5 5 .

17 B lak e 's  I l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  th e  Poems o f  Gray, p . 92.
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The c u l t  o f  sen tim en talism  o r  s e n s ib i l i ty ,  which became 

in c re a s in g ly  p opu lar toward th e  m iddle o f th e  e ig h te e n th  cen tu ry , held  

more appeal f o r  Blake th a n  had N eoclassicism  and Deism. T his school o f 

thought was expressed , f o r  example, in  C ollins* "Ode on th e  P o e tic a l  

C h a rac te r ,"  which r e f l e c t s  both  a  rev eren ce  f o r  M ilton and a  view o f 

th e  p o e t a s  h eav en -in sp ired  Maker, and in  th e  M ilto n ic  b lank  v erse  o f 

th e  works o f  James Thomson. In s te a d  o f  fo cu sin g  on the  "a n c ie n ts"  and 

" ru le s "  and g en e ra l human n a tu re , i t s  fo llo w e rs  looked more to  th e  

s ig n if ic a n c e  o f th e  in d iv id u a l human being . And most im p o rtan tly  to  

B lake, th e  movement g lo r i f i e d  th e  em otions a s  opposed to  re a so n . The 

c u l t  o f  s e n s ib i l i t y  o r sen tim en talism  saw an in h e re n t goodness in

18human n a tu re ,  and in  tu rn  i t  fo s te re d  a  movement toward an in te r e s t

in  the  p r im it iv e .  Advocates o f p rim itiv ism  saw p o e try  "a s  th e  n a tu ra l

language o f  p r im itiv e  man and suggested  th a t  only  among p r im itiv e  men

19was gen ius to  be found." ^ Humankind in  essence was good, and i t  was 

so c ie ty  th a t  was th e  c o rru p tin g  in flu e n c e . The minds o f  e a r ly  men were, 

a s  A rthur Love joy  e x p la in s .

n o t co rru p ted  by "p re ju d ic e s"  a t  a l l ;  th e re  were no t r a d i t io n s  and 
no c r y s ta l l i z e d  s o c ia l  forms to  h in d e r  th e  workings of common sense 
in  them, What i s  u n iv e rsa l  and uniform  in  man, th en , b u t has been

18 See R. S. Crane, "Suggestions Toward a  Genealogy o f th e  Man 
o f  F e e lin g ,"  Jo u rn a l o f  E ng lish  L i te r a ry  H is to ry , 1 (193^), 205-30-

19 R obert F o lk e n f lik , "Macpherson, C h a tte rto n , Blake and the  
G reat Age o f  L i te r a ry  F o rg ery ,"  The C en tenn ial Review. 18 (1 9 /4 ) , 382 .
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o v e rla id  and obscured by h i s to r i c  a c c re tio n s  in  the  unhappy d iv e r
s i t i e s  o f b e l ie f  and p ra c tic e  o f  modern and c iv i l iz e d  peop les , 
must . . . have been exem plified  in  th e  e a r l i e s t  age . . . ^ d  
must have p e rs is te d  w ith  l e a s t  contam ination among s a v a g e s . ^0

Another a sp e c t of th i s  re a c tio n a ry  tendency, one r e la te d  to  th e  new

reverence f o r  the  em otional and " fe e lin g "  a sp ec t o f human n a tu re , found

i t s  exp ression  in  the gloom and G othic h o rro rs  o f th e  works o f  th e  p o e ts

o f  th e  g raveyard  school.

B lake must have f e l t  a  s p e c ia l  a f f i n i t y  f o r  th e  work o f C o llin s

and Thomson, e s p e c ia lly  in  view o f t h e i r  reverence  f o r  M ilton . Ihough

th e re  i s  no e x p l ic i t  m ention o f e i th e r  man in  h is  w r itin g s , th e re  i s

evidence th a t  he was a t  l e a s t  in flu en ced  them. Northrop Frye l i s t s
21C o llin s  a s  one of Blake * s  "m asters" in  p o e try , and Harold Bloom no tes  

t h a t  th e  fo u r  unrimed landscape poems o f P o e tic a l  Sketches a re  " c le a r ly
22indeb ted  to  James Thomson's blank v e rse  d e s c r ip t iv e  poem. The Seasons."

Because they  emphasized th e  emotions and " fe e lin g "  over Reason, 

Cowper and th e  Wesleys lik ew ise  would have appealed to  B lake. Cowper 

was one o f B la k e 's  su b je c ts  f o r  H ay ley 's  Heads o f th e  Poets p r o je c t .

Blake d e p ic ts  him surrounded by a  w reath which R o s se tt i  i d e n t i f i e s  as  

composed o f  l i l i e s  o f th e  v a lle y . The su b s id ia ry  f ig u re s  in  th e

^  "Ih e  P a r a l le l  o f Deism and C lass ic ism ,"  Essays in  th e  H is to ry  
o f  Id eas  (B altim ore; Johns Hopkins P re ss , 1948), p . 86. F i r s t  pub lishedoi Ideas ^raitimore: Jonns iiopK 
i n  Modern Philology. 29 (1932).

21 F ea rfu l Symmetry, p . I 6 7 .
2 2 B lak e 's  A pocalypse, p . I 3 .
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i l l u s t r a t i o n  a re  a  dog and a  to y  runn ing , arms r a is e d ,  ho ld ing  "an open 

took  o r l e t t e r , "  perhaps a llu d in g  to  f a c ts  o f  Cowper's p erso n a l l i f e .  

W ells in d ic a te s  th a t  th e  dog could t e  e i th e r  Cowper's sp a n ie l. Beau, 

o r Tom H ay ley 's  F ido, and th a t  th e  to y  may t e  Thomas Hayley, "waving 

w ith  d e l ig h t  a  l e t t e r  to  him from Cowper o f l4 th  March, 1793f te g in n in g  

'My d ear l i t t l e  c r i t i c . B l a k e ,  who engraved a  s e r ie s  o f  i l l u s t r a 

t io n s  f o r  H ay ley 's  L ife  o f  Cowper, mentions Cowper on more than  one 

occasion . In  one note he w rite s ;

Cowper came to  me & s a id .  0 t h a t  I  were insane always I  w i l l  never 
r e s t .  Can you no t make me t r u ly  in san e . I  w i l l  never r e s t  t i l l  I  
am so . 0 th a t  in  th e  tosom o f God I  was h id . You r e t a in  h e a lth  
& y e t  a re  a s  mad a s  any of us a l l —over us a l l —mad as  a  re fuge  
from u n b e lie f—from Bacon Newton and L o ck e[.] (p . 652)

A sh o rt poem in  B lak e 's  Notebook e n t i t l e d  "W illiam Cowper Esgre" l ik e 

wise a llu d e s  to  Cowper's madness:

For t h i s  i s  b e ing  a  F riend  ju s t  in  the n ick  
Not when hes w e ll bu t w a itin g  t i l l  hes s ic k  
He c a l l s  you to  h is  help  be you n o t movd 
U n t i l l  by being  S ick  h is  wants a re  provd

You see him spend h is  Soul in  Prophecy 
Do you b e liev e  i t  a  confounded l i e  
T i l l  some B ookselle r & th e  P u b lic  Fame 
Proves th e re  i s  t r u th  in  h is  ex travagan t claim

For t i s  a tro c io u s  in  a  F rien d  you love 
To t e l l  you any th ing  th a t  he can t prove

W illiam B la k e 's  "Heads o f  th e  P o e ts ,"  pp. 27-28.
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And t i s  most wicked in  a  C h r is t ia n  N ation 
For any Man to  p re ten d  to  In s p ir a t io n

(p . 498)

More a p p re c ia tiv e  o f Cowper's genius i s  B la k e 's  comment in  a  l e t t e r  to  

Hayley on 28 May 1804:

1 have the  happiness o f see ing  th e  D ivine countenance in  such men 
a s  Cowper and M ilton more d i s t i n c t ly  th a n  in  any p rin c e  or h e ro .24

And in  a  l e t t e r  to  Thomas B u tts , 11 September I 8OI, Blake exp resses h is  

a p p re c ia tio n  of Cowper's l e t t e r s ,  w ritin g  t h a t  they  were "C e rta in ly  the 

very b e s t  l e t t e r s  th a t  ever were published" (p . 686) .  The r e l ig io u s  

enthusiasm  and th e  in tim acy and em otional s e n s i t iv i ty  t h a t  Cowper 

rev ea led  in  such works a s  h is  l e t t e r s  and hymns, h is  long  b lank verse  

poem The Task, and "On th e  R eceip t o f My M other's  P ic tu re "  must have 

provided fo r  Blake a  welcome c o n tra s t  to  th e  n e o c la s s ic a l emphasis th a t  

had p re v a ile d  in  th e  work of th e  p o e ts  o f th e  e a r ly  p a r t  of the  cen tu ry .

John and C harles Wesley and th e i r  thousands o f hymns re p re 

sen ted  an appeal to  the  em otional l i f e  which Blake could a p p re c ia te .

And a lthough  he does n o t comment e x p l ic i t ly  about th e  Wesleys, c r i t i c s  

have found evidence of a  l i t e r a r y  re la t io n s h ip  between them. Martha 

Winbum England, f o r  example, has noted p a r a l l e l s  between the  Wesley 

hymns and B lak e 's  p o e try . Jacob Bronowski sees  W esleyian in flu en c e  in

24 Blake; Complete W ritin g s , p . 845.
25 See "Blake and the  Hymns o f C harles W esley," B u lle tin  o f th e  

New York P ub lic  L ib ra ry . 70 ( I 966) ,  7-26, 93-112, 153-68, 25L-64.
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”The D ivine Image" o f  Songs o f Innocence. A n d  Robert Gleckner n o te s  

th a t  B la k e 's  "Holy Thursday" from Songs o f Experience i s  an "extended 

parody" o f a  s tan za  from th e  Wesley song "A Y early Hymn f o r  C harity  

C h ild ren ."27

More consonant w ith  B la k e 's  v is io n  was th e  e igh teen th-cen tm ry  

p r im i t iv i s t i c  i n t e r e s t  w ith  i t s  b e l i e f  in  th e  in h e ren t goodness o f human 

n a tu re . And because he embraced p rim itiv ism , Blake could a p p rec ia te  th e  

work o f P ercy , Macpherson, and C h a tte rto n .

A lth o u ^  B la k e 's  w r itin g s  do n o t m ention Percy , M argaret Lowery 

and H arold Bloom, among o th e rs , a t t e s t  to  h is  f a m il ia r i ty  w ith  P e rc y 's  

R eliques o f  A ncient E ng lish  P o e try , n o tin g  th a t  se v e ra l o f  th e  poems in  

P o e tic a l Sketches have th e i r  o r ig in  in  the R e liq u es . M argaret Lowery, 

f o r  in s ta n c e , sees B lak e 's  "Mad Song," in  i t s  imagery, p h rasin g , and 

rhythm, a s  d i r e c t ly  r e f le c t in g  th e  in flu en c e  o f the mad songs in  th e  

R e liq u es . Bloom no tes  th a t  "Gwin, King o f Norway" i s  " im ita te d  from 

se v e ra l b a lla d s  in  P e rc y 's  R eliques and from C hatterton" and th a t  " F a ir  

E leanor" i s  an "e x e rc ise  in  G othic h o rro r ag a in  q u a rried  from P e rc y 's

R e liq u es . "29

2^ W illiam Blake; A Man W ithout a  Mask (London: Seeker and 
Warburg, 1944), pp . 111-12.

27 "Blake and Wesley," Notes and Q ueries , n . s .  3 (1936) ,  522-24.

28 Windows o f  th e  Morning, pp . I 6I - 65 .
29 B la k e 's  Apocalypse, pp. 20-21.
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About both  Macpherson and C h a tte r to n  Blake comments e x p l ic i t ly .  

In  h is  m arg in a lia  to  W ordsworth's poems, c o n tra ry  to  W ordsworth's 

skep tic ism  abou t th e  n a tu re  o f M acpherson's work, Blake w r i te s :

I  B elieve  both  Macpherson & C h a tte r to n , t h a t  what they say  i s  
A ncient, I s  so . . .  .

I  own m yself an  adm irer o f O ssian eq u a lly  w ith  any o th e r  
P oet w hatever Rowley & C h a tte r to n  a l s o [ . ]  (p . 653)

C uriously , Blake seems n o t to  have recogn ized  th e  f ra u d u le n t n a tu re  

o f th e  work o f both  C h a tte r to n  and Macpherson. And i t  i s  c le a r  th a t  

both men in flu en ced  some a sp e c ts  o f h is  work. Anne M ellor, f o r  example, 

n o tes  th a t  th e  p lo t  o f  V isions o f th e  D aughters of A lbion may have been 

borrowed from M acpherson's Oithona "where . . . O ith o n a 's  lo v e r  Gaul 

. . . f ig h t s  f o r  h e r  honor and d e fe a ts  the  r a p i s t  Dunrommath."^^ S. 

F o s te r  Damon sees  th e  O ssian poems a s  in f lu e n c in g  B la k e 's  p o e tic  l in e .  

B lake, he w r i te s ,  experim ented w ith  "Macpherson"s method o f p r in t in g  un

rhymed m etres a s  p ro se" in  The P a s s io n s , a  work Blake never p u b lish ed , 

and in  some o th e r  b i t s  o f p o e try  pu b lish ed  in  th e  P o e tic a l  S ketches. 

T h e re a fte r , a lthough  Blake " re ta in e d  the  O ssian ic  se p te n a ry ,"  he 

"dropped th e  custom o f  p r in t in g  i t  a s  p ro se . But a s id e  from tech n iq u e , 

the cloudy, raw su p e rn a tu ra lism  was ex trem ely  appealing  to  B lake: i t  com

p le te ly  dom inates a  few o f  th e  e a r ly  poems, and sometimes rea p p ea rs  f o r  a  

b r ie f  in s ta n t  in  th e  f i r s t  o f  th e  P ro p h e tic  B o o k s . B l a k e  adop ts the

^  B la k e 's  Human Form D iv ine , p . 5 8 .

W illiam  B lake: H is Philosophy and Symbols, p . 28.
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sep ten ary  from Macpherson, h u t he m odifies i t  to  s u i t  h i s  own purposes 

so t h a t  i n  h i s  use o f i t  i t  v a r ie s  "from th e  g e n tle  meander o f Thel" 

to  th e  " ch o ra l tem pest o f Jerusalem. I r o n i c a l l y ,  Blake d isparaged  

th e  v e rse  forms of th e  g r e a te s t  p o e ts  o f  h i s  age only to  adopt t h a t  o f 

i t s  most famous l i t e r a r y  fo rg e r .  Yet i t  was t h i s  l a t t e r  form th a t  p ro 

vided th e  l i b e r ty  he needed to  purvey h is  own myth.

B lak e 's  re g a rd  f o r  C h a tte rto n  i s  r e f le c te d  in  An Is la n d  i n  th e  

Moon and in  The M arriage o f Heaven and H e l l . As w ith  most o f  th e  

ch ao tic  "conversa tion" o f An Is la n d  in  th e  Moon, an  a ttem p t to  g e t  a t  

i t s  meaning r e q u ire s  an " im ag inative" e f f o r t ,  and r e s u l t s  a re  seldom 

c a te g o r ic a l .  The f i r s t  mention o f  C h a tte rto n  comes a t  th e  beginning  o f 

Chapter 3> a f t e r  a  song by th e  Cynic about Phebus. Aradobo then  asks 

who Phebus i s  and i s  answered by Obtuse A ngle, and th e  s to ry  co n tin u es:

He was th e  God o f P hysic , P a in tin g  P e rsp e c tiv e  Geometry Geography 
Astronomy, Cookery, Chymistry [C o n ju n c tiv es] M echanics, T a c tic s  
P athology, Phraseology, Theology Mythology A strology Osteology, 
Somatology in  s h o r t  every a r t  & sc ien ce  ad o rn 'd  him a s  beads round 
h is  neck', here  Aradobo lookd A stonishd & askd i f  he understood 
Engraving—Obtuse Angle Answerd indeed he d id .—Well s a id  th e  
o th e r  he was as  g re a t  a s  C h a tte rto n . T i l ly  B a lly  tu rn d  round to  
Obtuse Angle & askd who i t  was th a t  was a s  g re a t  a s  C h a tte rto n . 
Hay, how should I  know Answerd Obtuse Angle who was i t  Aradobo. 
why s i r  s a id  he th e  Gentleman th a t  th e  song was ab o u t, (p . 442) ■

A s im ila r  re fe re n c e  to  C h a tte r to n , a llu d in g  t h i s  tim e to  h is  d ea th , 

appears in  Chapter 5* Aradobo p ra is e s  C h a tte r to n :

W illiam Blake; His Philosonhy and Symbols, p . 53*
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I  th in k  in  th e  f i r s t  p lace  th a t  C h a tte rto n  was c le v e r  a t  F is s ic  
FoU ogy, P is tin o lo g y , A ridology, Arography, Transmography P hizo- 
graphy Hogamy HAtomy, & h a l l  th a t  b u t in  the f i r s t  p lâce  he e a t  
every  l i t t l y  w ickly th a t  i s  he s le p t  very l i t t l e  which he brought 
in to  a  consumption, & what was th a t  th a t  he took F is s ic  o r some- 
th in k  & so  d .ied [ .]  (p . 444)

C h a tte rto n  i s  a ls o  a llu d ed  to  j u s t  before th e  above passage when 

Aradobo asks i f  he i s  a  m athem atician. Obtuse Angle r e p l ie s ,  "No 

. . . how can you be so fo o lis h  a s  to  th in k  he was" (p . 444). In  

C hapter 7 , Quid speaks:

I  th in k  th a t  Homer i s  bombast & Shakespeare i s  too w ild  & M ilton  
has no fe e l in g s  they  might be e a s i ly  outdone C h a tte rto n  never 
w r i t  those  poems, a  p a rc e l of fo o ls  going to  B r is to l  . . .
(p . 446)

F in a l ly ,  th e re  i s  B la k e 's  co u p le t in  The M arriage of Heaven and H e l l :

How do you know bu t e v 'ry  B ird  th a t  c u ts  the a i r y  way,
I s  an immense world of d e l ig h t ,  c lo s 'd  ty  your senses f iv e ?

(P la te  7)

•33
which i s  "adapted" from one o f C h a tte r to n 's  poems.

In  view of the  chaos o f  th e  co n v ersa tio n  and the  s l ig h t  to  

Shakespeare and M ilton  in  An Is la n d  in  the Moon. B lak e 's  comment t h a t  

"C h a tte rto n  never w r i t  those poems" can h a rd ly  be taken s e r io u s ly . 

Blake seems r a th e r  to  have thought h ig h ly  o f C h a tte rto n . His tw ice- 

used phrase  "a s  g re a t  a s  C hatterton" from Chapter 3 r e f l e c t s  th a t  to

3 3 Bloom, B lak e 's  Apocalypse, p . 83 .
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him C h a tte rto n  may have indeed rep re sen te d  a  s ta ndard a g a in s t  which 

o th e r a r t i s t s  might be measured. That he d id  n o t co n sid e r C h a tte rto n  

a  m athem atician lik ew ise  in d ic a te s  an a p p re c ia tio n  o f h i s  im ag inative  

genius s in ce  to  Blake mathematics was a s so c ia te d  w ith  th e  c la s s ic s .  

Mathematic form he opposed to  G othic o r "L iv ing  Form." The co u p le t 

echoing C hatte rton  in  The M arriage of Heaven and H ell and B lake’s 

ex p ress io n  o f b e l ie f  in  C hatte rton  in  th e  Wordsworth m arg in a lia  r e f l e c t  

a  p o s i t iv e  conception  of C h a tte rto n . C h a tte r to n ’s  p recocious m edieval 

f o rg e r ie s  ex h ib ited  an in te r e s t  in  sen tim entalism  and in  p rim itiv ism , 

and a  l i t e r a r y  q u a l i ty  in fluenced  by E lizab e th an  p o e try  th a t  found 

fa v o r w ith  B lake. C h a tte rto n , he must have r e a l iz e d ,  was aware o f man

k in d ’s  i n f i n i t e  p o s s ib i l i t i e s .

Perhaps l e s s  to  B lake’s l ik in g ,  y e t  g a in in g  more o f h is  a t t e n 

t io n ,  was th e  gloom and Gothic h o rro r o f th e  work o f th e  graveyard 

p o e ts  Edward Young, Thomas Gray, and R obert B la ir .  A lth o u ^  he was 

unable to  accep t th e  m orbidity  o f t h e i r  views o f d ea th , Blake saw in  

them an opportun ity  to  p u t h i s  own fo u rfo ld  myth to  work, an  o p p o rtu n ity  

to  use h is  myth a s  a  c o rre c tiv e  to  t h e i r  l im ite d  v is io n s .  Consequently, 

h i s  s e ts  o f i l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  th e  works o f  th ese  th re e  p o e ts  c o n s t i tu te  

th re e  o f  h is  most im portant works o f l i t e r a r y  c r i t ic is m .
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B lak e 's  C ritic ism  o f Yoxing

Except f o r  a  b r ie f  m ention in  An Is la n d  in  th e  Moon, B la k e 's  

e x p l i c i t  c r i t ic is m  o f Edward Young i s  co n ta ined  in  th e  537 w ater c o lo rs  

which he executed between 1795 and 1797 to  i l l u s t r a t e  Young's N ight 

Thoughts.

The re fe re n c e  to  Young in  An I s la n d  in  th e  Moon (Chapter 8) i s  

c a s t  i n  th e  chaos o f th e  b lu esto ck in g  te a  p a r ty  co n v ersa tio n  scene:

S tee ly a rd  th e  Lawgiver, s i t t i n g  a t  h i s  ta b le  tak in g  e x tra c ts  from 
H ervey 's  M ed ita tions among th e  tombs & Young's N ight thoughts.
. . . He i s  n o t a b le  to  h u r t  me (s a id  he) more than  making me 
C onstable or tak in g  away th e  p a r ish  b u s in e ss . Hah! . . . .

My crop o f  com  i s  b u t a  f i e ld  o f ta r e s  
Says Jerome happiness i s  no t f o r  us poor craw ling r e p t i l e s  o f th e  
e a r th  Talk o f happiness & happiness i t s  no such th in g —every 
person  has a  something

Hear then  the  p r id e  & knowledge o f a  S a ilo r  
His s p r i t  s a i l  fo re  s a i l  main s a i l  & h is  mizen 
A poor f r a i l  man god wot I  know none f r a i l e r  
I  know no g re a te r  s in n e r  than  John Ib-ylor 

I f  I  had only m yself to  c a re  f o r  I 'd  soon make Double E lephant 
look  fo o lis h ,  & F i l l ig r e e  work I  hope I  s h a l l  l i v e  to  see—

The wreck o f m a tte r & th e  crush o f worlds
a s  Younge says . . . (pp. 446-47)

I t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to  f in d  in  t h i s  passage much more than  a  mere re fe re n c e  

to  th e  m orb id ity  o f Young's graveyard  school o f p o e try . Perhaps B la k e 's  

in te n t io n  i s  to  show in  th e  S teelyard-Jerom e drama th a t  Young's
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philosophy o f m orb id ity  co n cen tra tes  on "The wreck of m atte r & the crush  

o f  w o r ld s ," ^  and hence la c k s  e f f ic a c y  a s  a  means o f Atonement and o f  

happiness in  t h i s  l i f e .  S tee ly ard  and Jerome seem only s u p e r f ic ia l ly  

concerned w ith  the a u s te r i ty  of Young's p rea ch in g s . T heir thoughts 

im m ediately r e v e r t  to  t h e i r  own s e l f i s h  i n t e r e s t s .  S te e ly a rd 's  becoming 

C onstable and lo s in g  " p a r is h  business" and Je ro m e 's  d e s ir e  to  have only 

h im se lf to  c a re  f o r .

More on th e  o rd e r  o f c r i t ic is m  a re  th e  w a te r-c o lo r  i l l u s t r a 

t io n s  to  th e  N ight Thoughts. Blake was employed f o r  t h i s  ta s k  by 

R ichard Edwards in  1795- Two y ea rs  l a t e r  he had completed 337 w ater- 

c o lo r  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  which were designed  to  en c lo se  on th e  page—la rg e  

f o l io  s h e e ts — the t e x t  o f Young's poem. Edwards then  s e le c te d  f o r ty -  

th re e  of th e  d esigns f o r  h is  f i r s t  volume (N igh ts  I-IV ) o f th e  N ight

Thoughts, and because th e  ven tu re  proved f in a n c ia l ly  u n su ccessfu l, th ese

35f o r ty - th re e  p r in t s  were th e  only ones he p u b lish e d .

C r i t i c s  have sp ecu la ted  about B la k e 's  re a so n s , o th e r than  a  

hope f o r  f in a n c ia l  su ccess  th a t  never m a te r ia l iz e d , fo r  tak in g  up such 

an ex ten s iv e  p ro je c t  on th e  work o f Edward Young. N orthrop Frye sug

g e s ts  th a t  i t  was n o t so much Young who appealed  to  Blake b u t th a t  iiie

^  A l i n e  from A ddison 's Cato. See Morton D. P a ley , "B la k e 's  
N ight Thoughts; An E x p lo ra tio n  of th e  F a lle n  World," W illiam Blake : 
Essays f o r  S. F o s te r  Damon, ed . A lvin H. R osenfeld (Providence; Brown 
Univ. P re s s , 1969) ,  p . 134.

R obert E ss ick  and J e n ijo y  La B e lle , ed s . N ight Thoughts o r 
th e  Complaint and th e  C onso lation , p . i i i .
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poem's symbolism was based  on th e  B ib le  and t h a t  i t  was th e  B ib lic a l  

archetypes to  which Blake g r a v i t a t e d . N o t i n g  th a t  i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  f o r  

a  contemporary audience to  understand  B lak e 's  i n t e r e s t  i n  Young, Morton 

Paley  w r i te s  th a t  Blake had, however, read  Young's N ight Thoughts p r io r  

to  Edwards* engagement o f him to  do th e  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  and th a t  th e  N ight 

Thoughts a re  echoed in  s e v e ra l o f B la k e 's  own works. Among the examples 

g iven  by P a ley  a re  th e  re fe re n c e  mentioned above and th e se  l in e s  from 

The Book o f  Thel;

where th e  f ib ro u s  ro o ts  
Of every  h e a r t  on e a r th  in f ix e s  deep i t s  r e s t l e s s  tw is ts  . . . ,

which a re  " e i th e r  d i r e c t ly  o r in d i r e c t ly  derived" from Young's

0 th e  s o f t  Commerce! 0 the  ten d e r ly es  
C lo se -tw is ted  w ith  th e  F ib re s  o f th e  H eart

Paley  sees  a d d it io n a l d e r iv a tio n s  from Young in  l in e s  from For th e  

Sexes; The Gates o f P a ra d ise , and s im i la r i t i e s  between "The S ick  Rose"

^ "P o e try  and Design in  W illiam B lake," The V isionary  Hand, 
p . 152 . R eprin ted  from th e  Jo u rn a l o f A es th e tic s  and A rt C r itic ism ,
10 (September 1951)» 35-42.

"B la k e 's  N i ^ t  Thoughts; An E x p lo ra tio n  o f th e  F a lle n  World," 
pp . 131- 34 . M ichael T o lley , in  "The Book o f Thel and Night Thoughts," 
B u lle t in  o f th e  New York P u b lic  L ib ra ry . 69 (19o5), 382, a lso  n o tes  th a t  
th e  N ight Thoughts a re  a  source fo r  some a sp e c ts  o f T hel. Some o f  the  
l i n e s  o f N ight I ,  he say s , a re  a  source f o r  some o f the  id eas  o f the  
poem. T o lley  a lso  sees  p a r a l l e l s  between l in e s  284-301 in  N ight I  and 
B la k e 's  d e s c r ip tio n  o f U rizen ex p lo ring  h is  dens; and th e  source o f 
B la k e 's  symbol th e  Mundane S h e ll ,  he say s, may have been Young's r e f e r 
ence to  " th e  fu tu re  Embryo" in  l in e s  128-33 o f N ight I .
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from Songs o f E xperience;

0 Rose thou  a r t  s ic k  
ih e  in v is ib le  worm, 
l h a t  f l i e s  in  th e  n ig h t 
I n  th e  howling storm :

Has found ou t thy  bed 
Of crim son joy;
And h is  dark  s e c re t  love. 
Does th y  l i f e  d e s tro y .

and a  passage in  Young which re ad s :

d e a th 's  s u b tle  seed w ith in .
S ly , treach ero u s  Miner! working in  th e  dark. 
Smiled a t  thy  w ell-co n certed  scheme, and beckon'd 
Ih e  worm to  r i o t  on th a t  ro se  so re d .
Unfaded e re  i t  f e l l — one moment's prey!

( I .  13)3®

P aley  a ls o  see s  a  c lo se  resem blance between B lak e 's  metaphor f o r  the  

sen ses  in  Ih e  M arriage o f Heaven and H e ll:

I f  th e  doors o f p e rce p tio n  were cleansed  every th in g  would appear 
to  man a s  i t  i s ,  i n f i n i t e .

For man has c lo sed  h im self up, t i l l  he sees a l l  th in g s  th ro ' 
narrow chinks o f h is  cavern . (P la te  l4 )

and Young's metaphor f o r  th e  same in  Might Thoughts:

^ " B la k e 's  Might Thoughts: An E xp lo ration  o f th e  F a lle n  
W orld," pp . 133- 3 4 . Q uotations from Young, u n less  o therw ise in d ic a te d , 
a r e  from E ss ic k  and La B e l l e 's  Might Thoughts and w il l  be anno ta ted  
w ith  n ig h t and page number a s  pub lished  in  th a t  e d i t io n .
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Through chinks s t i l e d  organs, dim l i f e  peeps a t  l ig h t ;  
Death h u rs ts  the  invo lv in g  cloud, and a l l  i s  day;
A ll eye, a l l  e a r  th e  disembodied power.

( I l l ,  60)

"Young," a s  P aley  w r ite s , "g iv es  to  death  what Blake g iv e s  to  l i f e ,  bu t

both ag ree  no t only in  th e i r  use of an image b u t a lso  in  th e i r  view of

s p i r i t u a l i t y  a s  a  he ig h ten in g  o f sensory p e rcep tio n ."  In  sh o r t .  Young's

N ight Thoughts provided Blake w ith  a  "sto rehouse  o f f a m il ia r  sen tim en ts ,

ex p ress io n s, and a t t i tu d e s  which s u ite d  [ h i s ]  purposes.

Another r e f le c t io n  of Young's in flu en c e  on Blake i s  noted by

E ssick  and La B e lle , and even e a r l i e r  by John G rant. This has to  do

w ith th e  in flu en ce  o f Young on Yala, o r th e  Four Zoas and th e  f a c t  th a t

Blake d iv id ed  h is  own prophecy in to  n ine n ig h ts .  I h i s ,  say E ssick  and

La B e lle , i s  s u f f ic ie n t  evidence o f Young's in flu en c e , and they  add th a t

"perhaps i t  was à  sense o f symbolic c o n tin u ity , r a th e r  than  simply a

paper sh o rta g e , m otiva ting  Blake when he w rote p a r ts  o f  Yala on p ro o f
4osh ee ts  of h is  N ight Thoughts engrav ings."  E ssick  and La B elle agree

w ith  John Grant who n o tes  th a t  " th e  s e le c t io n  o f the  N ight Thoughts
in

engravings was probably  d e l ib e ra te  r a th e r  than  a c c i d e n t a l t h a t  Blake 

in s te a d  o f merely redraw ing s im ila r  designs prompted by having th e  N ight

^  "B lak e 's  Night Thoughts; An E x p lo ra tio n  cf th e  F a llen  
World, p . 13^ 35 .

hf)
N ight Thoughts, p . iv .

i l l
"Y isions in  Y ala; A C onsidera tion  o f  Some P ic tu re s  in  th e  

M anuscript," B la k e 's  Sublime A llegory , p . l4 4 .
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Thoughts designs on fac in g  pages, may have seen s ig n if ic a n t  them atic
Zj,p

r e la t io n s h ip s  among the  two s e ts  o f d es ig n s . Northrop Frye sees such
ÜLO

a r e la t io n s h ip  between Vala and the N ight Thoughts, and H. M.

M argoliouth sees r e f le c t io n s  o f  the  N ight Thoughts in  M ilton  and

Jerusalem . " I  am su re  o f one th in g , M argoliouth say s, "Blake d id  n o t

d esp ise  h is  au th o r. . . . The o th e r  w o rld lin ess  o f Young's poem, i t s

in s is te n c e  on im m ortality  and th e  values which a  firm  b e l i e f  in  immor-
44t a l i t y  compels, must have appealed  to  him s tro n g ly ."

Another in flu en c e  which m ight have prompted Blake toward a 

sympathy w ith  Young was Young's C onjectures on O rig in a l Composition. 

Mona W ilson, G eoffrey Keynes, and Morton P aley  a l l  see t h i s  as  a  pos

s ib le  in flu en c e . Mona Wilson n o tes  th a t

The muse who d ic ta te d  th e  N ight Thoughts was a  daugh ter o f the 
e ig h teen th  cen tu ry , b u t Dr. Edward Young, a t  the age o f seven ty - 
s ix ,  caught s tran g e  prem onitory glim pses o f the  Daughters of 
I n s p ir a t io n , reco rded  in  h is  C onjectures on O rig ina l Composition. 
1759 . I f ,  as i s  l ik e ly  enough, Blake read  th i s  l i t t l e  t r e a t i s e ,  
h is  h e a r t  must have warmed towards th e  au th o r w hile a t  work on 
h is  i l l u s t r a t i o n s . -̂5

Both Paley  and Keynes c i t e  s p e c if ic  passages in  the C onjectures which 

"V isions in  Vala."  pp . I 6O-6I .
Il '3

F ea rfu l Symmetry, p . 2?8.
44 "B lak e 's  Drawings f o r  Young's N ight Thoughts,"  The D ivine 

V ision , p . 197 .

The L ife  o f William B lake, p . 8 9 .
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would have appealed  to  B lake. P a le y 's  o f fe r in g s  note Young’s comments 

on in s p ire d  b lank  v e rse  and h is  o p p o sitio n  to  D ryden 's em phasis on th e  

genera l a s  opposed to  the  s p e c i f ic :

Blank i s  a  term o f d im inu tion ; what we mean by blank v e r s e , i s  
v erse  u n fa lle n , u n cu rs t; v e rse  re c la im ’d, r e in th ro n ’d in  the tru e  
language o f th e  Gods . . .

Bryden had a  g r e a t ,  bu t a  g e n e ra l c a p a c ity ; and a s  f o r  a  g en e ra l 
G enius, th e re  i s  no such th in g  in  n a tu re ; A Genius im p lies  the 
ray s  o f  the. mind co n cen te r’d , and determ ined to  some p a r t ic u la r  
p o in t . . .

Keynes w r i te s  th a t  C on jec tu res  on O rig in a l Composition "c o n ta in s  many 

sen tences which Blake must s tro n g ly  have approved." One o f th e  examples 

used by Keynes i s  Young’ s

So boundless a re  th e  bo ld  ex cu rsio n s  of th e  human mind, th a t ,  in  
the  v a s t  void  beyond r e a l  e x is te n c e , i t  can c a l l  f o r th  shadowy 
beings and unknown w orlds, a s  numerous, a s  b r ig h t ,  and perhaps as  
l a s t in g ,  as  the s t a r s  . . . when such an ample a re a  f o r  renowned 
adventure in  o r ig in a l  a ttem p ts  l i e s  befo re  u s , s h a l l  we be as  mere 
leaden  p ip e s , conveying to  th e  p re se n t age sm all s tream s o f ex ce l
lence  from i t s  grand r e s e r v o i r  in  a n t iq u i ty ,  and th o se , too , p e r 
haps muddied in  th e  p a s t.^ 7

Young’s  theme o f r e s u r re c t io n  and h is  exp ression  o f a  b e l i e f  in  

im m orta lity  in  th e  N ight Thoughts, and h is  a f f i n i t y  f o r  a  p o e try , a

46 As quoted by P aley  in  "B lake’s  N ight Thoughts: An Explora
t io n  o f th e  F a lle n  W orld," p . 135*

47 As quoted by S i r  G eoffrey  Keynes, In tro d u c to ry  Essay, I l l u s 
t r a t io n s  to  Young’s N igh t Thoughts Done in  W ater-Colour by W illiam 
B lake, n . pag .
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v e rse  which emanated from an i n f i n i t e  human mind, a  verse  which was the 

" tru e  language o f  the Gods," would c e r ta in ly  have appealed to  Blake.

But a lthough  Blake could ap p rec ia te  some a sp e c ts  o f  Young's poem and o f 

h is  p o e tic  th eo ry , h is  d esigns to  th e  N ight Thoughts in d ic a te  th a t  he 

d id  n o t alw ays agree w ith  Young. Sensing Young's g en iu s, he perhaps 

in tended  to  re scu e  th e  N ight Thoughts from th e  clouds of r e l ig io u s  

orthodoxy th a t  enveloped i t .  In  s h o r t ,  a lthough  Blake was a t t r a c te d  hy 

Young's tre a tm e n t o f th e  themes o f th e  r e s u r re c t io n  and the  im m orta lity  

o f th e  so u l, th e  r e l ig io u s  orthodoxy th a t  co n cen tra ted  on an e x te rn a l 

God and a  r e s u r re c t io n  th a t  occurred a f t e r  th e  dea th  o f th e  p h y s ic a l 

body was n o t in  accord w ith  B lak e 's  concep tion  o f Im agination  th a t  pro

v ided  f o r  th e  experience o f Atonement in  th e  mind o f th e  l iv in g  human 

b e in g  who came to  recogn ize  h is  own d iv in e  n a tu re . Consequently, Blake 

sought in  h is  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  o f fe r  a  c o r re c t iv e ,  to  p u r ify  Young's 

d is to r te d  v is io n .

That th e  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  c o n s ti tu te  a  c r i t i c a l  comment on

Young's poem has long been recogn ized . G i lc h r is t ,  in  h is  n in e te e n th -

cen tu ry  biography o f  B lake, n o tes  th a t  in  some in s ta n c e s  B la k e 's  designs

to  th e  N ight T h o u ^ ts  r e f l e c t  h is  own themes, " p a r a l le l  to ,  o r even
ag

independent o f  th e  t e x t ."  The i l l u s t r a t i o n s  them selves and th e  com

ments o f lead in g  tw en tie th -c e n tu ry  c r i t i c s  who have s tu d ied  them a t t e s t  

to  B lak e 's  g en ius a s  a  c r i t i c  o f Young's work. S i r  G eoffrey Keynes

L ife  o f W illiam Blake, p . I 3 8 .
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•writes th a t  Blake "has tak en  th e  c lay  o f Yeung's n ind  and w ith d e f t

f in g e rs  has moulded i t  in to  th e  image of t ru e  p o e t r y ." ^  Morton Paley

has no ted  th a t  in  the i l l u s t r a t i o n s  o f Young's N ight Thoughts Blake has

" p ic to r ia l iz e d  h i s  su b je c t in  a  unique way," a s s im ila tin g  i t  " in to  the

m ythological system th a t  he -was c re a tin g  in  h is  own p ro p h e tic  w orks,"

th a t  " fo r  Blake the  p ic to r ia l iz e d  tro p e  i s  o ften  a  means o f making a

symbolic s ta tem en t which depends f o r  i t s  meaning n o t on Young's te x t

b u t on th e  myths developed in  th e  Lambeth books and in  Vala."  Blake,

P aley  says, "a d a p ts , ig n o re s , or even su b v erts  Young's meaning in  order
«50

to  develop h is  own."-”̂  More re c e n tly  a t t e s t in g  to  B la k e 's  c r i t i c a l  

approach to  Young a re  E ssick  and La B e lle , who note th a t  though "Blake 

i s  a  very  c a re fu l  i l l u s t r a t o r  o f Young's te x t ,"  a t  th e  same tim e he 

u ses  "m o tifs  t h a t  appear in  h is  o th er designs and in  h is  own poetry" 

to  r e f e r  us co n tin u a lly  " to  h i s  own id eas  and re a c tio n s  to  what Young 

i s  w r itin g , so th a t  th e  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  a re  n o t simply d eco ra tiv e  bu t 

form a  running  commen-tary on Young's poem."-^

C lea rly , ELake in  h i s  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  Young's N ight Thoughts 

was in te rp r e t in g  and c r i t i c i z i n g  Young's work in  term s of h is  own 

a rch e ty p a l myth. O bjecting to  Young's p reoccupation  w ith  a  U rizen ic

In tro d u c to ry  Essay, I l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  Young's Night Thoughts 
Done in  W ater-Colour by W illiam B lake, n . pag.

"B lak e 's  N ight Thoughts; An E xp lo ra tion  o f  th e  F a lle n  
W orld," pp. 136- 3 7 .

N ight Thoughts, p . i i i .
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r e l ig io n  o f reason  t h a t  found d e i ty  through order in  n a tu re , Blake 

sought to  modify Young's h indered  p o e tic  v is io n  w ith h is  own concept 

of Atonement and i t s  c o r re la t iv e  c re a tiv e  in s p ir a t io n .  Blake no doubt 

thought th a t  Young, a s  E ssick  and La B elle  have noted , "w hile w r itin g  

of s in  and death a l l  too fre q u e n tly  fo rg o t th e  v is io n a ry  themes of 

s a lv a tio n  and r e s u r re c tio n .

In  th e  In tro d u c tio n  to  h is  1 8 ^  e d i t io n  of th e  N ight Thoughts, 

the  Rev. George G i l f i l l a n  d esc rib es  the argument o f th e  poem in  term s 

th a t  to  th e  Blakean i n i t i a t e  c le a r ly  r e g i s t e r  B lak e 's  reaso n s fo r  

wanting to  re v is e  Young's v is io n ;

to  shew the v a n ity  o f man a s  m orta l, to  in c u lc a te  the  low ness, 
m isery, and madness o f  the sensual l i f e ;  to  prove the s u p e r io r i ty  
o f the  C h r is tia n  to  th e  man of the  world, both  in  l i f e  and in  
d ea th , and the  w orth lessness  o f merely human f r ie n d sh ip ; to  argue, 
from n a tu re  and reaso n , th e  t r u th  of man's im m orta lity ; to  shew 
th e  reasonab leness o f r e l ig io n ,  and to  in c u lc a te  the  n e c e s s ity  of 
a  d iv in e  re v e la t io n , and o f a  p ro p it ia to ry  s a c r i f i c e . -53

Though Blake would obviously have agreed w ith  some o f  th ese  concepts— 

e s p e c ia lly  the  n e c e s s ity  o f d iv in e  re v e la tio n —he c e r ta in ly  would have 

ob jec ted  to  the  seeking o f " th e  t r u th  o f m an's im m ortality" through 

"n a tu re  and reaso n ,"  and to  th e  "reasonableness o f r e l ig io n ."  Young's 

re fe re n c e s  to  "reaso n , th a t  heaven -ligh ted  lamp in  man," to  "reason .

N ight T h o u ^ ts . p . xv.

Young's N ight Thoughts, ed. George G i l f i l l a n  (New York; 
Appleton, 18_$4), p . x x i i .
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guaxdian an g e l, and our God!" ( i l l ,  4 ^ ) , to  man "How com plica te ,"  

" D is tin g u ish 'd  l in k  in  b e in g 's  en d less  chain!" ( I ,  3 ) ,  must have d is 

mayed Blake, And Young's concept o f  a  God who has made " f i n i t e  every 

n a tu re  b u t h is  own" (IV, 8I )  i s  h a rd ly  in  tune w ith B lake, who f in d s  

i n f i n i t y  and God in  th e  in d iv id u a l man. Young's adv ice to

Read nature; nature is a friend to truth; 
Nature is Christian; preaches to mankind . . .

(IV , 90- 91)

exp resses a  f a i th  in  N ature th a t  Blake could n o t have accep ted . For 

Young, C h r is t

a t  the d es tin ed  p e rio d  s h a ll  r e tu rn  
HE. once on e a r th , who b id s  the comet b laze ; 
And, w ith HIM, a l l  our trium ph o 'e r  th e  tomb.

(IV , 91)

Where Young l im i ts  C h r is t’ s r e tu rn  to  such a  f in a l  Judgment Day, f o r  

Blake th e  ap o ca ly p tic  experience o f Atonement i s  a  c o n tin u a lly  re c u rr in g  

p o s s ib i l i ty  in  th e  l i f e  o f each in d iv id u a l. C h ris t f o r  Blake l iv e d  

every  day in  the  h e a r t  o f  every  human being and was th e re  to  be exper

ienced  by any one who could b rin g  the  w arring f a c t io n s  o f h is  mind in to  

c re a t iv e  focus.

A study o f some o f B la k e 's  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  th e  N ight Thoughts 

re v e a ls  h is  c r i t ic is m  of Young's adherence to  D e is tic  and n eo c la ss ic  

p r in c ip le s  th a t  g lo r i f ie d  reaso n  a s  a  means o f knowing God, and o f 

Young's preoccupation  w ith th e  morbid asp ec ts  o f l i f e  and d ea th . B lake, 

in  s h o r t ,  f e l t  th a t  in  th e se  re sp e c ts  Young lacked v is io n .
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Thomas Helms tad. t e r ,  n o tin g  th a t  approxim ately  f i f t y  o f  th e

N ight Thoughts i l l u s t r a t i o n s  a re  concerned w ith  the  f a c u l ty  o f  Reason,

w r ite s  th a t  Young's a s s e r t io n  o f the  "supremacy o f the  f a c u l ty  o f

Reason over Im ag ina tion , Sense, I n s t i n c t ,  and F kith" must have "im-
cL

p ressed  Blake a s  the  ty ranny  o f U r iz e n ." ^  The design  f o r  N ight I I I ,  

page 46 i s  obv iously  a comment on Young's emphasis on r e a s o n . T h e  

l in e s  o f  t e x t  marked f o r  i l l u s t r a t i o n  a re :

Where sense ru n s  savage broke from re a s o n 's  cha in . 
And s in g s  f a l s e  peace , t i l l  sm other'd  by the p a l l .

The d esig n  p e r s o n if ie s  Sense, n o t as  a  savage, b u t a s  a  b e a u tifu l  young 

g i r l ,  long  h a i r  f ly in g ,  s tep p in g  f o r th  w ith  arms r a is e d  and ou tsp read , 

rem in isce n t o f  th e  p o stu re  o f  A lbion in  th e  Glad Day i l l u s t r a t i o n .  

Overhead the p e rs o n if ic a t io n  of Reason, h is  hands and long  w hite Urizen

i c  h a i r  th e  only v is ib le  elem ents of h is  humanness, swoops down, h is  

b lack  hood a  p a l l ,  over th e  p le a sa n t-fa c e d  young woman. Though Sense 

wears a  ch a in  on h e r r i g h t  w r is t  and a  manacle around h e r  r i g h t  ank le , 

she i s  n e v e r th e le ss  f r e e  from " re a s o n 's  ch a in ."  B lak e 's  sym pathies. 

H elm stadter n o te s , a re  w ith  th e  young g i r l —w ith  Sense—y e t " in  Young's 

te x t  she i s  g e t t in g  what she d e s e r v e s . E s s i c k  and l a  B e lle , in

^  "Blake and th e  Age o f Reason," 106.

U nless otherw ise in d ic a te d , a l l  re fe re n c e s  to  designs and 
te x t  a re  to  th e  E ss ick  and La B e lle  e d i t io n .

"B la k e 's  N ight Thoughts: I n te rp re ta t io n s  o f  Edward Young," 
The V isionary  Hand, p . 305; r e p r in te d  from Texas S tu d ies  in  L ite ra tu re  
and Language. 12 (1970). 27-54.
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commenting on t h i s  same d es ig n , no te  th e  s im i la r i ty  between t h i s  young 

g i r l ' s  f l i g h t  and th a t  o f  Oothoon, who a ls o  f le d  re p re s s io n  in  V isions 

o f th e  Daughters o f A lbion.- ^  C lea rly  th e  design , in  terms of B lak e 's  

own mythology, emphasizes th e  re p re s s iv e  a sp e c ts  o f Young's concept of 

Reason. This hooded S pectre  o f  B lake’s  design  i s  c e r ta in ly  n o t a  

Reason which one m ight, a s  Young would have i t ,  want a s  a  r e s t r a i n t  f o r  

h is  im aginative energy.

A s im ila r  sen tim ent i s  expressed by Blake in  R ight Thoughts 

i l l u s t r a t i o n  No. 4o4 which shows a  b lank-faced  young man s i t t i n g  on a  

ro ck , r ig h t  fo o t forw ard, l e f t  fo o t hidden by a  chained dog th a t  l i e s  

s le e p in g  in  f ro n t  o f the  fo o t .  In  h is  r i g h t  hand, th e  young man ho lds 

over h i s  head an eag le , symbol f o r  Blake o f the  s p i r i t u a l  in  humankind. 

This design  was in tended  to  i l l u s t r a t e  th e  l in e s ;

His A p p e tite  wears Reas on* s golden Chain,
And f in d s ,  in  due R e s tra in t ,  i t s  Luxury;
His P a ss io n , l ik e  an Eagle w e ll- re c la im 'd , ^  
I s  tau g h t to  f l y  a t  nought, b u t I n f in i t e  . , ,

H elm stadter n o tes  th a t  " th e  ch ain  r e s t r a in in g  anim al a p p e t i te ,  th e  tame 

eag le  o f  p assio n , and th e  b lank  face  of th e  young man in d ic a te  th a t  

Blake d isag rees  w ith  h is  a u th o r ."  These a sp e c ts  o f  th e  design  " r e c a l l  

B lak e 's  opposite  a s s e r t io n  th a t  'Men a re  adm itted  in to  Heaven n o t because

^  N ight Thoughts, p . x i i .
<8

H elm stadter, "B la k e 's  N ight Thoughts; I n te rp re ta t io n s  o f 
o f  Edward Young," p . 399 .
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th ey  have curbed & g o v ern 'd  t h e i r  P assions or have No P ass io n s , bu t
CO

because they  have C u ltiv a te d  th e i r  U n d erstan d in g .'"^

Blake expresses h is  opinion o f th e  e f f e c t  o f Reason on educa

t io n  in  h is  i l l u s t r a t i o n  f o r  N ight I I ,  page 35* Here the  l in e s  marked 

f o r  i l l u s t r a t i o n  a re :

Teaching, we le a rn ;  and g iv in g , we r e t a in  
The b i r th s  o f i n t e l l e c t ;  when dumb, fo rg o t.

Also im portan t to  B lak e 's  i l l u s t r a t i o n  a re  th e  l in e s  which fo llow  on 

th e  same page:

Speech v e n t i la te s  our in t e l l e c tu a l  f i r e ;
Speech bu rn ishes our m ental magazine;
B righ tens f o r  ornament, and whets fo r  use 
What numbers, s h e a th 'd  in  e ru d itio n , l i e  
Plunged to  th e  h i l t s  in  venerable tomes.
And ru s te d ; who m ight have borne an edge.
And p la y 'd  a  s p r ig h tly  beam, i f  born to  speech!
I f  born b le s t  h e i r s  to  h a l f  t h e i r  m o th er's  tongue!
'T is  th o u g h t's  exchange, which, l i k e  th* a l te r n a te  push 
Of waves c o n f l ic t in g , b reaks the  lea rn ed  scum.
And d e feca te s  th e  s tu d e n t 's  s tand ing  po o l.

These l in e s  on in te l l e c tu a l  s tim u la tio n  a re  i l l u s t r a t e d  by Blake w ith  

th e  hunched-over U rizen ic  f ig u re  o f a  teach e r marking o ff  o r counting 

on h is  f in g e rs  before  two c h ild re n  who s i t  on a  s to o l .  Behind the two 

c h ild re n  a  younger c h ild  hovers in  th e  p ro te c tio n  o f i t s  m o th e r's  knee. 

The mother, h e r h a i r  covered ly  a  hood, le a n s  forw ard, a  pained

^  "B lak e 's  N ight Thoughts: In te rp r e ta t io n s  o f Edward Young," 
p . 397. H elm stadter i s  quo ting  from A V ision o f th e  L ast Judgment," 
The P oetry  and Prose o f  William B lake, pp. 553-3^.
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expression  on h e r  fa c e . Out o f and over th e  c h a ir  in  which she s i t s  

grows a  vine whose te n d r i l s  re p re se n t f o r  Blake th e  world o f G eneration . 

Above th e  education  scene hovers a  fem ale f ig u re  r e c l in in g ,  a s le e p  in  a  

cloud, perhaps an in d ic a tio n  th a t  th e  Muse o f I n s p ir a t io n  s le e p s  in  the 

face  o f such a  q u a n ti ta t iv e ,  r a t io n a l  education . Above th e  t e x t  p la te  

can be seen a  p o e t strumming a  ly r e ,  t o t a l l y  unconcerned w ith th e  scene 

below. H elm stadter no tes  th a t  t h i s  i l l u s t r a t i o n ,  w ith  i t s  f ig u re  o f 

a u th o r ity  "counting  on h is  f in g e rs  and conducting a  memory le s so n ,"  

in s te a d  o f p a r t ic ip a t in g  in  th o u g h t's  exchange, "ch a llen g es  Young's g l ib  

and disingenuous rh e to r ic  w ith  a  sober view o f an e v i l  Reason, a  

U rizen ic  schoolm aster, imposing h is  d is c ip l in e s  upon h is  ch ild re n .

E ssick  and La B elle  remark th a t  " th e  v eg e ta tiv e  c h a ir  and the  cloak  

draped over the  o ld  woman's head mark h e r  . . .  a s  a  p ro to type fo r  

B lak e 's  n a tu re  goddess, V ala." The old man bent "over from h is  s in i s t e r  

bat-w inged ch a ir"  teaches " q u a n ti ta t iv e  knowledge a s  r e s t r i c t i v e  a s  h is  

own and h is  s tu d e n ts ' p o s t u r e s . T h e  im p lic a tio n  i s  c le a r  th a t  

Young's concept of education  l im i t s  the  s tu d e n ts ' v is io n , t h a t  Reason 

cannot l i f t  the  v is io n  beyond th e  d u l l  round o f th e  g en e ra tiv e  l i f e .

A v e ile d  Vala f ig u re ,  who fo r  Blake o fte n  re p re s e n ts  re p re s 

s io n , appears in  th e  i l l u s t r a t i o n  to  N ight I I ,  page 27 a s  th e  p e rso n i

f ic a t io n  o f Conscience. Here th e  l in e s  marked fo r  i l l u s t r a t i o n  a re ;

^  "B lak e 's  N ight Thoughts: In te rp re ta t io n s  o f  Edward Young,"
pp. 394- 9 6 .

Night Thoughts, p. xi.
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0 treach ero u s conscience! w hile she seems to  s lee p  
On ro se  and m y rtle , l u l l 'd  w ith  syren song . . .

Young's in te n t io n  in  th e  passage th a t  fo llow s t h i s  i s  to  c a u tio n  th e  

r e v e le r  th a t  when h is  r e v e lry  i s  over Conscience must be fac ed . For 

Young, Conscience i s  a  p ro te c to r ;  she keeps man on the  s t r a ig h t  and 

narrow p a th . But in  B la k e 's  i l l u s t r a t i o n  she becomes Vala and a  s in i s 

t e r  f ig u re ,  re p re se n tin g  th e  re p re s s iv e  a sp ec ts  o f Reason, a s  she stands 

v e ile d , d ressed  in  a  dark  gown and f lo o r - le n g th  hood, w ritin g  in  a  book 

and looking  to  h e r  r i ^ t  toward th e  re c l in in g  f ig u re  o f a  r e v e le r .

Young's concept o f  r e l ig io n  was, l ik e  h is  concepts o f  m ora lity  

and v i r tu e ,  based on Reason. Yet f o r  Blake a  r e l ig io n  based on Reason 

was abom inable. Thomas H elm stadter n o tes  th a t  in  i l l u s t r a t i o n  No. 333» 

th e  te x t  o f  which urges Young's f r ie n d  Lorenzo to  g iv e  up read in g  S t .  

Egremont, whose work i s  fragm ented, f o r  a  read in g  o f S t. Paul "'Who no t 

i n  Fragments w rite s  to  Human R ac e ,'"  Blake uses th e  concept o f  f ra g 

m entation  to  express h i s  own b e l i e f  about th e  Mosaic law . The id e a  of 

fragm entation  he i l l u s t r a t e s  i r o n ic a l ly ,  w ith Moses break ing  th e  Com

mandment t a b le t s  in  an g er. The im p lic a tio n  i s  t h a t  the  ty ra n n ic a l  

r e l ig io n  espoused by Young i s  i t s e l f  fragm ented and mankind should 

in s te a d  " tu rn  from th e  fragm ents o f th e  Mosaic law ."^^  In  t h i s  re sp e c t 

one i s  reminded o f a  passage from The M arriage o f  Heaven and H ell in  

which the  D evil ex p la in s  how Jesus broke the  Ten Commandments;

62 "Blake's Night Thoughts: Interpretations of Edward Young,"
pp. 401-02.
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[ l ] f  Jesu s  C h r is t  i s  th e  g r e a te s t  man, you ought to  love him in  
th e  g r e a te s t  degree; now h ear how he has g iven  h is  sa n c tio n  to  
th e  law of ten  commandments: d id  he no t mock a t  th e  sabhath , and 
so mock th e  sabbaths God? murder those  who were murderd because 
o f him? tu rn  away th e  law from th e  woman taken  in  a d u lte ry ?  s te a l  
th e  la b o r  o f o th e rs  to  sup p o rt him? bear f a l s e  w itness when he 
om itted  making a  defence b efo re  P i la te ?  covet when he p ra y ’d fo r  
h is  d is c ip le s ,  and when he b id  them shake o f f  th e  d u s t o f  t h e i r  
f e e t  a g a in s t  such a s  re fu se d  to  lodge them? I  t e l l  you, no v ir tu e  
can e x i s t  w ithou t b reak ing  th ese  te n  commandments. Jesu s was a l l  
v i r tu e ,  and ac te d  from im pulse, n o t from r u le s .  (P la te s  23 and 24)

Ihe commandments, ELake say s , should  be broken. "One Law f o r  th e  Lion 

& Ox i s  Oppression" (M arriage o f Heaven and H e l l , P la te  24), and i t  was 

j u s t  such a  law th a t  he found in  th e  Ten Commandments and a  r e l ig io n  

th a t  emphasized m o ra lity  and Reason a s  opposed to  f a i t h  and fo rg iv en ess .

The i l l u s t r a t i o n  to  N ight IV, page 92 emphasizes B la k e 's  stand  

on r e l ig io n  based on f a i t h ,  a  f a i t h  n o t dependent upon Reason. Young's 

l in e s  on t h i s  page su b v e rt f a i t h  to  Reason:

Fond a s  we a r e ,  and ju s t ly  fond o f f a i t h .  
Reason, we g ra n t,  demands our f i r s t  reg a rd ;
The Mother h o n o u r'd , a s  th e  daugh ter d ea r. 
Reason th e  r o o t;  f a i r  f a i t h  i s  b u t th e  flow er: 
The fad in g  flow er s h a l l  d ie ;  bu t reaso n  l iv e s  
Immortal a s  h e r  f a th e r  in  th e  sk ie s .

The i l l u s t r a t i o n  f o r  t h i s  passage shows Reason s i t t i n g  b efo re  a  s c a le . 

The v is ib le  s id e  o f  th e  s c a le  ho lds no th ing , y e t  i t  seems to  be in  

p e r fe c t  balance w ith  th e  t e x t  o f  Young's poem, which could be construed  

as  being weighed a g a in s t  th e  o pposite  s id e . I s  Blake say in g , th en , th a t  

Young’s  t e x t  i s  a s  no th ing? At R eason 's f e e t  s i t s  F a i th ,  a  young g i r l ,  

h e r  back to  th e  view er, h e r  eyes no doubt d ire c te d  toward Reason and h e r
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sc a le . She s i t s ,  h e r l e f t  fo o t extended, th e  r i g h t  le g  doubled back 

under h e r  body, and a  w ritin g  paper and pen a re  h e ld  by h e r r ig h t  hand 

on h e r l e f t  le g .  E ssick  and La B elle  see the f ig u re  o f Reason, h er 

" g ia n t fo o t  and prom inent knee," h e r  crown and th e  "sp ik y  p a tte rn "  

around h e r  neck, a s  rem in iscen t o f  U rizen. Young's f a i t h ,  th en , i s  

d e fe c tiv e  in  i t s  dependence upon Reason. A r e l ig io n  based on f a i t h ,  

Blake im p lie s , must be independent o f Reason.

Blake c le a r ly  opposed Young's concept o f Reason, and he saw 

th a t  i t  was from a U rizen ic  Reason th a t  Young's concepts o f Death and 

o f the Judgment Day had evolved. Aware o f  th e  r e la t io n s h ip  between 

Young's p e rcep tio n  o f Reason and Death, Blake throughout R ig h t I  

d e p ic ts  Death a s  Young h im self sees him. This p e rs o n if ic a t io n  of Death 

i s  the f ig u re  o f B la k e 's  U rizen, the lo n g -h a ired  o ld  man who re p re s e n ts ,  

throughout B lak e 's  work, Reason and oppression  and B la k e 's  Nobodaddy 

God. On th e  f ro n tis p ie c e  of R ight I ,  Death s i t s ,  eyes c lo sed , ho ld ing  

in  h is  l e f t  hand a  young g i r l  whose s p i r i t  i s  being  tra n sp o rte d  to  the  

upper re g io n s . In  th e  s h e l te r  o f h is  huge hunched-over body a  fam ily  

goes about t h e i r  d a i ly  ta sk s , which inc lude  weaving, re ad in g , w r itin g , 

and p lay ing  a  ly r e ,  o b liv io u s  to  h is  ex is te n c e . On page 7> Death s i t s ,  

h is  huge l e f t  le g  v is ib le  from knee to  fo o t  from under h is  long  flow ing 

beard , a s  he r in g s  a  sym m etrical, tr ia n g u la r-sh a p e d  b e l l  n ear th e  head 

o f  a  re c l in in g  male f ig u r e .  On page 8 th e  same f ig u re  s ta n d s , h is  f e e t

Right Thoughts, p. xvii.
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on th e  heads o f  crowned ty r a n ts ,  a s  he p lucks th e  sun from i t s  sphere 

and p repares to  h u rl h is  sh a rp ly  p o in ted  spear. On page I 3  th e  same 

U rizen ic  D eath, eyes c lo se d , plunges from th e  sky, h is  sp ear d ire c te d  a t  

a  mother and c h ild  embracing below. Yet such a  U rizenic f ig u re  i s  no t 

B la k e 's  conception o f D eath. The re a d e r  fa m ilia r  w ith  B lak e 's  icono

graphy reco g n izes th a t  Blake in  th e se  designs i s  c r i t i c i z in g  Young's

conception  which dw ells f a r  too  much, in  B lak e 's  eyes, on the  morbid 
6U.

a s p e c ts  o f d ea th .

B la k e 's  experience w ith death  inc luded  th e  s ig h t  o f th e  s p i r i t  

o f h i s  b ro th e r  Robert ascending , "c lapp ing  i t s  hands fo r  joy."^-^ And 

he to ld  Henry Grabb Robinson j u s t  b efo re  h is  own death  th a t  " I  cannot 

co n s id e r death  a s  any th in g  b u t . . .  a  removing from one room to  

a n o t h e r . I n  B lak e 's  eyes, th e  dead were a s  much a l iv e  a s  th e  l iv in g ;  

hence death  was n o t to  be fe a re d . In  a  l e t t e r  to  Hayley, w r i t te n  in  

May 1800 only th re e  y ea rs  a f t e r  p u b lic a tio n  o f Edwards' e d i t io n  o f the  

N ight Thoughts, he w rote:

I  know th a t  our deceased f r ie n d s  a re  more r e a l l y  w ith  us than  when 
they  were apparen t to  our m ortal p a r t .  T h irteen  y ears  ago I  l o s t  
a  b ro th e r  & with h i s  s p i r i t  I  converse d a ily  & hourly  in  th e

At
E ssick  and La B e lle , in  N ight Thoughts, p . v i ,  no te  the  

s im i la r i t i e s  between B la k e 's  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  of Death and th e  U rizen o f 
B la k e 's  I llu m in a ted  Books.

Damon, D ic tio n a ry , p . 99»
66 Blake Records, p . 337.
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S p i r i t  & See him in  my remembrance in  th e  reg io n s  o f my Imagina
t io n .  I  h ea r h is  advice & even now w r ite  from h is  D ic ta te .
(p . 678)

Only th e  person  confined  by h is  own Selfhood, one la c k in g  in  im agina

t iv e  v is io n , could  f e a r  dea th . Hence in  d e p ic tin g  Young's conception  

o f Death, Blake g iv es  us th e  f ig u re  o f Death conjured  up by m an's 

Reason, a  f ig u re  resem bling U rizen ic  man h im se lf—th e  f ig u re  o f B la k e 's  

Job and o f  J o b 's  s e lf - c re a te d  God. Here Blake has i l l u s t r a t e d  Young 

" l i t e r a l l y , "  and anyone who knows Blake im m ediately reco g n izes  th a t  

the  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  a re  c r i t i c a l  o f  Young's r e s t r i c t e d  v is io n .

Young's l im ite d  concept o f Death and G rie f  i s  i l l u s t r a t e d  

again  in  th e  d esig n  f o r  N ight I I I ,  page 55» I h is  i l l u s t r a t i o n  p o r tra y s  

a  mourner crouched over in  a  b a l l ,  a l l  h is  sensory  f a c u l t ie s  h idden from 

view, befo re  a  grave wound round by b r ia r s .  Ihe re c ta n g le s  o f a  tomb

stone and of a  la rg e  b r ic k  tomb dominate th e  low er s e c t io n  of th e  

i l l u s t r a t i o n .  Here i s  Young's conception o f Death and G rie f . But 

B lak e 's  more o p tim is tic  v is io n  i s  apparen t in  th e  f ig u re  o f  a  sou l 

swooping down try in g  to  draw th e  a t te n t io n  o f th e  mourner toward th e  

sky. The mourner, however, crouched over a s  he i s ,  i s  o b liv io u s  to  th e  

promise o f  im m orta lity  a ffo rd ed  by th e  s o u l.  At t h i s  p o in t—N ight I I I — 

Young's emphasis on th e  morbid a sp ec ts  o f  d ea th  i s  n o t a s  s tro n g  a s  i t  

was in  N ight I .  By now he i s  t ry in g  to  convince h is  re a d e r  t h a t  th e  

contem plation o f th e  d ea th  o f  o n e 's  f r ie n d s  can b rin g  in s p ir a t io n ;
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sm itten  f r ie n d s  
Are an g e ls  se n t on errands f u l l  o f  love

Ihe thought o f d ea th  s h a l l ,  l ik e  a  god, in s p ir e .

U nfo rtunate ly , however, t h i s  contem plation—th in k in g  on death—a s  Blake 

shows us in  t h i s  i l l u s t r a t i o n ,  has Young's mourner so bound up in  him

s e l f  t h a t  he i s  o b liv io u s  to  in s p ir a t io n .

A more o p tim is tic  p ic tu re  o f Death, perhaps c lo se r  to  B lak e 's  

own conception , i s  the  desig n  executed to  i l l u s t r a t e  N ight V, page 

The l in e s  marked f o r  i l l u s t r a t i o n  a re :

When, a g a in s t  Reason, R io t sh u ts  th e  door,
And.Gayety su p p lie s  the  P lace  o f Sense,
Then forem ost a t  th e  Banquet, and th e  B a ll ,
Death le a d s  th e  Dance, or stamps th e  dead ly  Die . . .

"Die f ig u re  o f Death in  t h i s  design  la ck s  some o f th e  U rizen ic  fe a tu re s  

o f th e  Death of N ight I .  This may be because Death i s  m ostly hidden 

behind  th e  t e x t  p la te .  But what one does see o f D eath, in  s p i te  o f  the 

v e g e ta tiv e  crown on h is  head, bespeaks a more k in d ly  f ig u re .  H is arms 

a r e  ou tsp read , le a d in g  two f ig u re s  below in  a  Dance o f  Death. The open 

p o s tu re s  of th e  dancers in d ic a te  t h a t  th e  dance may n o t be an a l to g e th e r  

n eg a tiv e  experience . Although th e  ta b le  on which th e  wine bowl s i t s  i s  

square and rem in iscen t o f B lak e 's  tomb iconography, to  th e  l e f t  a  

f ig u re  p ip es  a  f lu t e - l i k e  in stru m en t, and to  th e  r i g h t  a  young woman

67 Keynes, Illustrations to Young's Night Thoughts Done in
Water-Colour by William Blake.
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strum s a  ly r e .

Death f o r  Blake was n o t a  n eg a tiv e  ex p erien ce . The d ea th  o f 

th e  m a te r ia l body, he b e lie v e d , f re e d  th e  so u l from i t s  cavern  and 

p erm itted  i t  to  r e tu rn  to  E te rn i ty ,  to  a  s ta t e  o f continuous fo u rfo ld  

v is io n  or Atonement. But d ea th  in  t h i s  m a te r ia l sense was n o t  essen

t i a l  to  Atonement, which could  be achieved—and n o t, a s  Young would 

have i t  i n  N igh t Thoughts, by d ep riv in g  the  senses in  fav o r o f  Almighty 

Reason or by f in d in g  God in  th e  o rd er o f  N ature—by l ib e r a t in g  th e  

sen ses and th e  p ass io n s  and by f in d in g  the  God in  man.

Blake i l l u s t r a t e s  h is  own view of Atonement a s  i t  c o n tr a s ts  

w ith  Young's id e a s  in  some o f h is  d e p ic tio n s  of C h r is t  in  th e  N ight 

Thoughts d e s ig n s . In  a d d it io n  to  p ro v id in g  h is  v e rs io n  o f  Young's 

C h r is t ,  Blake d e p ic ts  h is  own c o n tra s tin g  conception  o f C h r is t ,  symbol 

o f Atonement, on th e  t i t l e  page of N ight IV. One o f th e  f ig u re s  

d e p ic tin g  Young's C h r is t  appears in  th e  design  which accompanies N ight 

IV , page 8 7 . These l in e s  a re  marked f o r  i l l u s t r a t i o n :

0 how omnipotence 
I s  l o s t  in  love! thou g re a t  PHILANTHROPIST! 
F a th e r  o f an g e ls! bu t th e  f r ie n d  o f  man!

The i l l u s t r a t i o n  d e p ic ts  C h r is t  w alking among men. But, a s  E ss ick  and 

La B e lle  n o te , t h i s  i s  n o t  a  happy groiq> o f people among whom C h ris t 

w alks. A ll seem "subdued and saddened, a s  i f  C h r is t  has indeed  made 

'u s  groan beneath  our g ra titu d e *  f o r  His s e l f - s a c r i f i c e . "  N oting th a t  

th e  h a lo  around C h r i s t 's  head b ea rs  th e  sharp  p o in ts  o f  a  s t a r  r a th e r
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than  a  ra d ian ce  stream ing from h is  whole body, a s  d ep ic ted  in  the

C h r is t  o f th e  t i t l e  page o f  N i ^ t  IV, E ssick  and La B elle  w r ite ;  "A

’g re a t PHILANTHROPIST’ who p la c e s  man under the  heavy o b lig a tio n s

d escrib ed  by Young i s ,  from B la k e 's  p o in t o f view, a  m islead ing  concep- 

68t io n  o f God." The i l l u s t r a t i o n  on th e  verso  o f  th e  h a l f  t i t l e  page 

f o r  N ight VII again  r e v e a ls  B lake’s  conception o f  Young’ s C h r is t .  S ir  

G eoffrey Keynes d e sc rib e s  t h i s  image o f  C h ris t a s  " th e  f ig u re  o f th e  

Saviour" b u rs tin g  "w ith o u ts tre tc h e d  arms through the dark  clouds of 

doubt, i r r a d ia t in g  w ith  h is  beams th e  dark  co n to rte d  f ig u re s  of two

6qI n f id e ls .  H is open mouth i s  u t te r in g  the promise o f im m o rta lity ."   ̂

Perhaps I  could see t h i s  in  th e  design  i f  I  d id  n o t have 

befo re  me a t  th e  same tim e the  i l l u s t r a t i o n  of C h r is t  from the  t i t l e  

page o f N ight IV. In  t h i s  design , C h r is t  w ith s tig m ata  v i s ib le  on h is  

f e e t  and l e f t  s id e  b u rs ts  f o r th  from th e  tomb. L ig h t emanates from h is  

body and l i g h t s  th e  e n t i r e  d es ig n . In  c o n tra s t  to  t h i s  e n e rg e tic  

pose i s  th e  f ig u re  of C h r is t  in  th e  desig n  f o r  th e  t i t l e  page o f N ight 

V II. I n  t h i s  i l l u s t r a t i o n  th e  l i g h t  th a t  C h r is t  emanates makes only h is  

upper to rso  v i s ib le ,  and in s te a d  o f  l ig h t in g  iç  th e  e n t i r e  d esig n , i t  

seems to  have d i f f i c u l ty  p ie rc in g  th e  surrounding w eb-like shadows— 

what Keynes r e f e r s  to  a s  "olouds o f d o ub t."  The arms, i t  i s  t r u e ,  a re  

extended w ith  th e  s tig m ata  v is ib le  on the  palms o f the hands, b u t th e

68 N ight Thoughts, p . x v i .

69 Illustrations to Young’s Night Thoughts Done in Water-
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countenance looks alm ost pained in  c o n tra s t  w ith th e  p le a sa n t face  o f 

C h r is t  in  the  N ight IV d esig n . In  f a c t ,  the  l i p s  o f  C h ris t and o f the 

I n f id e l  in  th e  darkness a t  th e  r ig h t ,  in  the N ight VII d esig n , a re  

a lm ost id e n t ic a l  in  shape. In  t h i s  n egative  conception of C h r is t ,  the  

eyes a re  r o l le d  upward emphasizing even more h is  pained ex p ress io n . 

C le a r ly  t h i s  conception  o f C h r is t  la c k s  th e  wonder and g lo ry  o f B lak e 's  

C h r is t  a s  he p o r tra y s  him on th e  t i t l e  page of N ight IV. I t  seems 

app aren t th a t  Blake in tended  th e  two d esig n s , bo th  of which a re  no t 

a rranged  around th e  customary te x t  p la te ,  a s  c o n tra s tin g  d esig n s  to  

p o in t  once ag a in  a t  Young's lim ite d  v is io n  of C h r is t  and o f Atonement.

Blake commented re p e a te d ly , v ia  h is  i l l u s t r a t i o n s ,  on Young's 

shortcom ings a s  a  p o e t—the  s ig n if ic a n c e  he a t t r ib u te s  to  Reason, h is  

p reoccupation  w ith  th e  m orb id ity  o f d ea th , and h is  r e s t r i c t e d  v is io n  of 

Atonement. But Blake went even f u r th e r  in  th e  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  toward a  

more d i r e c t  comment on the q u a l i ty  o f Young's im aginative s t a t e .  In  

so doing, he measured Young's p o e tic  v is io n  in  term s o f h is  own 

v is io n a ry  p e rsp e c tiv e s  o f U lro , G eneration , Beulah, and Eden. Young 

he knew ex h ib ited  t ra c e s  o f gen iu s, both in  the N ight Thoughts and in  

C on jectu res on O rig in a l Com position, which placed him high in  the 

im ag inative  s ta g e s  o f Beulah; b u t u n fo rtu n a te ly  h is  v is io n  was l im ite d , 

and he r isk e d  s lip p in g  back in to  the low er le v e ls  o f G eneration and 

U lro . This c r i t ic is m  can be tra c e d  in  th e  landscape o f se v e ra l of the  

i l l u s t r a t i o n s  which d e a l w ith  th e  p o e t h im se lf.

The i l l u s t r a t i o n  to  N ight I ,  page 1 c le a r ly  r e f e r s  to  th e

189



melancholy o f Young th e  graveyard p o e t. The p ic tu re  i s  o f a  young
70p a s to ra l  p o e t, id e n t i f ie d  by John G rant a s  Young, r e c l in in g  w ith  h is

head "propped on h is  arm in  the  t r a d i t io n a l  p o s tu re  o f the  m elancho lic ,"

and h is  " face  drawn thoughts o f  fa n c ie d  m isery ."  The p o e t i s  wound

in  a  sh ro u d -lik e  c loak , which seems to  h ind  him to  " th e  m o r ta li ty  of

e a r th ly  c re a tu re s"  ; he i s  a  "companion to  the  v ine" th a t  clim bs iqp the

l e f t  s id e  o f  th e  i l l u s t r a t i o n . Caught in  th e  s leepy  world o f Beulah,

h is  preoccupation  w ith  th e  p erso n a l a sp e c ts  o f  m o rta li ty , w ith  th e  death

o f th e  n a tu ra l  body, p la c e s  him in  danger o f s lip p in g  back in to  the

entombment o f Ulro in s te a d  o f p e rm ittin g  him to  move forw ard in to  the

Edenic s ta te  o f p ro p h e tic  v is io n .

The i l l u s t r a t i o n  to  N ight I ,  page 4  d e p ic ts  the p o e t a s le e p ,

h i s  head on a  book, w hile h is  dreams a re  p layed  out in  the  desig n

surrounding th e  t e x t .  The p o e t o f  th e  dream bends over to  exp lo re  the

woods, rem in iscen t o f  U rizen exp lo rin g  h is  dens, r i s e s  on "hollow

w inds," dangles over a  "craggy s te e p ,"  and then  h u r ls  "headlong" in to  a  

7?"m antled p o o l ." ' Blake i l l u s t r a t e s  th e  images o f Young's poem, b u t the  

landscape i s  a  blend of Beulah and U lro . The s le e p in g  poet i s  in  

Beulah, b u t h is  head r e s t s  on a  book—an image o f U lro—and h is  dreams 

p re d ic t  a  r i s e  and f a l l  th a t  leav e  him, arms extended in  cruciform

"Envisioning  the  F i r s t  N ight Thoughts."  p . 310.
71 E ssick  and La B e lle , N ight Thoughts, p . v i .
72 Essick and La Belle, Night Thoughts, p. vi.
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p o s it io n , in  the  w aters of chaos and Ulxo. Again Blake im p lies  th a t  

Young has n o t emerged from Beulah to  Eden and th a t  he s le e p s  in  p e r i l .

He must e i th e r  move upward to  th e  fo u rfo ld  p e rsp ec tiv e  o f  Eden or s l i p  

backward in to  th e  s p i r i t u a l  dea th  o f U lro.

On page I 5 , N ight I ,  Blake d e p ic ts  th e  p o e t-a u th o r, Young, 

ly in g  on h i s  stomach, entwined by b r ia r s ,  and read in g  a  book. In  ad d i

t io n ,  h is  l e f t  ankle i s  held  by a  le g  iro n . The sh ack les , b r ia r  and 

le g  i ro n s ,  a re  emblems of Ulro and G eneration . The te x t  o f  page I 6 

re v e a ls  th e  p o e t bemoaning h is  own shortcom ings a s  a  p o e t,  d e s ir in g  to  

reach  the  " s t r a in "  o f M ilton y e t  h e ld  back by h i s  own m o r ta l i ty .  I n  th e  

i l l u s t r a t i o n  to  page I 6 , the p o e t o f  page I 5  has fre e d  h im se lf  o f  book 

and b r ia r s ;  b u t th e  b r ia r  s t i l l  dominates th e  low er p o r tio n  o f  th e  

d esign , and th e  p o e t i s  s t i l l  r e s t r a in e d  by le g  iro n  and ch a in . I n  h is  

hand he ho ld s  a  ly r e .  E ssick  and La B elle  no te  th a t  i t  i s  a  ly re — 

symbol o f l y r i c  p o e try —and n o t th e  harp o f ep ic  po etry  t h a t  the  p o e t 

h o ld s . And they suggest th a t  Blake was say ing  through th i s  i l l u s t r a 

t io n , which d e p ic ts  Young’s  own conception  o f h i s  l im ite d  p o e tic  powers, 

th a t  Young was "too l im ite d  in  h is  in s p ir a t io n  and p o e tic s  to  handle the  

grand themes o f  l i f e ,  dea th , and immor t a l i t y . The landscape here  and 

and in  th e  p rev ious i l l u s t r a t i o n  i s  c le a r ly  t h a t  o f Ulro and G eneration . 

And though one i s  reminded o f Beulah a s  th e  p o e t a ttem p ts  to  ascend w ith

^  E ssick  and La B e lle , N ight Thouf:hts, p . v i i i .  G rant id e n t i 
f i e s  th e  p o e ts  o f th e se  two i l l u s t r a t i o n s  as Young ("E nv ision ing  th e  
F i r s t  N ight Thoughts, p . 315)-
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h is  ly r e ,  i t  becomes obvious t h a t  th e  le g  iro n  has bound him to  the 

world o f G eneration .

The p o e t i s  d ep ic ted  ag a in  in  th e  i l l u s t r a t i o n  to  N ight IV, 

page 72. This time he cowers in  th e  lower r i g h t  o f the  i l l u s t r a t i o n  

a s  Young’ s

sense and reaso n  shew the  door. 
C a ll f o r  my b ie r ,  and p o in t  me to  th e  d u s t . ■

But B la k e 's  p e r s o n if ic a t io n s  o f Sense and Reason a re  n o t n eg a tiv e  

f ig u re s .  They a re  Adam and Eve in  Beulah, p o in tin g  to  a  G othic a rc h , 

supposedly an en trance  to  a  b ie r .  And th e  f a c t  th a t  t h i s  i s  a  G othic 

a rch —sym bolic f o r  B lake o f "L iv ing  Form"—in s te a d  o f th e  re c ta n g u la r  

form he u s u a lly  a s s o c ia te s  w ith  a  n eg a tiv e  conception  o f th e  tomb, 

in d ic a te s  t h a t  the  tomb f o r  Blake i s  n o t th e  b ie r  th a t  p o in ts  toward 

d u s t b u t one which le a d s  to  im m o rta lity . In  th e  words o f E ssick  and 

La B e lle , th e  p o e t o f  th e  N ight Thoughts design  "understands only th e  

p h y s ica l r e s u l t s  o f  d ea th  and f a i l s  to  see i t s  promise o f s p i r i t u a l  

im m o rta lity  which, even f o r  Adam and Eve, can o f fe r  a  ’balm o f peace* 

and allow  one to  lo o k  ’undaunted on the* tom b .'"  The d es ig n , they  n o te , 

im p l ic i t ly  comments on Young's emphasis on s in  and death  a t  the  expense
7ii.

o f  th e  " v is io n a ry  themes o f  s a lv a tio n  and r e s u r r e c t io n ." ' Unfortun

a te ly ,  B la k e 's  p o e t, presumably Young, tu rn s  away in  f e a r  from th e

74 N ight Thoughts, p . xv.
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Beulah re p re se n te d  by Adam and Eve towards the  Ulro of s e lf -a b s o rp tio n .

A f in a l  design  which i s  s ig n i f ic a n t  to  B lak e 's  conception  o f

both  Young and Gray a s  p o e ts , a lthough  i t  does n o t e x p l ic i t ly  d e p ic t a
7*5p o e t, i s  the  one which i l l u s t r a t e s  N ight V, page 11. ^  The accompany

in g  te x t  in d ic a te s  th a t  "m idnight" r e v i s i t s  man in  h is  l a s t  hour to  

b rin g

T ru th s , which E te rn i ty  l e t s  f a l l  on Man 
With double Weight . . .

The i l l u s t r a t i o n  shows a  man re c l in in g  w hile an ap p aren tly  s le e p in g  

fem ale f ig u re ,  p e n c il  in  l e f t  hand, reaches downward a s  though handing 

him a  book. T his design  r e c a l l s  B la k e 's  Design 4 to  G ray 's  "Ode on the 

S p rin g ,"  where a  s lee p in g  muse p re s id e s  over an in e f fe c tu a l  p o e t. The 

dark  mooniness o f n ig h t and the r e c l in in g  f ig u re s  o f th e  Young d esign  

a re  emblems th a t  bespeak a  Beulah landscape, th a t  s ta t e  o f mind th a t  

f o s te r s  th e  c re a tiv e  work of the p o e t b u t from which he must move 

toward Eden f o r  fo u rfo ld  f u lf i l lm e n t .  The volume handed down in  t h i s  

in s tan ce  may be th e  "T ru th s , which E te rn ity  l e t s  f a l l  on Man," bu t 

coming to  th e  p o e t in  th e  moony n ig h t o f Beulah, and e s p e c ia l ly  from a  

s lee p in g  muse, they la c k  th e  e f f ic a c y  o f those  acq u ired  in  th e  imagina

t iv e  world o f Eden. The i l l u s t r a t i o n  seems to  comment on B la k e 's  con

cern  with Young's lim ite d  v is io n . B lake considered  Young, much a s  he

75 Keynes, I l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  Young's N ight Thoughts Done in
W ater-Colour by W illiam B lake.
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d id  Gray, worthy o f i l l u s t r a t i o n  "because he had seen glim pses o f p o e tic  

t r u th ,  he verged on p o e tic  Genius. But h is  v is io n  was incom plete; i t  

lacked  the fo u rfo ld  fu l ln e s s  o f B la k e 's  a rch e ty p a l Eden.
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Blake's Criticism of Gray

Blake recognized in  Thomas Gray, j u s t  a s  he had in  Young, a  

touch o f  gen iu s, b u t a t  the  same tim e he was concerned w ith  G ray 's  

penchant f o r  m elancholy. Humankind, Blake th o u g h t, should focus on th e  

jo y s  and th e  ap o ca ly p tic  experiences o f l i f e  in s te a d  o f on i t s  woes.

As Iren e  T ayler has noted .

B lak e 's  in te n tio n  . . . throughout h is  e n t i r e  s e r ie s  o f  i l l u s t r a 
t io n s  to  Gray, was on the one hand to  c o r re c t  by p i c t o r i a l  empha
s i s  what he f e l t  to  be a  r a th e r  morbid tu rn  in  the p o e t—h is  
p a l l id  cau tio n , h is  melancholy, h is  r e t r e a t  from l i f e —and on the  
o th er hand to  pay homage to  h is  very  g re a t  i f  sometimes l a t e n t  
p o e tic  power.7°

The d a te  o f th e  execution  o f the Gray designs was probably  

sometime between 179^ and 1805."^ S i r  Geoffrey Keynes e s tim a te s  t h e i r

"Two Eighteenth-Century Illustrators of Gray," Fearful Joy; 
Papers from the Thomas Gray Bicentenary Conference at Carleton Univer
sity. p . 122.

77 B lak e 's  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  the poems o f Gray were v i r tu a l ly  
l o s t  in  th e  l ib r a r y  o f Hamilton P alace  u n t i l  1919 when th ey  were d is 
covered by P ro fe sso r H. J .  C. G rierso n . In  1922, the  Oxford U n iv e rsity  
P ress  p ub lished  the designs w ith an in tro d u c tio n  by G rierson  (see  
B lak e 's  I l lu s t r a t io n s  to  the  Poems o f Gray, p . 4 ) .  More r e c e n t  p u b li
c a tio n s  o f the  designs a re  Iren e  Tayler*s B lak e 's  I l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  the  
Poems of Gray and S ir  G eoffrey Keynes' W illiam B lak e 's  W ater-Colour 
Designs fo r  th e  Poems o f Thomas Gray.
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78com pletion " in  th e  e a r ly  months o f 1798»' and Ire n e  T ay le r d a te s  them 

sometime a f t e r  1794 and p r io r  to  I 803 . The paper o f the o r ig in a ls ,  

T ay ler n o te s , hears a  1794 watermark. And th e  poems were p resen ted  to  

Mrs. Flaxman before I 805 s in ce  she m entions them in  a  l e t t e r  in  

September 1803.^^ The i l l u s t r a t i o n s ,  which Blake was obviously  con

cerned w ith  a t  about th e  same tim e o r during  th e  y ea rs  im m ediately 

fo llow ing  h is  execution  o f the Young desig n s , c o n s is t  o f  I I 6 drawings 

i l l u s tr a t in g  th i r te e n  of G ray 's  poems. The Gray d esig n s , l ik e  the ones 

f o r  Young, a re  arranged on the  page to  surround th e  te x t  p la te  f o r  the  

poem. In  a d d itio n  to  marking the s p e c if ic  l in e s  he has chosen f o r  

i l l u s t r a t i o n ,  Blake a s s ig n s  to  each o f the  designs a  s e p a ra te  t i t l e .  

These t i t l e s ,  which sometimes p rov ide  c lu es  to  B lak e 's  in te r p r e ta t io n  of 

G ray 's  poems, a re  u su a lly  l i s t e d  in  B lak e 's  handw riting  on th e  versO of 

th e  f ro n tis p ie c e  o f th e  poems.

As w ith th e  Young desig n s , th e re  i s  l i t t l e  doubt among c r i t i c s  

th a t  B lake, in  i l l u s t r a t i n g  th e  poems, was o ffe r in g  h is  own c r i t i c a l  

comment on G isy 's  poems and on th e  e f f ic a c y  o f G ray 's  p o e tic  v is io n . 

I re n e  T ayler compares B lak e 's  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  o f G ray 's  poems and h is
80c r i t i c a l  in te n t io n  w ith h is  c r i t ic is m  o f M ilton . "G ray 's  metaphors

W illiam B lak e 's  W ater-Colour Designs fo r  th e  Poems o f 
Thomas Gray, p . 3»

7Q B lak e 's  I l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  th e  Poems o f Gray, p . 3 .
80 B la k e 's  I l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  th e  Poems o f Gray, p . 137.
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and p e r s o n if ic a t io n s ,"  T ay le r w r ite s , "were w r i t te n  to  be v isu a liz e d ;

Blake complied—and then  used t h i s  very  v is u a l iz in g  cap ac ity  in  Gray’s

language to  go beyond i t ,  to  make connections and arouse f e e l in g s  only
8 ldim ly p re se n t in  some o f G ray 's  f ig u re s  o f speech ."  B lake, she says, 

r e v e a ls  " c e r ta in  congruent su g g estio n s  n o t a c tu a l ly  p re se n t in  Gray 

and no t n e c e s s a r i ly  n o tic e a b le  to  someone who d id  n o t know B lake’s  

o th e r  work and some o f h is  o th e r  o p in io n s ,"  and a t  many p o in ts  he 

ap p a ren tly  condemns "what he f e l t  to  be Gray’s  p e r i lo u s  m isconstru ings 

o f  th e  t r u th ."  S i r  G eoffrey Keynes n o te s  th a t  Blake adds to  th e  l i s t  

o f  t i t l e s  o f  h is  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  f o r  "Ode on th e  S p rin g ,"  f i r s t  o f  th e  

poems in  B lake’s  i l l u s t r a t e d  e d it io n , th e  l in e s ;

Around th e  Springs o f Gray my w ild  ro o t  weaves 
T ra v e lle r  repose  & Bream among my le a v e s .

—W ill Blake

These l in e s  Keynes sees  a s  B lake’ s  means o f in d ic a t in g  to  the  observer 

th a t  "he i s  going to  allow  h im se lf  some lic e n se  in  adding p i c t o r i a l  

g lo sse s  o f h i s  own." And, Keynes n o te s , B lake’ s  " ’w ild  r o o ts ’ o f te n  

draw cu rio u s  nourishm ent from Gray’ s  ’ sp rin g s .

On
B lake’s  I l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  th e  Poems o f Gray, p .

82 B lake’ s  I l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  th e  Poems o f Gray, p . 80 . 

W illiam  B lake’ s  W ater-Colour Designs f o r  th e  Poems o f
Thomas Gray, p . 4-1.
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Blake h im se lf defends th e  need f o r  v is io n  in  th e  i l l u s t r a t i o n  

o f th e  p o e try  o f o th e rs  in  h is  commentary in  A D escrip tiv e  C atalogue. 

P ra is in g  G ray 's  poem "The B ard," he w rite s ;

Weaving the  winding sh ee t o f Edward's ra c e  by means o f sounds o f 
s p i r i t u a l  music and i t s  accompanying ex pressions of a r t ic u la te  
speech i s  a  ho ld , and d a rin g , and most m asterly  conception , . .

And he goes on to  claim  th e  same power fo r  p a in tin g :

P o e try  c o n s is ts  in  th ese  conceptions; and shal l  P a in tin g  he 
confined  to  th e  so rd id  drudgery of fa c -s im ile  re p re se n ta tio n s  
o f m erely m ortal and p e r ish in g  su b stan ces , and n o t he a s  p o e try  
and music a re , e lev a ted  in to  i t s  own p ro p er sphere o f in v en tio n  and 
v is io n a ry  conception? No, i t  s h a l l  n o t he so! P a in tin g , a s  w e ll 
a s  p o e try  and m usic, e x is ts  and e x u lts  in  immortal thought. I f  
rtc. B . ' s  Canterbury P ilg rim s had been done by any o th e r power th an  
t h a t  of th e  p o e tic  v is io n a ry , i t  would have been a s  d u l l  a s  h is  
a d v e rsa ry 's ,  (p . 532)

This v is io n a ry  p a in tin g  th a t  Blake speaks o f has a  most a s to n ish in g  

e f f e c t  on th e  re a d e r  o f th e  i l l u s t r a t e d  poems. I f  one re ad s  th e  Gray 

poems in  an u n i l lu s t r a te d  e d itio n  f i r s t ,  and then  re read s  them in  th e  

l i g h t  o f B la k e 's  i l l u s t r a t i o n s ,  he cannot b u t be im pressed by th e  com

p e l l in g  power of the i l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  modify th e  experience o f the  

read in g .

For purposes o f o rg an iza tio n , and in  o rder to  c l a r i f y  the  

n a tu re  o f B la k e 's  r e v is io n  of G ray 's  poems, I  have sep ara ted  th e  poems 

in to  th re e  groups: those  which a re  c h ie f ly  o f legendary  o r ig in ,  the  

i l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  which e x h ib i t  l e s s  re v is io n  than  do those o f the  o th e r  

poems* those  in  which Blake c r i t i c i z e s  G ray 's  melancholy p e rsp e c tiv e ;
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and f in a l l y  those which in  essence re v is e  G ray 's  poems to  emphasize 

the f u l l  fo rce  o f B lake’s  a rch e ty p a l myth th a t  in c lu d es  the fo u rfo ld  

v is io n  o f Atonement.

Three o f the poems do no t f i t  t h i s  schema. One i s  "Ode f o r  

M usic," which was w ritte n  by Gray f o r  the 17^9 in s t a l l a t io n  o f  th e  Duke 

o f G rafton  as C hancellor of th e  U n iv ersity  o f Cambridge. G ray 's  o b li

g a tio n  to  G rafton , who was re sp o n s ib le  fo r  h is  o b ta in in g  the Regius 

P ro fe sso rsh ip  o f Modern H isto ry  a t  Cambridge, prompted him to  w rite  the 

poem, o f which Gray h im self d id  no t have a  high opin ion . Though th e  

f i r s t  and f in a l  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  in  th i s  group d e p ic t G ray 's  p e rso n if ic a 

t io n  o f  Fame, and may, a s  T ay ler n o te s , r e f l e c t  th a t  f o r  Blake Fame 

" i s  n e i th e r  good nor bad," y e t "may be p u t to  good or bad u ses ,"  the  

s e t  o f i l l u s t r a t i o n s  a s  a  whole seems to  la c k  d ire c t io n . Perhaps 

Blake was aware o f G ray 's  opinion o f the poem. Perhaps i t  was the 

poem's "occasional"  n a tu re—i t s  trea tm en t o f the  G rafton in s t a l l a t io n — 

th a t  le d  Blake to  t r e a t  i t  as  a  whole le s s  s e r io u s ly  than  he d id  the  

o th e r  poems.

N either does "The P rog ress  o f Poesy," which t ra c e s  " th e  power 

and p lace  of poetry" and i t s  development from Greece to  England and 

Gray h i m s e l f , l e n d  i t s e l f  to  my schema; y e t  i t  co n ta in s  in  B lak e 's  

i l l u s t r a t i o n s  of G ray 's  l in e s  on Dryden and Shakespeare in s ig h ts  in to

B lak e 's  I l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  the Poems o f Gray, pp. 121-26.
O ff

 ̂ B lak e 's  I l lu s t r a t io n s  to  the Poems o f Gray, p . 82.
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B lak e 's  id e a s  about th e se  p o e ts  which I  have been ab le  to  use elsew here. 

B lak e 's  i l l u s tr a t io n s  to  th i s  poem a ls o  co n ta in  one o f h is  most d i r e c t  

comments on Gray a s  p o e t, and t h i s  I  s h a l l  re se rv e  f o r  l a t e r  d iscu ss io n . 

T hird  i s  "A Long S to ry ,"  w r i t te n  a s  Gray ex p la in s  in  response 

to  a  v i s i t  from two la d ie s .  Lady Schaub and Miss Speed;

These two la d ie s  w aited  upon th e  au tho r a t  h i s  a u n t 's  s o l i t a r y  
mansion, where he a t  th a t  time re s id e d ; and no t f in d in g  him a t  
home, they  l e f t  t h e i r  names. Mr. Gray, su rp r ise d  a t  such a  compli
ment, re tu rn e d  the v i s i t .  And a s  th e  beginning o f  t h i s  acq_uain- 
tance  wore a  l i t t l e  o f the  face  o f romance, he soon a f t e r  gave a  
f a n c ifu l  and p le a sa n t account o f i t  in  th e  fo llow ing  copy o f 
v e rse s , which he e n t i t l e d  "A LONG STORY.

G ray 's  poem i s  q u ite  humorous, making fun o f v a rio u s  popu lar no tio n s o f 

p o e ts—th e  dangerous c h a ra c te r  " a sso c ia te d  w ith  b lack  magic and perhaps 

even bad m o ra ls ,"  and th e  s tu f fy  b o re . B lake’s  response to  Gray i s  

lik ew ise  humorous, p a r t ic u la r ly  in  h is  response to  G ray 's  p o r t r a i t s  of 

p o e ts . For G ray 's  "wicked Imp they  c a l l  a  P o e t,"  he p ic tu re s  a  g e n tle  

p o e t from whom barnyard anim als and c h ild re n  f le e  in  f e a r  a s  he s t r o l l s  

among them unaware o f th e  commotion he i s  causing  (Design 6 ) .  In  th e  

f i n a l  i l l u s t r a t i o n  (Design 12), i n  response to  G ray 's  te x t  which jo k - 

i n ^ y  in d ic a te s  "[Here 500 S tanzas a re  l o s t . ] , "  Blake c h a ra c te r iz e s  a  

" c e a se le s s ly  droning" p o e t. From th e  re a c tio n s  o f th e  p o e t 's  audience 

in  B lak e 's  i l l u s t r a t i o n ,  th e i r  lo o k s o f dismay, i t  becomes obvious

86 See Design 2 (verso  of t i t l e  page), B lak e 's  I l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  
th e  Poems o f  Gray. A ll c i ta t io n s  from Gray and B lak e 's  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  o f 
Gray a re  from th i s  e d i t io n .
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t h a t  th e  p o e t ^  r e c i t in g  th ese  500 s ta n z a s . B ut, a s  Ire n e  T ayler

n o te s , th e  s e r ie s  p re se n ts  no u n if ie d  comment o r argument on Gray—

"The d esigns, in  sh o r t ,  i l l u s t r a t e  G ray 's  in t e l l ig e n t  and f in e ly  v a ried
87

humor r a th e r  than  forming a se q u e n tia l argument among them selves."

With reg a rd  to  th a t  group o f  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  concerned w ith  

a n c ie n t legend—"The Bard," "The F k ta l S i s te r s ,"  "The Descent o f  Odin," 

and "The Triumphs o f  Owen"—both Keynes and T ayler t e s t i f y  to  B lak e 's  

f a i lu r e  to  d ev ia te  from G ray 's  te x t .  The fo u r poems, Tayler n o te s , 

Blake considered  t ra n s la t io n s  and in  t h a t  re sp e c t he saw h im se lf a s  

a n  i l l u s t r a t o r  n o t o f Gray b u t of

a n c ie n t p o e ts  whose works appeared on G ray 's  pages la rg e ly  through 
an a cc id e n t o f h is to ry ;  they  were n o t n e c e s sa r ily  b e t te r  p o e try  fo r  
t h i s ,  b u t they were somewhat c lo s e r  to  unspoiled  v is io n ; and Blake 
tre a te d  them acco rd ing ly , search ing  n o t f o r  t ra c e s  o f c re a tiv e  
in s ig h t  hidden from U rizen 's  w atchguards, bu t f o r  bold and d arin g  
ways o f e x h ib itin g  th e  v is io n a ry  s u r f a c e . 88

The designs a re  more c lo se ly  r e la te d  to  th e  su b je c t m atte r o f  th e  poems

th an  to  B lak e 's  conception o f Gray a s  a  p o e t. As S i r  G eoffrey Keynes

w r ite s ,  Blake was c h ie f ly  in te re s te d  in  p ic tu r in g  G ray 's  "em battled

l i n e s , "  th e  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  "co n ta in  no th ing  of h is  c h a r a c te r is t ic
go

touches, symbolic o r f a n c i fu l ."

B lak e 's  I l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  th e  Poems o f  Gray, pp. 72-78.
Q Q

B lak e 's  I l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  th e  Poems o f Gray, p . 128.
go

W illiam B lak e 's  W ater-Colour Designs fo r  th e  Poems of
Thomas Gray, p . 62.
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B la k e 's  a p p re c ia tio n  o f  G ray 's  " tra n s la t io n s "  nay a t  f i r s t  seen 

c o n tra d ic to ry  in  view of h is  expressed  a n tip a th y  toward th e  n eo c la ss ic  

tendency to  t r a n s la te  and im ita te .  But because o f B la k e 's  a f f i n i t y  fo r  

p rim itiv ism  w ith  i t s  b e l i e f  in  the in h e re n t goodness o f  human n a tu re , 

G ray 's  t r a n s la t io n s  were n o t to  be compared w ith  P o p e 's  t r a n s la t io n  of 

Homer. Of G ray 's  "The Bard" he w rite s  in  A D esc rip tiv e  C atalogue;

in  the r e ig n  o f th a t  B r i t i s h  P r in c e , who l iv e d  in  th e  f i f t h  
cen tu ry , th e re  were rem ains of those  naked Heroes, in  the  Welch 
m ountains; they  a re  th e re  now. Gray saw them in  th e  person o f  h is  
bard  on Snowdon; th e re  th e y  dw ell in  naked s im p lic i ty  . . .
(p . 33^)

"The D escent o f  Odin," "The Triumphs of Owen," and "The F a ta l 

S is te r s "  d e a l w ith  Norse and Welch legend, and the  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  w ith 

few excep tions a re  concerned m ostly  w ith  a  d i r e c t  e x p lic a tio n  of the 

t e x t .  "The Bard," however, w hile i t  a lso  d e a ls  w ith legendary  themes, 

does p rov ide  some Blakean commentary on B r i t i s h  P o e ts . T his Poem, a s  

Gray in d ic a te s  in  th e  A dvertisem ent on the  verso  of th e  t i t l e  page, i s  

an ode

founded on a  T ra d itio n  c u r re n t  in  Wales, th a t  Edward the F i r s t ,  
when he completed the conquest o f  th a t  country , o rdered  a l l  th e  
Bards th a t  f e l l  in to  h is  hands to  be p u t to  d ea th .

G ray 's  bard  f o r e t e l l s  the r e tu rn  o f Welch power ( th e  Tudors) to  the 

E ng lish  th rone and a  ren a issan ce  in  E n g lish  p o e try , b u t where Gray has 

th e  p o e tic  ren a issan ce  re tu rn in g  w ith  the  r e ig n  of E liz a b e th  I ,  Blake
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d e p ic ts  th e se  l in e s  to  in d ic a te  t h a t  i t  i s  n o t th e  Tudors who a re  

"genuine Kings" b u t bards them selves (Design l l ) . ^  C uriously , in  

i l l u s t r a t i n g  Gray’ s  a l lu s io n s  to  Spenser, Shakespeare, M ilton , and 

th e i r  su ccesso rs , Blake d ep ic ts  Spenser (Design 12) r a th e r  than 

Shakespeare or M ilton . More than  l ik e ly  h is  in te n t io n  h e re  was to  

fu r th e r  emphasize the  theme o f c o n f l ic t  between kings and b ard s.

Blake considered  S p en se r 's  v is io n  endangered by h is  a l le g ia n c e  to  

E lizab e th  I .  Hence ly  d ep ic tin g  Spenser he a v a ile d  h im se lf  o f y e t  

ano ther oppo rtu n ity  to  p lay  on th e  m otif o f  th e  k ing-bard  c o n f l ic t .

The second group o f poems, those through which Blake c r i t i c i z e s  

G ray 's melancholy p e rsp e c tiv e , in c lu d es  "Ode on th e  S p rin g ,"  "Ode on a  

D is ta n t P rospect o f Eton C ollege,"  Ode to  A d v ersity ,"  and "E pitaph  on 

Mrs. C larke ."  "Ode on th e  Spring" p re se n ts  r a th e r  c le a r ly  th e  very  

contem plation on m o rta lity  th a t  Blake abhorred . G ray 's  p o e t contem

p la te s  th e  n a tu ra l  phenomena o f th e  coming sp rin g —th e  flow ers t h a t  

"wake th e  p u rp le  y ear!"  "The A tt ic  w arb le r,"  " th e  cuckow's n o te ,"  th e  

w hispering zephyrs (Design 3) —and f in a l l y  focuses on th e  " in s e c t  

y o u th ,"  whom he compares to  man;

To C ontem plation 's sober eye 
Such i s  th e  race  of man:
And they  th a t  c reep , and they  th a t  f ly .  
S h a ll end where they  began.

(Design 5 )

90 T ay le r, B lake’ s I l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  th e  Poems o f  Gray, pp.
102 - 0 3 .
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But the m elancholy, contem plative p o e t th in k s  he hears

in  accen ts  low.
The sp o rtiv e  k ind  re p ly ;
Poor M oralist! and what a r t  thou?
A s o l i t a r y  f ly !
Thy joys no g l i t t ' r i n g  fem ale meets,
No h ive  h a s t  thou o f hoarded sw eets.
No p a in ted  plumage to  d isp lay :
On h as ty  wings thy  youth i s  flown;
Thy sun i s  s e t ,  thy  sp rin g  i s  gone—
We f r o l i c  w hile * t is  May.

(Designs 5  and 6)

Here th e  in s e c ts ,  w ith  whom Gray compares th e  y ou th fu l man, assume th e  

fa m il ia r  carpe diem theme—We w il l  make merry now while we a re  young 

s in c e  our day w il l  soon end, a s  yours, h i t t e r  p o e t-m o ra lis t,  has 

a lre ad y . You speak th a t  way because you a re  no longer a b le  to  jo in  us 

in  our fu n . But Blake could n o t ab ide such m orb id ity . To him only a  

v e ry  l im ite d  poet could see human l i f e  in  such term s. The sp o rtin g  

s e x u a lity  rep resen ted  ly  the  in s e c ts  was a  s ta t e  o f mind th a t  ex is te d  in  

Beulah, and Beulah was b u t one s te p  below th e  fo u rfo ld  s ta t e  o f Eden. 

Hence Blake d e p ic ts  th e  poet o f  Gray’s poem (Design 4) in  a  p a s to ra l  

s e t t in g —the  landscape o f Beulah—presided  over by a  s lee p in g  muse. 

G ray 's  poet in s te a d  o f moving from th e  repose o f Beulah in to  th e  

im aginative world o f Eden has s lip p ed  back to  the  b a rren  world o f s e l f 

contem plation in  U lro. And th e  f in a l  i l l u s t r a t i o n  (Design 6) p ic tu re s  

th e  p o e t r e c l in in g  on th e  b a rren  ro o t  o f  a  b arren  t r e e ,  an alm ost 

b a rren  branch form ing a  U rizen ic  a rch  overhead. The b arren  ro o ts  and 

a rch in g  branch and the drawn-up postu re  o f th e  poet d e p ic t the landscape
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of U lro . Hanging from th e  branch i s  a  sp id e r  web in  which i s  caught 

a  t in y  human f ig u re ,  perhaps symbolic o f th e  p o e t 's  c o n s tr ic te d  im agi

n a tio n .

"Ode on a  D is ta n t P rospect o f  Eton College" i s  somewhat sim i

l a r  in  theme to  "Ode on th e  S p rin g ."  G ray 's  poem d e p ic ts  th e  innocen t 

youth of Eton whose "ignorance i s  b l is s "  (Design 9)* N ature i s  f u l l  of 

t e r r o r s ;  th e  youth have l i t t l e  to  a n t ic ip a te  b u t th e  re c o g n itio n  th a t  

they  a re  men, "Condemn'd a l ik e  to  groan" (Design 8 ) .  Again th e  f o l l y  

and g a ie ty  o f youth a re  c o n tra s te d  w ith  th e  b leakness o f m ature l i f e  

w ith  i t s  "p a in fu l fam ily o f D eath." B la k e 's  i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f th e  "fam ily  

o f Death" (Design 8) d e p ic ts  a  mass o f ugly  c h a ra c te rs  ap p a ren tly  

s w ir lin g  in  a  r iv e r  befo re  t h e i r  queen, a  h ideous, spike-crow ned f ig u re  

entwined by se rp en t c o i l s .  In  th e  background and upstream  i s  a  group 

o f aged mourners, and p re s id in g  over a l l  i s  th e  f ig u re  o f a  U rizen ic  

God. True to  B la k e 's  conception  of th e  power o f the  human mind, th e  

e f f e c t  of the  i l l u s t r a t i o n  suggests  th a t  i t  i s  th e  mourners them selves 

who, a s  they  move downstream in  the  r iv e r  o f l i f e ,  become th e  g ro tesque 

c re a tu re s  th a t  s p i l l  down th e  r iv e r  in  th e  low er h a l f  o f  th e  i l l u s t r a -  

i3on, Ihe mourners them selves indeed  become th e  fam ily  o f  h o r ro rs . What 

Blake i s  saying i s  th a t  i f  l i f e  ho lds only what Gray in d ic a te s ,  i t  i s  

because mankind makes th i s  e x is ten c e  f o r  h im se lf . He has c re a ted  o u t o f 

h is  own Reason a  U rizen ic  God and a  c a s t  o f  h o rro rs  to  p lague h is  l i f e .  

G ray 's  poem r e f e r s  to  th e  agon ies th a t  p lague th e  human ra c e  a s  " v u ltu re s  

o f the  mind" (Design 6 ) , b u t in s te a d  o f a  v is io n  th a t  seeks to  e n lig h te n
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the  zrace w ith  self-know ledge th a t  could  f r e e  human beings o f th ese  

v u ltu re s ,  he espouses in s te a d  an  ed u ca tio n a l system t h a t  does no t " t e l l  

them th ey  a re  men" (D esign 6 ) , b u t in s te a d  seeks to  p r o te c t  them;

Y et, ah! why should they  know t h e i r  f a te !  
Since sorrow  never comes too  l a t e ,
And happiness too s w if t ly  f l i e s ,
Thought would d es tro y  t h e i r  p a ra d ise .

(D esigns 8 and 9)

G ray 's  o p tio n  f o r  prolonged ignorance means n o t prolonged b l i s s  bu t 

s p i r i t u a l  dea th . The youth of E ton, Blake would say, share  th e  same 

f a te  a s  T hel, whose r e t r e a t  to  Har in  h e r a ttem p t to  r e t a i n  h e r  inno

cence b r in g s  her in s te a d  to  ignorance and th e  s e lf -e n c lo se d  world o f 

U lro.

G ray 's  "Ode to  A dversity" p ick s  up th e  theme he develops in  

"Ode on th e  S p rin g ,"  and "Ode on a  D is ta n t P rospect o f Eton C ollege"— 

m an's l i f e  plagued by a d v e rs ity —and c a r r ie s  i t  a  s te p  fu r th e r  so th a t  

a d v e rs ity  becomes a  necessary  and d e s ira b le  p a r t  o f l i f e  in  th a t  i t  

he lp s  to  b u ild  c h a ra c te r .  G ray 's  p oet p rays to  A d v ersity ,

To s o f te n , n o t to  wound my h e a r t .
The g en 'ro u s  spark  e x t in c t  re v iv e .
Teach me to  lo v e , and to  fo rg iv e .
Exact my own d e fe c ts  to  scan.

What o th e rs  a re  to  f e e l ;  and know m yself a  man.
(Design 6)

This i s  one o f th o se  in s tan ce s  where B la k e 's  designs c le a r ly  modify th e  

meaning o f  G ray 's  poem so th a t  re a d  w ith  th e  designs th e  poem becomes a
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new ex p erien ce . As Ire n e  T ayler n o te s , B lake believed, t h a t  v ir tu e  o r 

m oral s tre n g th  d e riv ed  n o t from "ab stin en ce  b u t w ith  ’The lineam ents o f 

G ra t i f ie d  d e s i r e , a n d  th e  d es ig n s  th roughou t, though t h e i r  grim ness 

r e f l e c t s  th e  tone o f G ray 's  poem, make a  c le a r  s ta tem en t about B la k e 's  

concep tion  o f  G ray 's  A d v ersity . The t i t l e  page d e p ic ts  a  widower and 

two c h ild re n  mourning b es id e  a  g ravestone in  poses t h a t  s u i t  G ray 's  

poem y e t  a t  th e  same tim e r e f l e c t ,  f o r  th o se  who know B lak e 's  icono

graphy and symbols, t h a t  th e  m ourners a re  re sp o n s ib le  f o r  t h e i r  own 

g r i e f .  And the  c lo sed  p o s tu re  o f  th e se  mourners—th e  w idow er's arms 

c lasp ed  t ig h t ly  to  h is  b r e a s t ,  th e  c h ild re n  huddled a g a in s t  him—in d i

c a te s  t h a t  they  g rie v e  because th ey  a re  bound up in  th e  Ulro o f them

se lv e s . The nex t i l l u s t r a t i o n ,  which Blake e n t i t l e s  " G rie f  among the  

ro o ts  o f t r e e s ,"  d e p ic ts  a  woman huddled in  a  tomb, o r womb, under th e  

ro o ts  o f t r e e s ,  t r e e s  cu t o f f  by a  v is ib le  ax e , p rep a rin g  to  nurse a 

c h i ld .  The Ulro landscape o f  th e  c u t- o f f  t r e e s ,  axe ap p a ren t, and 

b a rre n  ro o ts  i s  c le a r ly  one o f human n a tu r e 's  making—who e ls e  d e s tro y s  

t r e e s  w ith  an axe. The woman. G r ie f ,  though ap p a ren tly  young, i s  crone

l i k e  in  th a t  the  t r e e  ro o ts  and h e r  own h a i r  and body b lend so t h a t  in  

p la c e s  th ey  a re  in d is t in g u is h a b le  from one a n o th e r . Her ben t-over pos

tu r e  and th e  Ulro landscape r e f l e c t  B la k e 's  n eg a tiv e  c r i t ic i s m  o f G ray 's  

concept o f  G r ie f . The f i r s t  page o f  th e  poem p ro p er d e p ic ts  a  "purp le  

ty ra n t"  im prisoned by A d v ers ity . He s i t s  on a  square , tomb-shaped

B la k e 's  I l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  the  Poems o f Gray, p . ?6 .
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s t r u c tu r e ,  l e f t  arm and le g  in  sh ac k le s , and l e f t  fo o t  j u t t i n g  foirward

beneath  h i s  gown. On h is  head i s  a  crown o f s h o r t ,  sharp s p ik e s . His

r ig h t  arm i s  drawn to  h is  c h e s t. The e n t i r e  landscape i s  th a t  o f

Ulro— the scene th a t  A dversity  c re a te s  f o r  th e  in d iv id u a l.  Design 4

d e p ic ts  an aged crone. A d v ersity , s e a te d , l e f t  f o o t  forw ard, a  book in

h e r  l e f t  hand and compasses in  h e r r i g h t .  In  h e r la p  s i t s  V irtue

w r itin g  in  a  book. Remarkable here  i s  t h a t ,  a s  Iren e  Th,yler n o te s .

A d v ersity  in  t h i s  i l l u s t r a t i o n  i s  th e  same woman Blake uses to  d e p ic t

"V irtu e , k ep t a l iv e  by care  and t o i l "  in  N ight Thoughts desig n  No. 294.

In  th e  N ight Thoughts desig n  V irtue  has matured " in to  the  same gaunt,
92s te r n  woman who had 'nursed* h e r ."  The obvious in fe ren ce  th e n  i s  

t h a t  V irtue  n u rtu red  by A dversity  grows up to  become A d v ersity , th a t  

a d v e rs ity  a b s tra c te d —a s  Gray would have i t —indeed breeds i t s e l f .  The 

f i n a l  i l l u s t r a t i o n  of th e  s e r ie s  (Design 6) d e p ic ts  A dversity  in  h e r  

"form benign" hovering hooded over th e  cowled p o e t, h er l e f t  hand on 

h is  head, h e r  r ig h t  p o in tin g  upward. The p o e t, hands c lasp ed  b efo re  

him, broods. S ig n if ic a n tly ,  th e  fa c e s  o f A d v ersity  and p o e t b ea r a  

c lo se  resem blance—the "s"  shaped brows, prom inent noses and down- 

tu rn ed  mouths. A dversity  h e re , in  h e r  benign form , i s  a  figm ent o f  the 

p o e t 's  s e lf -c e n te re d , l im ite d  v is io n .

Ihe f in a l  poem o f t h i s  group, "E pitaph  on Mrs. C la rk e ,"  focuses 

on th e  m orb id ity  o f  d ea th . G ray 's  poem i s  s h o rt  enough to  quote here

92 B la k e 's  I l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  th e  Poems o f Gray, p p .  7 8 - 7 9 .
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in  f u l l ;

Lo! where t h i s  s i l e n t  marble weeps,
A F rien d , a  Wife, a  Mother s le e p s ;
A H eart, w ith in  whose sacred  c e l l  
Ihe p eacefu l V irtu es  lo v 'd  to  dw ell. 
A ffec tio n  warm, and F a ith  s in c e re .
And s o f t  Humanity were th e re .
In  agony, in  d ea th  r e s ig n 'd .
She f e l t  the  wound she l e f t  behind. 
Her in fa n t  image, here below.
S i t s  sm iling  on a  f a th e r 's  woe:
Whom what a w a its , while y e t he s tra y s  
Along th e  lo n e ly  vale  o f days?
A pang to  s e c re t  sorrow dear;
A s ig h ; an u n av a ilin g  te a r ;
T i l l  time s h a l l  e v 'ry  g r ie f  remove. 
With L ife , w ith  Memory, and w ith  Love.

Such an a t t i t u d e  toward death  Blake dep lored , f o r  he could n o t see i t  

a s  a  reason  f o r  mourning. Hence he marks a s  l i n e s  f o r  i l l u s t r a t i o n  in  

th e  f in a l  d esig n  fo r  th e  poem;

Her in fa n t  image, here below,
S i t s  sm iling  on a  f a th e r 's  woe . . .

In  G ray 's  poem th e  l in e s  in d ic a te , though Gray may n o t have been aware 

of i t ,  th a t  th e  daughter may be unaware o f  th e  d ir e  consequences o f her 

m o th er's  d e a th . And Blake focuses on th ese  l in e s  because o f th e  t r u th  

th ey  imply. The c h ild  in  her in fa n t innocence—n o t ignorance—senses a  

t r u th  th a t  th e  fa th e r  bound up in  h im se lf—bent over in  h is  c h a ir ,  knees 

crossed  and arms entwined ac ro ss  h is  ch est—cannot p e rce iv e , and th a t  i s  

th a t  the  mother i s  indeed more r e a l ly  w ith  them th an  when she was 

apparen t to  t h e i r  m ortal p a r t .  The c h i ld 's  hopefu l countenance
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c o n tra s ts  w ith  th e  g reyness o f th e  rem ainder o f th e  i l l u s t r a t i o n ,  a  

d esig n  ou t o f  U lro w ith  i t s  square m antle deco ra ted  w ith se p u lc h ra l 

o r n a m e n t s . B u t  in  s p i te  o f the  gloom o f G ray 's  poem, which can over

come th e  rea d e r  o f an u n i l lu s t r a te d  v e rs io n , th e  re a d e r  o f th e  i l l u s 

t r a te d  poem i s  a f fe c te d  by th e  hope in  th e  young g i r l ' s  fa c e , which 

dom inates over th e  message o f  th e  t e x t  and th e  Ulro iconography o f 

the  design .

The n ex t group of poems—those which expand G ray 's  poems in to  

a  s ta tem en t about Atonement—a re  "Elegy W ritten  in  a  Country Church

yard" and "Ode on th e  Death o f a  F av o u rite  C at."  B lak e 's  d esig n s  fo r  

th e se  two poems a re  a ls o  rem arkable in  th a t ,  l i k e  "Epitaph on Mrs. 

C larke ,"  i t  i s  im possib le to  experience the  i l l u s t r a t e d  poems in  the 

same sense th a t  Gray had ap p aren tly  in tended  them.

Ire n e  T ayler rem arks on th e  f a c t  th a t  B la k e 's  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  to

"Elegy W ritten  in  a  Country Church-yard" a re  " a l l  'lan d sc a p e ' d es ig n s ,

and fo r  th e  f i r s t  tim e the  n a tu ra l  s e t t in g ,  co lo red  in  b e a u t i fu l  g re e n s ,
oZf

seems a s  prom inent a  f ig u re  a s  i t s  human occupants."-^ There a re  a t  

l e a s t  two ways in  which one m ight in t e r p r e t  B la k e 's  in t e r e s t  in  lan d 

scape in  connection w ith  t h i s  poem. My f i r s t  response was to  in te r p r e t  

th e  emphasis on landscape as  an emphasis on th e  v eg e ta tiv e  l i f e  o f 

G eneration— to  in te r p r e t  i t  a s  B la k e 's  im p lica tio n  th a t  G ray 's

T ayler, B la k e 's  I l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  th e  Poems of Gray, p . 127. 

B lak e 's  I l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  the  Poems of Gray, p . 132.
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preoccupation  w ith  d ea th  r e f l e c t s  a  human n a tu re  chained to  th e  cycle  

o f  v e g e ta tiv e  l i f e ,  a  l i f e  w ithout Atonement. But a  c lo s e r  s tudy  o f  

the  d es ig n s  le a d s  me to  ag ree  w ith  T ay le r th a t  in  th ese  landscapes 

i t  i s  no t B la k e 's  d u ll  round o f G eneration  h u t energy and l i f e  th a t  

a re  emphasized. And Blake i s  c o n tra s tin g  the l i f e  of the landscape to  

th e  dea th  emphasized in  G ray 's  poem.

The f i r s t  te x tu a l  design , f o r  which Blake marks th e  l in e  

"The plowman homeward p lo d s  h is  weary way" fo r  i l l u s t r a t i o n ,  shows th e  

p o e t  in  th e  foreground look ing  upward toward a  p a l le d  f ig u re  sweeping 

downward in  a  dark  c loud . But th e  p o e t 's  co n cen tra tio n  on t h i s  f ig u re  

o f  Death seems in s ig n i f ic a n t  in  view o f the v iv id  landscape scene th a t  

dom inates th e  d esig n . And in  th e  background s tan d s  a  G othic church, a  

symbol to  Blake o f  "L iv ing  Form." Ben Jones n o tes  a  s im ila r  emphasis on 

energy or l i f e  in  Design 3» which p ic tu re s  a  re a p e r  busy a t  work in  

th e  f i e ld .  Behind him s tan d s  a  woman ca rry in g  what appears to  be a 

cask  o f f lu id  refresh m en t. Jones n o tes  th a t  the  t e x t  on t h i s  page i s  

" c o n tro lle d  by the m elancholy r e f le c t io n  on the dead ." Yet " th e  i l l u s 

t r a t i o n  re v e rse s  th e  emphasis in  the passage. What was in  Gray a

9*5r e f le c t io n  on death  becomes in  Blake a  r e v e la t io n  o f l i f e . "  Another 

o f  th e  scenes which r e i t e r a t e s  th i s  same p o in t,  one noted by T ay le r, 

i s  Design 10, f o r  which Blake has marked th e  l in e  "Slow through the 

church-way p a th  we saw him borne" f o r  i l l u s t r a t i o n .  In  view o f the f a c t

"Blake on G ray," p . 128.
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t h a t  Blake marked t h i s  l i n e ,  one would expect to  f in d  th e  fu n e ra l 

p ro cess io n  dom inating th e  scene. In s te a d , a  group of women and c h ild 

re n , i r o n ic a l ly ,  dom inates th e  fo reground  o f th e  scene. The l i f e  and 

energy  th ey  r e p re s e n t ,  combined w ith  th e  heavy fo lia g e  o f  th e  landscape, 

ren d er in s ig n i f ic a n t  th e  fu n e ra l p ro cess io n  d is c e rn ib le  in  th e  d is ta n c e . 

On t h i s  scene, T ay ler w r ite s ;

The p a s to r a l  bounty o f th e  scene in  th e  foreground—m others and 
c h ild re n , and p a r t ic u la r ly  th e  n u rs in g  in f a n t ,  in  a  s e t t in g  of 
lu sh  g reenery—p ro v id es  a  c o n tra s t  w ith  th e  drab o rd er o f the  
d i s t a n t  fu n e ra l march a t  the  same time th a t  i t  reminds us th a t  
th e  end o f l i f e  i s  n o t th e  g rave b u t e te r n a l  r e b i r th ,  th a t  "new 
and g r e a te r  s u n r i s e ."9°

This emphasis on l i f e  and energy in  th e  d es ig n s  c le a r ly  makes read in g  

the  i l l u s t r a t e d  poem an experience in  iro n y , f o r  though G ray 's  l in e s  

speak o f grim  d ea th , th e  re a d e r  i s  ever p re se n te d  w ith th e  images o f 

e n e rg e tic  l i f e .  S im ila r ly  i ro n ic  i s  B la k e 's  d e p ic tio n  o f  h i s  own tomb

s to n e  in  D esign 8. I  can only ag ree  w ith  T ay le r th a t  th i s  i s  B lak e 's  

s ta tem en t on th e  s ig n if ic a n c e  of d ea th —What does i t  m a tte r  i f  I 'm  

l iv in g  or dead? My im m ortal s p i r i t  i s  u n a ffec ted  the  change. "What 

Gray, the  s e lf -e n c lo se d  ' au th o r ' has fo rg o tte n  in  th i s  poem about 

d e a th ,"  says T ay le r, " i s  th e  world o f  'Im ag in a tio n , ' which Blake be

lie v e d  to  be e te rn a l  and open to  a l l  men." B la k e 's  designs to  t h i s  poem 

a re  a  rem inder " th a t  e te r n a l  l i f e  aw a its  th o se  who w i l l  have it."^"^

q5
B la k e 's  I l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  th e  Poems o f Gray, p . 142.

97 B la k e 's  I l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  th e  Poems o f  Gray, pp. 143-46.
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An even mere obvious s ta tem en t about th e  l im i ta t io n s  o f 

G ray 's  w orld as  opposed to  the  open a p o ca ly p tic  world o f  Blake i s  

ev id en t in  th e  d esig n s  to  "Ode on th e  Death o f  a  F av o u rite  C a t,"  One 

o f the most s t a r t l i n g  e f f e c ts  of read in g  what one expects  to  be a 

f r iv o lo u s  d i t t y  on c a ts  who c a n 't  keep th e i r  paws out o f  th e  w ate r, o r 

a t  most about women who c a n 't  keep them selves ou t o f t ro u b le ,  i s  th e  

r e a l i z a t i o n  upon read in g  the  i l l u s t r a t e d  poem th a t  the  f r iv o lo u s  d e l ig h t  

o f  G ray 's  poem has become in s te a d  an experience o f a  d i f f e r e n t  d e l ig h t— 

B lak e 's  concept o f Atonement. Although Jean  Hagstrum se e s  B la k e 's  

i l l u s t r a t e d  comment a s  m erely "a  b r i e f  n a r ra t iv e  o f how s o c ie ty  sup

p re sse s  love,"^®  and S ir  G eoffrey Keynes says t h a t  Blake has transm uted 

"G ray 's  conven tional m o ra liz in g  . . . in to  a  barbed a lle g o ry  o f woman's 

f r a i l t y , b o t h  I re n e  T ayler and Arnold Fawcus see th e  d esig n s  a s  an 

i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f B la k e 's  own concept o f F a l l  and Atonement.

In  h is  i l l u s t r a t i o n  f o r  th e  t i t l e  page of N ight IV o f Young's 

Night Thoughts. Blake p ro v id es a  conception  o f  C h ris t a g a in s t  which 

Young's conception  o f C h r is t  can be measured. Now Blake tak es  one o f 

G ray 's  most t r i v i a l  poems and uses i t  a s  a  v e h ic le  fo r  h i s  own v is io n .

William Blake; P oet and P a in te r , p . I 3I .
QQ

W illiam B la k e 's  W ater-Colour Designs f o r  th e  Poems of 
Thomas Gray, p . 4^.

B la k e 's  I l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  th e  Poems o f Gray, p . 66; "W illiam  
B lak e 's  W atercolour Designs I l l u s t r a t i n g  G ray 's  Poems—and Mr. M ellon," 
Connoisseur. I 79 (January  1972), 13.
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a  s tan d a rd  a g a in s t which G ray 's  v is io n  can he measured. The i l l u s t r a 

t io n s  to  "Ode on th e  Death o f a  F av o u rite  Cat" p o r tra y  no t G ray 's  c a t  

b u t B lak e 's  Thel who, in s te a d  of r e t r e a t in g  to  a  world o f s e l f i s h  

innocence—and hence Ulro—plunges, w ith the  help  of F a te , in to  th e  

w aters o f m ateria lism , the world o f G eneration , and emerges redeemed to  

the h ig h er innocence o f Eden. B lak e 's  i l l u s t r a t i o n  accompanying the  

f i r s t  page of th e  te x t  shows Selim a, h a l f  c a t  and h a l f  woman, look ing  

ou t over th e  w a te r. Below, in  th e  w ater, bu t n o t th e  ob jec t o f S e lim a 's  

i n t e r e s t ,  two t in y  angelic-w inged lo v e rs  embrace. What Selima n a rc is -  

s i s t i c a l l y  sees in s te a d  i s  h er own r e f le c t io n  in  th e  w ater, a  s ig n a l o f 

her own growing se lf-aw aren ess , th e  f i r s t  s te p  in  a  redeeming s e l f -  

knowledge. In  th e  nex t design , h er c a t - l ik e  f e a tu re s  predom inant,

Selim a glim pses th e  "two angel forms . . . /  The G enii of th e  stream ." 

Behind h e r . F a te , whose fe a tu re s  a re  those o f A dversity  in  Design 4 ,

"Ode to  A d v ers ity ,"  p rep ares  to  cu t th e  r e s t r a in in g  cord. In  th e  nex t 

design  Selim a plunges, ap p aren tly  pushed ty  F ate  and implying th a t  h e r 

f a l l ,  u n lik e  T h e l's  r e fu s a l  to  f a l l ,  may not have been a  m atte r of 

cho ice , b u t perhaps a  necessary  p a r t  o f human experience. In  th i s  

d esign  Selim a has become alm ost f u l ly  human, and h er image plunging 

downward assumes e r o t ic  o u tl in e s . At the same tim e th e  two angel 

lo v e rs  have become, sca le d  o r m ailed w arrio rs  bearin g  spears  and a  

s h ie ld ,  re p re s e n ta tiv e  perhaps o f th e  sexual s t r i f e  o f th e  g en era tiv e  

l i f e .  In  th e  te x t  to  t h i s  p la te  Blake marks two s e ts  o f  l in e s  f o r  

i l l u s t r a t i o n :
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(M alignant Fate  s a t  by, and sm il'd )  
Ihe s l ip p 'r y  verge h er f e e t  b e g u il 'd .  
She tumbled headlong in .

and;

E igh t tim es emerging from th e  flood  
She mew'd to  e v 'ry  w a t'ry  God,
Some speedy a id  to  send.

I t  i s  c le a r ly  B la k e 's  read in g  of the  f i r s t  s e t  of l in e s  which he 

i l l u s t r a t e s  in  th e  design  d ep ic tin g  S e lim a 's  p lunge. The l a t t e r  s e t  

o f  l in e s  he i l l u s t r a t e s  in  the nex t and f in a l  d es ig n . But s ig n i f i 

c a n tly  Blake has g iven, in  h is  l i s t  o f  designs on the  verso  o f the  

t i t l e  page, a  new t i t l e  to  th i s  l a s t  design , a  t i t l e  which r e f l e c t s  

th e  redem ptive symbolism o f  th e  number "n in e ."  In s te a d  of "E ig h t tim es 

emerging from th e  f lo o d ,"  B lak e 's  t i t l e  read s  "Nine tim es emerging 

from the  f lo o d ."  In  t h i s  design , th e  w arrio rs  a re  two g o ld fish  and 

Selim a i s  a  young woman emerging head th ru s t  upward, hands and mouth in  

a t t i tu d e s  of p r a is e .  The im p lica tio n  i s  c le a r ly  th a t  o f a  redeemed 

Selim a, and th a t  the  g o ld f ish  of G ray 's  poem a re  p ic tu re d  as  g o ld fish  

h ere  i s  no t n e c e s sa r ily  w ithou t s ig n if ic a n c e  a s  Blake was s u re ly  aware 

o f the ag e-o ld  C h ris tia n  symbolism o f the  f i s h  a s  symbol fo r  C h r is t  and 

a  re p re se n ta tio n  o f baptism  and new l i f e .  S e lim a 's  f a l l  and redem ption 

express B la k e 's  o p tim is tic  v is io n  o f Atonement, o f e te rn a l  l i f e  f o r  

a l l  men, a  theme he found few glim pses o f in  th e  melancholy graveyard 

p o e try  o f Gray. I t  was t h i s  e r ro r  in  G ray 's  v is io n  th a t  he sought to  

c o r re c t .
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D ire c tly  commenting on Gray a s  a  p o e t a re  the  th re e  p o r t r a i t s

o f  Gray t h a t  a re  d is c e rn ib le  throughout the volume of th i r te e n

poems;^^^ Design 2, "Ode on th e  S pring"; Design 2, "The P rogress  o f 

Poesy"; and Design 1 , "Elegy W ritten  in  a  Country Church-yard," In  the

f i r s t  o f th e  d esig n s , which i l l u s t r a t e s  B la k e 's  l i s t  o f  desig n s f o r

"Ode on th e  S p rin g ,"  Gray s i t s ,  le g s  c rossed , h is  l e f t  le g  in  th e  fo re 

ground and b en t underneath him, fo o t v i s ib le ,  th e  r ig h t  le g  cro ssed  over 

th e  l e f t  and extended. In  h is  l e f t  hand he h o lds a  book in  which he 

w r ite s . A round arch  fram es th e  p o e t, and l i g h t  flow s through th e  

archway from a  huge sun. The ray s  o f l i g h t  f lo o d  th e  p o e t a t  h i s  work. 

T his p o r t r a i t  o f  Gray, though th e  prom inent, ben t back l e f t  le g  and 

fo o t ,  th e  round a rch , and the  f a c t  th a t  the  p o e t i s  w ritin g  in  a  book 

m ight be construed  a s  U rizen ic  iconography and an expression  o f  B lak e 's  

r e s e rv a t io n , i s  la rg e ly  p o s it iv e .  The ray s  o f l i g h t  coming from th e  

sun in d ic a te  th a t  Blake f e l t  Gray was an in sp ire d  poet w ith  p o te n t ia l  

f o r  Edenic, fo u rfo ld  v is io n .

The second and th i r d  d es ig n s  a re  n o t so o p tim is tic .  The 

second d e s ig n , which co n ta in s  h is  l i s t  o f i l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  "The P ro g ress  

o f  Poesy," Blake e n t i t l e s  "Study." Here Gray bends " th o u g h tfu lly , 

a lm ost w ea rily , over a  book in  h is  la p ."  This i l l u s t r a t i o n  T ayler sees  

a s  an a l lu s io n —" a t  l e a s t  in d ir e c t ly " —to  th e  "academic w eigh t,"  o f  h is

As id e n t i f ie d  by T ay le r, B la k e 's  I l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  th e  Poems 
o f  Gray, pp . 46, 82- 83 , 129; and Keynes, W illiam B lak e 's  W ater-Colour 
D esigns f o r  th e  Poems o f Thomas Gray, pp. 41, 53, 68.
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1 0 2poems, "a s  w ell a s  to  th e  d e r iv a t iv e  n a tu re  o f G ray 's  in s p i r a t io n ."  

Another d esign  from "The P ro g ress  o f Poesy" w arran ts  m ention a t  t h i s  

p o in t because i t  i s  used to  i l l u s t r a t e  the  t e x t  in  which Gray d esc rib e s  

h is  own view o f h im se lf  a s  a  p o e t;

Oh! Lyre d iv in e , what d a rin g  s p i r i t  
Wakes thee  now? Tho' he in h e r i t  
Nor th e  p r id e ,  nor ample p in io n .
That the  Theban Ea^le b ear,
S a i l in g  w ith  supreme dominion 
Thro ' the  azu re  deep o f a i r :
Yet o f t  b e fo re  h is  in fa n t  eyes would ru n  
Such forms a s  g l i t t e r  in  th e  M use's r a y ,
With o r ie n t  hues, unborrow 'd o f th e  fu n :
Yet s h a l l  he mount, and keep h is  d i s t a n t  way 
Beyond th e  l im i t s  o f  a  v u lg ar f a te .
Beneath the  Good how f a r —b u t f a r  above th e  G rea t.

(D esigns 10 and U )

The l in e  marked s p e c i f ic a l ly  f o r  i l l u s t r a t i o n  i s  "Such form s a s  g l i t 

t e r  in  th e  M use's r a y ."  The p oet in  th e  i l l u s t r a t i o n  s tan d s  w ith  h is  

back to  th e  view er under th e  arch  o f th e  M use's ra y . But the  Muse, 

whose body forms th e  r a y , i s  a  vague cloudy form w ith  a  tro u b led  fac e . 

C linging  to  h e r a re  two eq u a lly  tro u b le d  c h ild re n  or in f a n ts .  Iren e  

T ayler n o te s  w ith  re g a rd  to  t h i s  desig n  th a t  i t  im plies

th a t  th e  m use-seeing " in fa n t"  p a r t  o f Gray i s  now dead, leav in g  
th e  grown man to  see only b lu rre d  and tro u b le d  muses. The 
c lin g in g  in fa n ts  in  the  m use's ra y  a re  perhaps some of th e  pro
d u c ts  o f  G ray 's  muse—th a t  i s ,  h i s  poems—and in  t h e i r  haz in ess

1 0 ? B la k e 's  I l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  th e  Poems o f Gray, pp. 82- 83 .
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and h e r d i s t r e s s  may he seen B lak e 's  judgment of th e  danger th a t  
b e se ts  G ray 's  in s p i r a t io n .103

T ayler suggests  th a t  Blake was d isp leased  w ith  G ray 's  fav o rab le  p ic tu re

o f Dryden in  "The P rogress o f Poesy" and th a t  he f e l t  th a t  " a s  an

adm irer o f  Dryden, Gray i s  in  danger o f becoming, l ik e  him, 'S u b se rv ien t

10^to  the  i n t e r e s t  o f the Monopolizing T ra d e r , '"  th a t  he, in  o th er 

words, m ight succumb to  th e  e v i ls  of w ritin g  m erely to  p le a se  an aud i

ence.

The th i r d  p o r t r a i t  of Gray, which i l l u s t r a t e s  the t i t l e  page 

o f "Elegy W ritten  in  a Country C hurch-yard," shows th e  poet w ritin g , 

hunched over on a  s e a t  a t  one s id e  o f a  G othic a rc h . His fa c e  i s  tu rned  

outwazrd toward the  view er; h is  exp ression  i s  pained , eyes c a s t  downward. 

H is hood, f a l l i n g  forw ard over h is  head, seems to  h in d er h is  work. At 

th e  veiy  l e a s t  i t  p rec lu d es  h is  v is io n  of the  G othic arch  under which 

he s i t s  and behind which a  s e r ie s  o f such arches le ad in g  in to  what i s  

p o ss ib ly  a  church extend. Tayler n o tes  th a t  t h i s  p o r t r a i t  d i f f e r s  from 

th e  o th e r  two in  th a t  no source o f b r i l l i a n t  l i g h t  i s  shown—no source 

o f i n s p i r a t i o n . B u t  more im portan t than  th e  m issing  l i g h t  so u rce ,

I  th in k , i s  th a t  th e  p o e t, because o f h is  hooded, drawn-up p o s tu re , i s  

incapab le  o f see in g  what i s  so ev id en t i f  he would only  look—th e

103

104 B lake ' s I l l u s t r a t i o n s to the  Poems o f Gray, p . 93.

105 B lake' s I l l u s t r a t i o n s to the Poems of Gray, p . 129.
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"L iv ing  Form" o f Gothic a rc h i te c tu re ,  which re p re s e n ts  a  source of 

in s p ir a t io n .  C lea rly , the  im p lica tio n  o f t h i s  p o r t r a i t ,  and o f the 

o th e r  p ic tu re s  of Gray, i s  th a t  Gray, though he had p o te n t ia l ,  lacked  

v is io n . His p e rcep tio n  had n o t been f u l ly  developed.

One l a s t  aspect o f  the  Gray i l l u s t r a t i o n s  seems to  have a  

s ig n i f ic a n t  bearin g  on B la k e 's  c r i t ic is m  o f Gray a s  a  p o e t. This i s  

th e  f i n a l  s h o r t poem by B lake, "To Mrs. Anne Flaxman," w ith which he 

concludes h is  i l l u s t r a t e d  volume of G ray 's  poems:

A l i t t l e  Flower grew in  a  lo n e ly  Vale 
I t s  form was l iv e ly  but i t s  co lo u rs  pa le  
One s tand ing  in  th e  Porches of th e  Sun 
When h is  M eridian g lo r ie s  were begun 
Leapd from the  s tep s  of f i r e  & on the  g rass  
A lighted  where th i s  l i t t l e  flow er was 
With hands d iv ine  he moved the  g e n tle  Sod 
And took the  flow er up in  i t s  m ature Clod 
Then p la n tin g  i t  upon a  Mountain brow 
' T is your own f a u l t  i f  you d o n 't  f lo u r is h  now.

Keynes n o tes  th e  p o s s ib i l i ty  th a t  th e  re fe ren ce  in  the poem to  "One 

s tan d in g  in  th e  Porches o f  the Sun" may be to  Flaxman, and the  " l i t t l e  

flow er" may r e f e r  to  B la k e 's  a r t i s t i c  powers. Such a  read ing  would 

in d ic a te  B la k e 's  a p p re c ia tio n  fo r  Flaxm an's in tro d u c in g  him to  W illiam 

Hayley and thus making i t  p o ss ib le  fo r  him to  go to  Felpham in  I 8OO to  

work under H ayley 's patronage. On the  o th e r hand, Keynes n o tes  th a t  

th e  design  accompanying th i s  poem "could  be taken  to  re p re se n t the 

s p i r i t  o f B la k e 's  c re a tiv e  powers in tro d u c in g  Ann Flaxm an's d e lic a te  

p e rcep tio n s  to  a  g re a te r  a p p re c ia tio n  and desig n  on th e  mountain o f  th e  

double gen ius o f Gray and Blake, th e  mountain being a  symbol o ften  used
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by Blake to  express s p i r i t u a l  e le v a t io n ."10^ I t  i s  p o s s ib le , I  th in k , 

to  in te r p r e t  th e  poem and i l l u s t r a t i o n  as  Keynes in d ic a te s ;  perhaps 

both  in te rp r e ta t io n s  a re  what Blake expected the Flaxmans to  s e e .  But 

I  su sp ec t th a t  Blake had ano ther more im portan t in te rp r e ta t io n  to  

a ss ig n  to  th e  poem. I  would l ik e  to  in te r p r e t  i t  a s  Blake p o in tin g  

the  way fo r  Gray, lead ing  him toward s p i r i t u a l  fo u rfo ld  v is io n . Hence 

the " l i t t l e  flow er" becomes not B la k e 's  a r t i s t i c  powers, bu t G ra y 's .

And th e  "One stan d in g  in  th e  porches o f th e  Sun" i s  B lake, who w ith  h is  

"hands d iv ine" p la n ts  G ray 's  flow er and h i s  poems "upon a  Mountain brow" 

where i t  i s  G ray 's  own f a u l t  i f  he does n o t " f lo u r is h  now." Such a  

read in g  extends th e  na tu re  metaphor w ith which Blake in tro d u ces  th e  

volume o f i l l u s t r a t e d  poems—"Around the  Springs o f Gray my w ild  ro o t  

weaves"—to  i t s  conclusion . And coming a t  th e  c lo se  o f th e  work, i t  

could w e ll be B la k e 's  assessm ent o f h is  own achievem ent. Blake d id  

indeed enhance th e  environment o f  G ray 's  poems. F inding  G ray 's  work 

la c k in g  in  optimism because he had dw elt too  long on themes of " th e  

race  o f man" coming f in a l ly  " in  d u s t to  r e s t , "  Blake assumed th e  ta s k  

of re v is in g  and expanding h is  v is io n .

W illiam  B lak e 's  W ater-Colour Designs f o r  th e  Poems o f 
Thomas Gray, pp.
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B lak e 's  C ritic ism  of B la ir

R obert B l a i r 's  The Grave was the su b je c t o f B la k e 's  th i r d  

m ajor work of i l l u s t r a t e d  c r i t ic is m  o f th e  e ig h teen th -cen tu ry  E ng lish  

p o e ts . The Grave, l ik e  Young's N ight Thoughts, d e a ls  w ith  th e  h o rro rs  

o f death  and dying, w ith  th a t  " fo u l monster" ( l .  600) S in  and " g re a t 

m an-eater" ( l .  639) D eath, and f in a l ly  w ith  a  glim pse o f th e  Judgment 

Day when th e  sou l l i k e  a  b ird  th a t

Cowers down, and dozes t i l l  th e  dawn o f day,
Then c lap s  h is  w ell-fled g ed  wings, and b ea rs  away.

(11. 766- 67)107

But th e re  i s  a  major d iffe re n c e  between th e  poems o f Young and B la ir .  

Where Young's i s  some 10,000 l in e s  o f m ostly morose blank v e rse , B l a i r 's  

i s  a  mere 767 l in e s  and hence a t  l e a s t  re a d ab le .

B lake was engaged by Cromek in  I 805 to  do a  s e t  o f f o r ty  

i l l u s t r a t i o n s  fo r  The Grave, from which Cromek had in d ic a te d  he would 

s e le c t  tw enty f o r  engraving and p u b lic a tio n . A pparently , Blake produced 

only about twenty d esig n s , and th en , Cromek, in s te a d  of engaging Blake .

107 A ll q u o ta tio n s  from The Grave a re  from The P o e tic a l  Works 
o f B e a tt ie , B la ir ,  and F a lco n er, ed. George G i l f i l l a n  (Edinburgh; James 
N ichol, 1834) .
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to  do th e  engraving , commissioned Lewis S ch iav o n e tti to  do th i s  work.

The r e s u l t  i s  th a t  we have e x ta n t a  s e t  o f  tw elve i l l u s t r a t i o n s  drawn
108by Blake and engraved by S c h ia v o n e tti .

The B la ir  d e s ig n s , u n lik e  th e  Young and Gray i l l u s t r a t i o n s  

which form a  frame f o r  a  t e x t  p la te ,  a re  on se p a ra te  s h e e ts . Y et l ik e  

th e  o th e rs , they  r e v e a l  t h a t  Blake found th e  a u th o r 's  v is io n  lack in g  

in  p e rsp e c tiv e . In  s h o r t ,  a s  S. F o s te r  Damon n o te s , "Blake desp ised  

th e  t e x t  he was i l l u s t r a t i n g , "  and wherever he could , he f l a t l y  c o n tra 

d ic te d  i t .^ ^ ^

The Grave, to  anyone f a m il ia r  w ith B la k e 's  v is io n , re p re s e n ts ,  

a s  Damon in d ic a te s ,  a  " f a ls e  r e l ig io n ."  B la i r  begins by n o tin g  th a t

th e  ta s k  be mine.
To p a in t  th e  gloomy h o rro rs  o f th e  tomb . . .

(11. ^ 5 )

And so he does. The cem etery i s  d e sc rib ed  w ith  i t s  yews, haunted by 

s p i r i t s .  The g rave i s  d ep ic ted  as  " F u r r 'd  round w ith  mouldy damps, and 

ropy  slim e" ( l .  18 ), and i t  i s  addressed  a s  one who rends " in  sunder /  

Whom love  has k n it"  ( l l .  85- 86) ,  th e  le v e le r  o f  humankind—bard , ty ra n t ,  

beau ty , s tr e n g th . The w a rrio r , the  p h y s ic ia n , th e  m iser, a l l  must meet

That aw ful g u lf  no m ortal e 'e r  r e p a s s 'd  
To t e l l  w h a t's  do ing  on th e  o th e r  s id e .

(11. 372-73)

xos See S. F o s te r  Damon's Commentary in  B la k e 's  Grave; A 
P ro p h e tic  Book (P rovidence; Brown Univ. P re s s , I 963) ,  n . pag.

1 0 9 B la k e 's  Grave, n , pag.
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The l a s t  h a l f  o f the  poem, however, becomes more o p tim is tic .  B l a i r 's  

th e s i s ,  a s  he dw ells on th e  h ideousness o f S in , d e face r o f "A whole 

c r e a t io n 's  beauty" ( l ,  6 l8 ) ,  bu t f o r  whom "Sorrow had never been"

( l .  6o4), has been th a t  a t  death  body and soul must p a r t ;

For p a r t  they must; body a rd  sou l must p a r t ;  
Fond couple! l i n k ’d more c lo se  than wedded p a i r .  
This wings i t s  way to  i t s  Almighty Source,
The w itness o f i t s  a c t io n s ,  now i t s  ju d g e :
That drops in to  th e  dark  and noisome grave.
L ike a  d isab led  p i tc h e r  o f no use .

(11. 376- 81)

But a s  th e  poem c lo se s , B la ir  w r ite s ;

Thrice welcome death! 
That a f t e r  many a  p a in fu l b leed ing  s te p  
Conducts us to  our home, and lands us sa fe  
On th e  lo n g -w ish 'd -fo r  sh o re . . . .

(11. 706-09)

Death i s  now th e  "gloomy path" t h a t  l i e s  between th e  agonies o f  t h i s  

l i f e  and th a t  " lo n g -w ish 'd -f  or shore" where

The g la d  sou l 
Has no t a  wish uncrown’d .—Even the  la g  f le s h  
R e s ts , too , in  hope o f m eeting once again  
I t s  b e t te r  h a l f  never to  sunder more.

(11. 730-33)

The Judgment Day then  becomes th e  ev en t where so u l and body a re  

re jo in e d , and th e  f a c t  th a t  the  worm has had i t s  tu rn  a t  th e  body now 

makes no d iffe re n c e ;
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Each soTil s h a l l  have a  body ready  fu rn is h 'd ;
And each s h a l l  have h is  own.—Sure the  same power 
That r e a r 'd  the p iece a t  f i r s t ,  and took i t  down, 
Can re-assem ble the  loose  s c a t t e r 'd  p a r ts .
And p u t them as  they were . . . .

Nor s h a l l  the conscious soul 
M istake i t s  p a r tn e r ,  b u t, am idst th e  crowd. 
S in g lin g  i t s  o th er h a l f ,  in to  i t s  arms 
S h a ll  ru sh , w ith  a l l  the  im patience of a  man 
T h a t's  new come home; and, having long been absen t. 
With h as te  runs over every  d i f f e r e n t  room.
In  pa in  to  see the whole . . .

(11. 741-46; 754- 60)

S urely  Blake, who could p a in t  h is  own tombstone in to  G ray 's  

"Elegy W ritten  in  a  Country Church-yard" a s  a  means of emphasizing h is  

d isd a in  fo r  th e  m a te r ia l and m orta l body, must have been appalled  a t  the  

p h y s ica l emphasis B la ir  placed on death  in  The Grave. B lake, as  we have 

a lread y  seen, joyously  embraced dea th  because i t  f reed  th e  senses from 

th e i r  caverned chinks in  the body. Thus B l a i r 's  v is io n , l ik e  th a t  o f 

Gray and Young, lacked  th e  fo u rfo ld  Edenic p e rsp e c tiv e . This Blake 

expresses in  a  s e r ie s  o f i l l u s t r a t i o n s  which both c o n tra d ic t B la i r 's  

poem and expand upon h is  themes in  a  manner th a t  fo rces  B la i r 's  re a d e r  

in to  an awareness o f the d is tan ce  between the  two p o e ts ' v is io n s .

S. F o s te r  Damon has noted th a t  w ith  one design—The Descent of 

Man in to  the Vale of Death—Blake has d ep ic ted  most o f B la i r 's  poem.^^^ 

In  c o n tra s t ,  he used fo u r  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  cover some tw en ty -e igh t l in e s  

toward th e  end of the poem, l in e s  where B la ir  " sc u rr ie d  through th e

Blake's Grave, n. pag.
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g en era l R esu rrec tio n , the  Reunion o f Soul and Body, and th e  L ast 

Judgment." The e f f e c t ,  o f  course , i s  to  d im inish  th e  e f f e c t  o f B l a i r 's  

co n cen tra tio n  on th e  h o rro rs  o f the grave and to  expand th a t  s e c tio n  of 

the poem which has to  do w ith  those  a sp e c ts  o f l i f e  and o f the poem 

more ten ab le  to  Blake.

"Die f i r s t  se c tio n  o f the  poem d e a ls  w ith th e  descen t o f mankind 

in to  th e  g rave, and B la k e 's  i l l u s t r a t i o n  d e p ic ts  a  number o f c h a ra c te rs , 

some o f which a re  B l a i r 's ,  in  th e i r  d escen t. The d esig n , u n lik e  most of 

B la k e 's  designs which fe a tu re  caves or tom b-like a p e r tu re s , p la c e s  the 

viewer so th a t  h i s  p e rsp ec tiv e  i s  th a t  o f looking  upward and outward 

from th e  i n t e r io r  o f a  cave, the  landscape o f which i s  c le a r ly  t h a t  of 

U lro, w ith square s te p s  and s tones over which men, women, and c h ild re n  

o f v arious ages ru sh , grope, and craw l. The opening, in  th i s  case to  

the o u te r  w orld, i s  a  round a rch , and th e  e f f e c t  of the  l i g h t  coming 

through th e  round arch  and down over th e  s t a i r s  lead in g  in to  th e  cave 

i s  to  form th e  o u tlin e  o f a  keyhole. C le a r ly , Blake th in k s  l i t t l e  of 

B l a i r 's  emphasis on th e  d escen t to  the  g rave , and th e  keyhole e f f e c t  of 

the l i g h t  flow ing through th e  en trance o f th e  cave may re p re se n t B la k e 's  

co u n te rp o in tin g  co n ten tio n  th a t  the d escen t i s  n o t a s  agonizing as  

B la ir  would have i t .  Damon n o tes  th a t  " th e  proud monarchs and o th e rs  

s e t  in  a u th o r ity ,  over whose dow nfall B la i r  g lo a ted  so loudly ,"  a re  n o t 

among those descending.

Blake's Grave, n. pag.
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Another in s tan ce  o f BlaJce's c o n tra d ic tio n  of B la ir  i s  the  

design  e n t i t l e d  D ea th 's  Door, which i l l u s t r a t e s  the  l in e s :

•T is  b u t a  n ig h t,  a  long and moonless n ig h t. 
We make the  grave our bed, and then  a re  gone.

( 11 . 762- 63)

Here an aged man ben t over a  walking s t ic k  e n te r s  th e  re c ta n g u la r

shaped doorway o f th e  tomb. This lower h a l f  o f th e  i l l u s t r a t i o n  i s  

dom inated by U rizen ic  iconography. But in  sharp  c o n tra s t  i s  th e  icono

graphy o f  th e  upper h a lf  o f  th e  design . On top  o f th e  tomb poses a 

young man who r a d ia te s  immense l i g h t  and energy as  he looks upward and 

away from the  low er re c e s s e s . This i l l u s t r a t i o n  of th e  two prom inent 

f ig u re s  o f  B la k e 's  O rc-cycle , Ore and U rizen , Energy and Reason, con

t r a s t s  B l a i r 's  d i r e  conception of death  w ith  B lak e 's  o p tim is tic  concep

t io n  o f  th e  new l i f e  o r  r e b i r th  o f the  s p i r i t  in h e re n t upon th e  d ea th  

o f  th a t  which i s  m a te r ia l.

The i l l u s t r a t i o n s  e n t i t l e d  The D eath of the  S trong Wicked Man 

and The Death o f th e  Good Old Man, w hile th ey  a re  on one le v e l  l i t e r a l  

i l l u s t r a t i o n s  o f l in e s  from B la i r 's  poem, a ls o  provide an e x c e lle n t  

c o n tra s t  between the  two p o e ts ' conceptions o f  dea th . The f i r s t  o f 

th ese  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  d e a ls  w ith B l a i r 's  l in e s  d e sc rib in g  how even th e  

s tro n g  man, who by th e  way i s  n o t d escrib ed  a s  wicked by B la i r ,  i s  n o t 

immune to  death :

Heard you th a t  groan?
I t  was h is  l a s t . —See how th e  g re a t  G o lia th ,
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J u s t  l ik e  a  c h ild  t h a t  b raw l'd  i t s e l f  to  r e s t ,  
L ies  s t i l l  . . .

(11. 277-80)

B la k e 's  i l l u s t r a t i o n  shows a  young G o lia th  prone and w rith in g  in  agony. 

At h is  s id e  and head young women g rie v e  over him, w hile h is  male s p i r i t ,  

r is in g  in  flam es, appears  to  p r o te s t  leav in g  th e  body. In  th e  l a t t e r  

i l l u s t r a t i o n .  The Death o f the  Good Old Man, Blake l i t e r a l l y  i l l u s 

t r a t e s  l in e s  from a  l a t e r  s tag e  in  B la ir 's 'p o e m  where B la ir  has assumed 

th e  s tan ce  th a t  d ea th  i s  to  be welcomed because i t

Conducts us to  our home, and lan d s  us sa fe  
On th e  lo n g -w ish 'd - fo r  s h o re .—P rod ig ious change! 
Our bane tu r n 'd  to  a  b le s s in g !—D eath, d isa rm 'd . 
Loses h i s  f e l ln e s s  q u i t e .—A ll thanks to  him 
Who scourged the  venom o u t!—Sure th e  l a s t  end 
Of th e  good man i s  peace!—How calm h is  e x i t!

(11. 708-13)

Here th e  Good Old Man d ie s  p e a c e fu lly , h i s  r i g h t  hand on a  B ib le  open 

to  th e  New Testam ent. Around him h is  c h ild re n  kneel in  p ray e r. Over

head h i s  so u l, a  th re e fo ld  winged f ig u re —perhaps th e  Good Old Man and 

two an g e ls—w il l in g ly  ascends. In  c o n tra s tin g  th ese  two d ea th s , Blake 

seems to  be rem arking th a t  d ea th  f o r  th e  man w ithou t im ag inative  v is io n  

—in  whom U rizen ic  reaso n  p r e v a i ls —i s  th e  d ea th  o f th e  S trong and 

Wicked Man who f ig h t s  to  r e t a in  h is  so u l. Having never experienced 

E te rn ity  th e  S trong and Wicked Man f e a r s  th e  unknown. But f o r  th e  Good 

Old Man, whose v is io n  i s  fo u rfo ld , d ea th  i s  a  p eace fu l and en lig h te n in g  

ex p erien ce . And a lthough  Blake d e p ic ts  B l a i r 's  Good Old Man—a  man who 

f o r  B la i r  has renounced s in —Blake would n o t have considered  him good
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because he had "renounced s in ."  Hence in  th e  i l l u s t r a t i o n  he i s  shown 

w ith  h is  hand on th e  Bible which i s  open to  th e  New Testam ent, an in d i

c a tio n  th a t  he embraces death  no t because he has obeyed a  U rizen ic , 

re p re s s iv e  God, b u t because he embraces C h ris t and th e  p r in c ip le  o f 

fo rg iv en ess  o f s in s .  We a re  reminded here o f B la k e 's  words in  

Jerusalem , t h a t  the  " S p i r i t  o f Jesu s i s  c o n tin u a l fo rg iv en ess  o f S in ,"  

and th a t  the  person "who w aits  to  be r ig h teo u s  befo re  he e n te r s  in to  

the  S av iours kingdom, th e  Divine Body; w ill  never e n te r  th e re "  (P la te  

3).

C losely  resem bling th ese  two i l l u s t r a t i o n s  of th e  so u l leav in g

th e  body i s  th e  one e n t i t l e d  The Soul hovering over th e  Body R e lu c tan tly

p a r t in g  w ith  L i f e . Here Damon no tes t h a t  B la k e 's  i l l u s t r a t i o n  c le a r ly

c o n tra d ic ts  B l a i r 's  t e x t ,  which d e sc rib es  th e  d ep a rtin g  so u l "as

112sh riek in g  in  t e r r o r ."  This so u l could n o t be more p e a c e fu l. Again 

th e  im p lica tio n  i s  t h a t  fo r  th e  man o f v is io n , and Blake d id  no t see  

B la ir  as  such, death  was no t a  form idable s t a t e ;  i t  was indeed no more 

than e n try  in to  an o th e r room. A s im ila r  c o n tra d ic tio n  i s  ev id en t in  

the  i l l u s t r a t i o n  The C ounsello r, King. W arrior. Mother & Child in  th e  

Tomb. Here th ese  f iv e  c h a ra c te rs  l i e  p ea c e fu lly  in  a  w e ll- l ig h te d  tomb, 

a  sharp c o n tra s t  to  B la i r 's  t e x t  which would have them m ouldering and 

co rrup ted  by the  worm.

The f in a l  th re e  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  a re  a l l  a p o ca ly p tic  reun ion

112 Blake's Grave, n. pag.
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scenes. The Reunion o f the Soul & th e  Body p o r tra y s  a  male "body r i s in g  

from the  grave and being  met and embraced by a  female so u l descending 

from above. The landscape o f Eden overcomes th a t  o f  U lro a s  the tomb

stone and re c ta n g u la r  c ry p t a re  consumed in  flam es. The meeting of a  

Family in  Heaven i s  a  scene n o t mentioned by B la ir ,  but which, a s  Damon

w r ite s , Blake included because " th e  fam ily  i s  an ex tension  o f the 

113In d iv id u a l."  Even more im portan t, I  th in k , i s  th a t  th e  fam ily  

reunion  i s  re p re s e n ta tiv e  o f th e  union of th e  w arring  f a c u l t ie s  of the  

mind which Blake saw a s  e s s e n tia l  i f  the in d iv id u a l i s  to  achieve th e  

fo u rfo ld  v is io n  o f E te rn i ty .  I t  i s  such a  union which c o n s ti tu te s  th e  

f in a l  r e s o lu tio n  o f th e  prophecies Vala, or th e  Four Zoas and Jerusalem , 

and i t s  emphasis here , in  s p i te  o f B la i r 's  f a i lu r e  to  mention the 

fam ily  reu n io n  in  heaven, i s  B lak e 's  means o f imposing h i s  own v is io n  on 

th a t  o f  th e  graveyard p o e t. B la i r 's  id ea  of man's union w ith  God was 

hindered by h is  orthodox, m a te r ia l i s t ic  in te rp r e ta t io n  o f death  and 

r e s u r re c tio n .  Though Blake might have conceded th a t  Atonement i s  

achieved a f t e r  th e  d ea th  of th e  p h y sica l body, f o r  him th e  tru e  Atone

ment occurred when th e  c re a tiv e  f a c u l t ie s  came in to  focus in  such a  

way a s  to  make the  human in d iv id u a l h im self both  God and C rea to r. In  

th e  f in a l  i l l u s t r a t i o n .  The Day o f Judgment. C h r is t  s i t s  haloed  and 

enthroned, th e  Book o f L ife  upon h is  la p . On e i th e r  s id e  o f the throne 

reco rd in g  angels  a re  a t  work and th e  e ld e rs  a re  sea ted  prepared  to  judge

113 Blake's Grave, n. pag.
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th e  w orld. At C h r i s t 's  r ig h t  th e  so u ls , u n if ie d  in  fam ily  groups, r i s e  

upward, w hile on th e  l e f t  th o se  f ig u re s  re p re se n tin g  e r ro r  f a l l  down

ward. With reg a rd  to  t h i s  p ic tu re ,  Damon w rite s  th a t

the  so u ls  ascending to  heaven a re  a l l  in d iv id u a l persons u n id e n ti
f ia b le  excep t a s  members o f  f a m ilie s . Not even Adam and Eve a re  
th e re .  But those  who a re  f a l l i n g  a re  n o t in d iv id u a ls  a t  a l l ,  bu t 
E rro rs  o r , "S ta te s"  a s  Blake c a lle d  them in  A V ision o f the  l a s t  
Judgment; and th ese  a re  id e n t i f i a b le .  One sees  the  Whore o f Baby
lo n , now s tr ip p e d  naked; h e r seven-headed B east; Satan  entwined 
w ith  h is  s e rp e n t; armed s o ld ie r s  seek ing  to  h ide  among the  ro ck s ; 
two P h a risees  f r a n t i c a l l y  p lead ing  th e i r  s e lf - r ig h te o u s n e ss  ; and 
dimly in  the background, th e  domed Church o f This World, from . 
which th e  c ro ss  i s  broken.

Hence th e  Judgment Day f o r  Blake c o n s is ts  n o t in  judging men e i th e r  

good or e v i l  and th u s  " q u a lif ie d "  f o r  heaven o r h e l l ,  a s  B la i r 's  

orthodox thought m ain tained . In s te a d  i t  in v o lv es  a  judgment and a  

c a s tin g  out o f q r ro r ,  and a  s p i r i t  o f  fo rg iv e n e ss  in  th e  so u ls  o f human

k in d . In  A V ision o f th e  L a s t Judgment, Blake w r ite s :

whenever any In d iv id u a l R e je c ts  E rro r  and Embraces T ruth  a 
L a s t Judgment passes  upon th a t  I n d iv id u a l[ .]  (p . 551)

I t  i s  n o t in c id e n ta l  th a t  th e  Church o f This World i s  d es tin ed  f o r  th e  

low er reg io n s  along w ith  B la k e 's  p e r s o n if ic a tio n s  o f E rro r , f o r  in  

B lak e 's  eyes i t  was t h i s  church which helped  to  p e rp e tu a te  in  humankind 

j u s t  such e r ro r  and l im ite d  v is io n  which B la i r  had expressed  in  The 

Grave. B la i r 's  l im i ta t io n s  become apparen t in  t h i s  s e r ie s  o f draw ings

114 Blake's Grave, n. pag.
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th a t  emphasizes th e  theme o f Atonement. B lak e 's  desig n s t e l l  a  s to ry  

n o t o f  p h y s ica l d ea th  b u t o f  dea th  th a t  r e s u l t s  from a  s p i r i t u a l  F a l l .  

And th e  tru e  Apocalypse occurs in  an at-one-m ent in  th e  mind o f th e  

human in d iv id u a l and n o t a lo n e  in  some f a r  o f f  Judgment Day.
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CHAPTER V 

NINETEENTH CENTURY

Blake was to rn  in  1737 and d ied  in  1827; hence he liv e d  

th roughout two im portan t l i t e r a r y  p e rio d s— th e  Age of Johnson and th e  

Romantic e ra . And although h is  work r e f l e c t s  a  g en era l re a c tio n  to  

e ig h tee n th -ce n tu ry  l i t e r a t u r e ,  he i s  s t i l l  n o t wholly in  consonance 

w ith  th e  w r i te r s  o f  th e  e a r ly  n in e teen th  c en tu ry . Blake spoke out 

d i r e c t ly  on only  two o f the rom antic  p o e ts—Wordsworth and Byron. As 

he had done w ith  th e  o th e r E n g lish  p o e ts  whom he had c r i t i c i z e d ,  he 

measured th e i r  work a g a in s t h is  own myth. And hoth  Wordsworth and 

Bÿron f a i le d  to  ach ieve  fo u rfo ld  v is io n  because of th e i r  p reoccupation  

—a l b e i t  in  each in s ta n c e  a  d i f f e r e n t  form o f  p reoccupation—w ith 

n a tu re .

Wordsworth and Blake ap p aren tly  shared  f o r  one ano ther somewhat 

am bivalent f e e l in g s .  Wordsworth l ik e d  B la k e 's  work w e ll enough to  have 

copied se v e ra l o f  B la k e 's  poems in  h is  Commonplace Book,^ and Henry 

Crabb Robinson r e p o r ts  th a t  o f  Blake Wordsworth sa id ;

^ P au l P . B etz, "W ordsworth's F i r s t  Acquaintance w ith  B lake’s
P o e try ,"  Blake N ew sle tte r . 3 ( l9 7 0 ) , 84-.



There i s  no doubt th i s  poor man •was mad, b u t th e re  i s  something 
in  th e  madness o f th i s  man which i n t e r e s t s  me more than  the 
S an ity  o f Lord Byron & W alter S c o t t î ^

Blake, on th e  o th e r  hand, saw th in g s  he l ik e d  in  W ordsworth's p o e try  

and was s a id  to  have r e fe r r e d  to  him a s  " th e  only p o e t o f  the  a g e ."^  

Robinson re p o r ts  th a t  B la k e 's  " d e lig h t in  Wordsworths p o e try  was 

in ten se "  and th a t  th e  "Ode on In tim a tio n s  o f Im m or'ta lity ," p a r t ic u la r ly  

th e  s ta n z a

—But t h e r e 's  a  Tree, o f  many, one,
A s in g le  F ie ld  which I  have looked upon.
Both o f them speak o f something th a t  i s  gone;

The Pansy a t  my f e e t  
Doth the  same t a l e  re p e a t:

Whither i s  f le d  th e  •visionary gleam?
Where i s  i t  now, th e  g lo ry  and th e  dream? r

(IV , 5L-5?')

threw him "alm ost in to  an h y s te r ic a l  ra p tu re ." -^  Of W ordsworth's poem 

"To H .C .; S ix  Years Old," he wrote in  h is  m arg in a lia :

This i s  a l l  in  the  h ig h e s t degree Im ag inative  & equal to  any p o e t 
b u t n o t su p e rio r  I  canno t th in k  th a t  R eal P oets have any com peti
t io n  None a re  g r e a te s t  in  the Kingdom o f Heaven i t  i s  so in  
P o e try [ . ]  (p .

^ Blake R ecords, p . 53^*

^ A rthur Symons, W illiam Blake (London: A rch ibald  C onstab le , 
1907) ,  p . 274.

L.
The P o e tic a l  Works o f  W illiam Wordsworth, Vol. IV, ed . E . de 

S e lin c o u r t  and Helen D arb ish ire  (Oxford: Clarendon P re s s , 1947).

^ Blake R ecords, p . _$44.
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But a t  th e  same time Blake could admire Wordsworth a s  a  "Real 

P o e t,"  he could n o t abide W ordsworth's emphasis on n a tu re . Here was 

B lak e 's  c h ie f  q u a r re l  w ith Wordsworth, and B lak e 's  r e a c t io n  i s  found 

c h ie f ly  in  h is  m arg ina lia  to  W ordsworth's poems. In  response to  

W ordsworth's in tro d u c to ry  P reface  in  th e  f i r s t  volume o f the I 815 

e d it io n  o f  h is  poems.

The powers r e q u is i te  f o r  the p roduction  o f poetry  a r e ,  f i r s t ,  
those  o f observation  and d e s c r ip tio n , . . . whether the  th in g s  
d ep ic ted  be a c tu a l ly  p re se n t to  th e  sen ses , or have a  p lace only 
in  the  memory . . . .  2ndly, S e n s ib i l i ty ,  . . .

Blake w rite s ;

One Power alone makes a P o e t.—Im agination  The D ivine V is io n ^ .]  
(p . 65f)

On page one of th e  same volume, under W ordsworth's s u b t i t l e ,  "Poems 

R efe rrin g  to  the P eriod  of Childhood," Blake w rite s  :

I  see in  Wordsworth the  N atu ra l Man r i s in g  up a g a in s t  the  S p ir i tu a l  
Man C on tinually , & then he i s  No Poet b u t a  Heathen P hilosopher a t  
Enmity a g a in s t  a l l  tru e  P oetry  or I n s p i r a t io n [ . ]  (p . 65^)

On page th re e , fo llow ing the  fa m ilia r  l in e s  from Wordsworth:

And I  could wish my days to  be
Bound each to  each by n a tu ra l  p ie ty  . . . ,

Blake s t r ik e s  ou t again  a t  the  re fe ren ce  to  natu re :

There i s  no such Thing a s  N atu ra l P ie ty  Because th e  N atural Man i s  
a t  Enmity w ith  God. ^p. 63^)
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And when, in  "To H.C.; Six Years O ld," Wordsworth w rite s  o f  the

In flu en ce  o f N atu ra l O bjects 
In  c a l l in g  fo r th  and s tren g th en in g  the Im agination  

in  Boyhood and e a r ly  Youth. . . .

Blake comments th a t

N atu ra l O bjects always d id  & now do Weaken deaden & o b l i te r a te  
Im agination  in  Me Wordsworth must know th a t  what he W rites 
Valuable i s  Not to  be found in  N ature . . . (pp . 6 5 ^5 5 )

Blake r e i t e r a t e s  h is  emphasis on th e  lacuna  between th e  Im agination  and 

th e  "N atu ra l Man" in  ano ther m arginal n o te , on page 375 o f the same 

volume;

I t  ap p ears  to  me a s  i f  the  l a s t  Paragraph beginning With " I s  i t  
the  r e s u l t "  Was w r it  by ano ther hand & mind from th e  r e s t  of th e se  
P re fa c e s . Perhaps they a re  the opinions o f a  P o r t r a i t  or 
Landscape P a in te r  Im agination i s  the  D ivine V ision n o t o f The 
World nor of Man nor from Man a s .  he i s  a  N atu ra l Man b u t only 
a s  he i s  a  S p ir i tu a l  Man Im agination  has no th ing  to  do w ith 
Memory, (p . 655)

And in  h i s  A nnotations to  The E xcursion, where Wordsworth w rite s  o f

How exq^uisitely  th e  In d iv id u a l Mind 
(And the  p ro g ress iv e  powers perhaps no le s s  
(Of the whole sp ec ies) to  th e  e x te rn a l  World 
I s  f i t t e d . —& how e x q u is ite ly , to o ,
Theme th i s  b u t l i t t l e  heard o f among Men 
The e x te rn a l World i s  f i t t e d  to  th e  mind . . ,

( 1 1 . 63- 68)

Blake erupts with.
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You s h a l l  no t b rin g  me down to  b e liev e  such f i t t i n g  & f i t t e d  I  
know b e t te r  & P lease  your L o rd sh ip [ .]  (p . 656)

A few l i n e s  l a t e r ,  in  response to  Wordsworth's

—Such g r a te fu l  haunts fo rg o in g , i f  I  o f t
Must tu rn  elsew here—to  t ra v e l  n ea r th e  t r ib e s
And fe llo w sh ip s  of Men, & see i l l  s ig h ts
Of madding passions m utually  inflam d
Must hear Humanity in  f i e ld s  & groves
P ipe s o l i t a r y  angu ish ; or must hang
Brooding above the f ie r c e  con federa te  storm
Of Sorrow baxricadoed evermore
W ithin th e  w alls  o f  c i t i e s ;  may th ese  sounds
Have th e i r  a u th e n tic  comment—th a t  even th ese
H earing I  be n o t downcast nor fo r lo r n  . . . ,

Blake w r i te s :

does n o t th i s  F i t  & i s  i t  n o t F i t t in g  most E x q u is ite ly  too b u t to  
what n o t to  Mind bu t to  th e  V ile Body only  & to  i t s  Laws of Good 
& E v il  & i t s  E nm ities a g a in s t  Mind[. ]  (p . 656)

B la k e 's  genera l o b jec tio n  to  W ordsworth's P reface—th a t  i t  

r e f l e c te d  " th e  opinions o f a  P o r t r a i t  or Landscape P a in te r" —may have 

o r ig in a te d  i n  p a r t  from W ordsworth's claim  th a t  th e  "powers r e q u is i te  

f o r  th e  p roduction  of poetry" were th e  f a c u l t ie s  o f o b serv a tio n  and 

d e s c r ip t io n , s e n s ib i l i ty ,  r e f le c t io n ,  im agination  and fancy , and 

in v e n tio n . Blake perceived  b u t one r e q u is i t e  power—Im agination .

B lake must a ls o  have o b jec ted  to  th e  r o le  Wordsworth assigned  to  memory. 

The p o e t, Wordsworth w rote, needed th e  powers o f o b serv a tio n  and 

d e s c r ip t io n , th e  " a b i l i t y  to  observe w ith  accuracy th in g s  a s  th ey  a re  

in  them selves, and w ith f i d e l i t y  to  d e sc rib e  them, unm odified by any
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p ass io n  or f e e l in g  e x is t in g  in  th e  mind o f th e  d e s c r ih e r ;  whether th e  

th in g s  d ep ic ted  be a c tu a l ly  p re se n t to  th e  se n se s , o r have a  p lace  only 

in  th e  memory. ”^ Such an emphasis on th in g s  in  them selves and on 

memory, in  s p i te  o f th e  f a c t  t h a t  Wordsworth q u a l i f i e s  h is  s ta tem en t 

by say ing  t h a t  t h i s  power i s  used only " in  subm ission to  n ec e ss ity "  

s in c e  i t  supposes th e  mind to  be in  "a  s ta t e  o f su b je c tio n  to  e x te rn a l
7

o b je c ts ,"  was a n t i t h e t i c a l  to  B la k e 's  b e l i e f  in  an Im agination  whose 

fu n c tio n  r e l i e d  n o t on memory b u t on te n s io n  between th e  co n tra ry  

f a c u l t i e s  o f  th e  human mind. For Wordsworth, p o e try  was the  "spontan

eous overflow  of powerful f e e l in g s ,"  which took i t s  o r ig in  from
O

"em otion r e c o l le c te d  in  t r a n q u i l l i t y . "  W ordsworth's muse, Blake 

probably  fe a red , was more n e a r ly  r e la te d  to  th e  la u g h te rs  o f Memory 

th an  to  the  D aughters of I n s p i r a t io n .  And where Wordsworth saw th e  

in d iv id u a l mind and th e  e x te rn a l  world a s  " f i t t e d "  one to  an o th e r,

Blake saw th e  e x te rn a l  world a s  a  c re a tio n  of the  in te r n a l  w orld, one 

which "tho  i t  appears W ithout i t  i s  W ithin /  In  your Im agination  o f 

which th i s  World of M o rta lity  i s  bu t a  Shadow" (Jerusalem  71 :18 -19 ).

Henry Crabb Robinson t e s t i f i e s  to  B la k e 's  o b jec tio n  to  

W ordsworth's r e l ia n c e  on n a tu re , a  r e l ia n c e  Wordsworth makes c le a r  in

^ % e P o e tic a l  Works o f W illiam Wordsworth, I I ,  ed. E. de
S e lin c o u rt (Oxford: Clarendon P re ss , 1944), 4^1-^2. ( i t a l i c s  m ine.)

^ The P o e tic a l  Works o f W illiam  Wordsworth. I I ,  4^2.
o

"The P re face  to  th e  Second E d itio n  o f th e  . . . 'L y r ic a l
B a l la d s , '"  The P o e tic a l  Works o f W illiam Wordsworth. I I ,  400.
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passages throughout h is  work and most e x p l i c i t ly  in  th e  P re face  to  the  

1802 e d i t io n  o f h i s  poems when he n o tes  t h a t  th e  p o e t "co n sid e rs  man and 

n atu re  a s  e s s e n t ia l ly  adapted to  each o th e r , and th e  mind o f  man a s  

n a tu ra lly  th e  m irro r o f  th e  f a i r e s t  and most in te r e s t in g  p ro p e r tie s  o f 

n a tu re ."  The "g en era l p assio n s  and thoughts and fe e l in g s  o f men," 

which i t  i s  the p o e t 's  ta sk  to  convey, a re  connected w ith

our m oral sen tim en ts  and anim al s e n sa tio n s , and w ith  th e  causes 
which e x c ite  th e se ; w ith th e  o p era tio n s  o f  th e  e lem ents, and the 
appearances o f th e  v is ib le  u n iv e rse ; w ith  storm  and sunsh ine , w ith 
the  re v o lu tio n  o f  th e  seasons, w ith  co ld  and h e a t, w ith  lo s s  o f 
f r ie n d  and k indred  . . .9

But th i s  w orship o f n a tu re , Blake thought, c o n s ti tu te d  Atheism . 

Robinson r e l a t e s  th a t

The e loquen t d e s c r ip tio n s  o f  N ature in  W ordsworth's poems were 
conclusive  p ro o f o f Atheism, f o r  whoever b e liev e s  in  N ature sa id  
B; d isb e lie v e s  in  God—For N ature i s  th e  work o f th e  D e v i l [ .]
On my o b ta in in g  from him the  d e c la ra tio n  th a t  th e  B ib le  was the  
work o f  God, I  r e f e r r e d  to  th e  commencent o f G enesis—In  the  
beginning God c re a te d  th e  Heaven & th e  E a r th [ . ] —But I  gained 
no th ing  by th i s  f o r  I  was trium phan tly  to ld  th a t  t h i s  God was 
n o t Jehovah b u t th e  Elohim . . .10

Indeed , B la k e 's  own w r itin g s  t e s t i f y  to  t h i s  concern th a t  

na tu re  h in d e rs  the s p i r i t u a l  l i f e  and p ro h ib i ts  the  in d iv id u a l from 

experiencing  Atonement—th e  God w ith in  th e  s e l f .  In  h is  A nnotations

^ The P o e tic a l  Works o f W illiam Wordsworth. I I ,  396-97*

Blake Records, p . 5^5*
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to  Boyd's H is to r ic a l  N otes. Blake w rite s  t h a t  "Nature Teaches noth ing  

o f S p i r i tu a l  L ife  h u t only o f N atu ral L ife"  (p . 624). And in  

Jerusalem  he w r ite s ;

I  know o f no o th e r  C h r is t ia n i ty  and o f no o th e r Gospel than  the  
l i b e r ty  both o f body & mind to  e x e rc ise  the Divine A rts  of 
Im agination Im agination the  r e a l  & e te rn a l  World o f which th i s  
V egetable Universe i s  b u t a  f a in t  shadow . . . (P la te  77)

Perhaps a  p a r t i a l  exp lanation  fo r  B lak e 's  o b jec tio n  to  Wordsworth's 

r e l ig io n  o f n a tu re  can be found in  some o f th e  l in e s  o f a  poem included 

in  a  l e t t e r  to  Thomas B u tts  (22 November 1802):

To d riv e  them o f f  & before my way 
A frow ning T h is tle  im plores my s ta y  
What to  o th ers  a  t r i f l e  appears 
F i l l s  me f u l l  o f sm iles or te a r s  
For double the v is io n  my Eyes do see 
And a  double v is io n  i s  always w ith  me 
With my inward Eye ' t i s  an old man grey 
With my outward a  T h is t le  ac ro ss  my way

Now I  a  fo u rfo ld  v is io n  see 
And a  fo u rfo ld  v is io n  i s  g iven to  me 
T is fo u rfo ld  in  my supreme d e lig h t  
And th re e  fo ld  in  s o f t  Beulahs n ig h t 
And tw ofold Always. May God us keep 
From S ing le  v is io n  & Newtons s leep

(pp . 692-93)

The f i r s t  le v e l  o f  v is io n , then , i s  s in g le  v is io n , Newton's s leep —the 

p e rsp ec tiv e  o f th e  in d iv id u a l caught in  th e  s e lf -a b so rp tio n  of U lro.

At th e  second le v e l  o f v is io n , in  G eneration , one i s  capable o f read ing  

h is  own su b je c tiv e  r e f le c t io n s  in to  th e  o b je c ts  of th e  ex te rn a l or 

n a tu ra l  w orld, a s  Blake d id  when he saw an o ld  man in  the  t h i s t l e  th a t
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crossed  h is  way. At the  th re e fo ld  le v e l ,  in  Beulah, th e  in d iv id u a l 

r e s t s  in  a  world o f dreams and h a l lu c in a t io n s .  But th e  supreme v is io n  

i s  th e  fo u rfo ld  v is io n  o f Eden, a  v is io n  which p erm its  a  v iv id  e id e t ic  

image which re q u ire s  no e x te rn a l r e p re s e n ta tio n . Hence i t  i s  p o ss ib le  

to  see where B la k e 's  o b jec tio n  to  Wordsworth la y .  Wordsworth, in  h a lf  

p e rce iv in g  and h a l f  c re a tin g , was p ro je c tin g  h is  own fe e l in g s  in to  natu 

r a l  o b je c ts ,  the  le v e l  o f tw ofold v is io n , and a t  b e s t  was ach ieving— 

when he " re c o lle c te d  in  t r a n q u i l l i t y " —the  th re e fo ld  v is io n  or Beulah 

le v e l  which re s u l te d  in  a  h a llu c in a to ry  v is io n . For B lake, the p o e t o f 

fo u rfo ld  v is io n  experienced the ten s io n  o f c o n tra ry  s t a t e s ,  and p u tt in g  

o ff  th e  th in g s  of the  e x te rn a l o r n a tu ra l  w orld he p erce ived  th a t  v is io n  

o f E te rn i ty  th a t  r e s u l te d  from r e a l iz in g  th e  God w ith in  h im se lf.

A "Dialogue between Blake and Wordsworth" by Malcolm K ingsley 

Macmillan, w r itte n  p r io r  to  1? A p ril 1889,^^ p rov ides an in te re s t in g  

commentary on B lak e 's  c r i t ic is m  o f Wordsworth. Here th e  h y p o th e tic a l 

Blake and Wordsworth exchange th ese  words;

B lake: D oubtless, Mr. Wordsworth, you could  w rite  noble l in e s .
. . . But you were a  Pagan, a  w orshipper o f s to ck s  and s to n es , 
o f  n a tu ra l  l i f e  and growth, w ith  no in tu i t io n  o f Jehovah and 
Je su s , the  c re a tiv e  Mind and th e  redeeming A c tiv ity .

Wordsworth: I  f e l t  those august P resences d iffu se d  and in te r fu s e d
through a l l  th in g s .

B lake: Yes, and l o s t  in  th e  "Elements o f t h i s  w orld ," which th e  
a p o s tle  t e l l s  us a re  n o t "accord ing  to  C h r is t ."

Blake N ew sle tte r. 8 (1 9 ?4 ), 38-41.
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In  the  d ialogue Blake goes on to  t e l l  Wordsworth th a t

You, s i r ,  w ith  an o r ig in a l  cap ac ity  f o r  im aginative exp ression  
in f in i t e ly  g re a te r  than h is  [B y ro n 's ] , succumbed to  the  d e lu s io n  
and l i e  o f  N ature , a s s e r t in g  mendaciously th a t  she 

"Never d id  b e tray  
The h e a r t  th a t  loved h e r ,"  

and have done your b e s t to  leave  th e  human s p i r i t  in  the  a r t -  
d es tro y in g  and b lin d  limbo o f the  Greek and Roman s o p h is ts .12

Harold Bloom has a lso  commented on B lak e 's  argument w ith  

W ordsworth's conception o f n a tu re  and f in d s  in  "The Mental T ra v e lle r"  

B la k e 's  "most anti-W ordsw orthian m o m e n t . B l o o m  n o tes  th a t  a s  th e  

t r a v e l le r  in  th e  poem

has aged. N ature has become younger, and she reap p ears  a s  a  
changeling l i t t l e  Female Babe emerging from the  h e a rth  f i r e :

And she i s  a l l  o f s o l id  f i r e
And gems & gold , th a t  none h is  hand
Dares s t r e tc h  to  touch h er Baby form.
Or wrap h e r  in  h is  sw addling-band.

This t e r r i b l e  ch ild  grows o ld er and seeks a  form o f man in  
h e r own sexual phase. With an e a r l i e r  v e rs io n  o f h im self secu red , 
she d r iv e s  out the  now-aged h o s t . l^

This a lle g o ry  dem onstrates, accord ing  to  Bloom,

th e  dark  end o f Wordsworth's v is io n  o f n a tu re . When in  th e  
In tim a tio n s  ode or T in te rn  Abbey th e  p o e t lo se s  or f e a r s  to  lo s e  
th e  g lo ry  o f n a tu re , he i s  consoled by memory o f an e a r l i e r  s e l f

Blake N ew sle tte r. 8 (1974), .

1 3 The V isionary Company, p . 6 l .  

The V isionary Company, p . 6 l .
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t h a t  shared  in  th e  g lo ry . Here in  The M ental T ra v e lle r  " th ey  
soon d r iv e  o u t the  aged H ost,"  and so o n e 's  e a r l i e r  s e l f  i s  
n a tu r e 's  a l l y  a g a in s t  one in  th e  darkening years.15

C le a rly  Blake could n o t have accep ted  memory a s  a  c o n so la tio n  fo r  lo s s  

o r  ag ing . " Im ag in a tio n ,"  he says, "has noth ing  to  do w ith  Memory"

(p . 655)» I f  one i s  to  escape th e  c y c le  o f "The M ental T ra v e lle r ,"  o f 

th e  energy o f Ore re p re s se d  hy U rizen , o f th e  d e te r io ra t io n  o f  the 

p h y s ic a l "body hy age, i t  must he th rough Im ag ination , n o t through 

memory. To r e ly  upon memory o f o n e 's  e a r l i e r  s e l f  i s  a  su re  way to  th e  

damnation o f  U lro .

N orthrop Frye o f f e r s  a  s u c c in c t a n a ly s is  of B lak e 's  c r i t ic is m  

o f  W ordsworth's emphasis on n a tu re . For B lake, he w r ite s , "There i s  

no d iv in i ty  in  siqy, n a tu re  o r though t su p e rio r  to  o u rse lv es . . . . Nor 

i s  th e re  any id e a  o f f in d in g  in  n a tu re  e x te rn a l h in ts  o r su g g estio n s  o f 

God; a l l  such in tu i t io n s  a re  im planted hy th e  mind on n a tu re ."  "Blake 

c r i t i c i z e d  Wordsworth sh a rp ly ,"  Frye n o te s , " fo r  a s c r ib in g  to  n a tu re  

what he should have a sc rib e d  to  h is  own mind and fo r  b e lie v in g  in  th e  

correspondence o f  human and n a tu r a l  o rd e rs .

I n  s p i te  o f  t h i s  fundam ental d if fe re n c e  in  th e  v is io n s  o f

Blake and Wordsworth, th e  two men d id  sh are  some a f f i n i t i e s .  Both

Blake and Wordsworth were s tro n g ly  in flu en c e d  by M ilton ; both were

The V isionary  Company, p . 6I .

F e a r fu l  Symmetry, p . 39»
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interested in the workings of the human mind and with the process hy 
which the poet achieved the prophetic state. Thomas Vogler holds that 
Blake's Milton and Wordsworth's Prelude were both concerned with 
"achieving a state of consciousness or mode of vision that would he a 
sustaining hasis for the creation of an epic vision of man to succeed 
Milton's Paradise Lost."̂  ̂ Blake's Milton was to his Jerusalem as

T O

Wordsworth's Prelude was to the Excursion. Both Blake and Wordsworth
were, as John Beer writes, "preoccupied with the prospect of producing

19some great and lasting work" conceived in psychological terms.
Blake's Vala. or the Four Zoas and Jerusalem constitute his mythologi
cal conception of the human mind. Wordsworth's Prelude traces the 
growth of a poet's mind. Consequently, it was to he expected that hoth 
Blake and Wordsworth would derive theories for the creative act.
Blake's poet achieved fourfold creative vision when he achieved a 
balance between the warring contraries of his being— between Ore and 
Orizen, Tharmas and Los— and experienced the God in himself. For 
Wordsworth the poet's goal was to achieve a state of "creative sensi
bility," "a feeling of 'one life' in the universe, a 'sentiment of

P reludes to  V ision: The Epic Venture in  B lake, Wordsworth. 
K eats, and H art Crane (B erkeley; Univ. o f  C a lifo rn ia  P re s s . 1971). P. 6 l.

18
P reludes to  V isio n , pp. 58-59.

19 "B lake, C oleridge, and Wordsworth: Some C ross-C urren ts and 
P a r a l le l s ,  I 789- I 805 ,"  William Blake: E ssays in  Honour o f  S i r  G eoffrey 
Keynes, p . 257.
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Being spread /  O 'er a l l ,*  . . . t r a n s fe r r in g  'To unorganic n a tu re s

20. . .  My own en joym ents.'"  In  r e tu rn  f o r  spread ing  h im se lf th u s , he 

f e l t ;

Incumbencies more aw ful, v i s i t in g s  
Of th e  Upholder o f the  t r a n q u il  so u l.

To every n a tu ra l  form, rock , f r u i t ,  o r flow er,
Even th e  loose  s to n es  th a t  cover the highway,
I  gave a  moral l i f e :  I  saw them f e e l .
Or lin k e d  them to  some fe e l in g :  the g re a t  mass 
Lay bedded in  a  quickening so u l, and a l l  
That I  beheld re sp ire d  w ith inward meaning.

I  had a  world about me— ' twas my own;
I  made i t ,  f o r  i t  only l iv e d  to  me.
And to  th e  God who sees in to  the  h e a r t .  ,

(The P relude . I l l ,  11. 116-1?, 127-32, l4 l-4 3 )" ^

Both Wordsworth and Blake sought to  reco v er a  s ta t e  o f consciousness
22through "d iscovery  and c u l t iv a t io n  o f th e  proper mode o f v is io n ."

But "Wordsworth was drawn toward th e  id e a  o f t r u th  a s  th e  r e s u l t  o f  a  

union or in te ra c t io n  between th e  p e rce iv in g  eye . . . and th e  perceived  

o b je c t or m an ife s ta tio n  of n a tu re ,"  w hile B lak e 's  t r u th  was found in  

th e  p u re ly  su b je c tiv e  s t a t e .  For Wordsworth v is io n  depended upon a

20 Jack S t i l l in g e r ,  e d . ,  William Wordsworth: S e lec ted  Poems 
and P refaces  (Boston: Houghton M iff lin , I 965) ,  p . x iv .

21 Wordsworth: P o e tic a l  Works, ed. Thomas Hutchinson, r e v . e d ., 
E rn e s t de S e lin c o u rt (London; Oxford Univ. P re ss , 19?4).

V ogler, P reludes to  V ision, p . 6I .

V ogler, P reludes to  V ision , pp. 64-6_$.
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m ediation  "between th e  n a tu ra l  scene and th e  human mind, b u t Blake 

sought r e a l i t y  through a  m ythological conception  o f th e  human mind.

B la k e 's  q u a rre l w ith  Wordsworth la rg e ly  concerned W ordsworth's 

dependence on n a tu re . S im ila r ly , h i s  q u a r re l  w ith Byron focused on 

B yron 's  dependence on n a tu re . But th e  circum stances were d i f f e r e n t .  

Where W ordsworth's emphasis on e x te rn a l n a tu re  had h indered  h is  v is io n  

and k ep t him from looking  inward f o r  h is  own union w ith  God, B yron 's 

p reoccupation  w ith  th e  death  o f th e  p h y s ic a l body, h is  emphasis on 

dea th  and vengeance, had preven ted  him from apprehending the  s ig n i f i 

cance o f Atonement through love and fo rg iv en ess .

B yron 's  Cain, A M ystery ( I 82I )  w ith  i t s  ic o n o c la s tic  i n t e r 

p re ta t io n  o f th e  B ib l ic a l  s to ry  Blake found o f s u f f ic ie n t  i n t e r e s t  

th a t  he endeavoured to  provide a  f i n a l  scene o f h is  own f o r  th e  drama. 

Consequently, h i s  The Ghost o f  Abel c o n s t i tu te s  a  c r i t ic is m  o f and an 

answer to  Byron.

The Ghost o f  Abel Blake etched  on two copper p la te s  in  or 

about th e  y ea r 1822. The p la te s  a t  any r a t e  a re  d a ted  1822, b u t they 

c a r ry  th e  no te  "W. B la k e 's  O rig in a l S tereo type  was 1788." This no te  

has confused sc h o la rs  f o r  some tim e. In  1924 when he f i r s t  p u b lish ed  

W illiam  Blake; His Philosophy and Symbols, S. F o s te r  Damon in te rp re te d  

t h i s  to  mean th a t  th e  poem had o r ig in a l ly  been w r itte n  in  1788 and had 

l a i n  fo rg o tte n  u n t i l  I 82I  when B yron 's Cain was p u b lish ed . îh e n , he 

say s , Blake re v ise d  and re-engraved  i t  w ith  the  d e d ic a tio n  to
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pif
Byron. S ch o la rs , in c lu d in g  Damon, however, have re v ise d  th e i r  views 

on th i s  p o in t, and i t  i s  now conceded th a t  th e  re fe re n c e  to  th e  d a te  

1788 i s  a  re fe re n c e  to  the  d a te  o f B la k e 's  f i r s t  r e l ie f - e tc h in g  o f the 

Songs o f Innocence and n o t to  th e  w ritin g  of The Ghost o f  Ahel.^^  The 

consensus now i s  th a t  Blake w rote The Ghost o f Abel a s  a  d i r e c t  comment 

on B yron 's drama.

I t  i s  n o t d i f f i c u l t  to  understand why Blake was drawn to  th e  

drama. In  C ain, Byron had aroused th e  in d ig n a tio n  o f th e  r e l ig io u s  

w orld w ith h is  ic o n o c la s tic  r e v e rs a l  o f  th e  orthodox symbols o f good 

and e v i l ,  a  r e v e rs a l  which had much in  common w ith  B la k e 's  own re v e rs a l  

o f  th ese  symbols in  The M arriage o f Heaven and H e ll .^^  Blake was sym

p a th e t ic  w ith  th i s  rev o lu tio n ary -ten d en cy  in  Byron, b u t B yron 's icono

c l a s t i c  drama s a t i r i z e d  orthodox theology and s o c ia l  mores w ithou t 

o f fe r in g  a  s o lu tio n  or remedy. Blake saw an o p p o rtu n ity , then , a s  he 

had w ith  the work o f Young, Gray, and B la i r ,  to  expose what he saw a s  

incom plete v is io n  and to  answer w ith a  t ru e ,  fo u rfo ld  v is io n , which 

added to  B yron 's v is io n  th e  elem ent of Atonement through C h r is t ,  o f 

fo rg iv en ess  through lo v e , th a t  Byron had f a i le d  to  comprehend. Hence 

Blake wrote The Ghost o f Abel a s  the  f in a l  scene f o r  B yron 's Cain.

pZi
William Blake; His Philosophy and Symbols, p . 239.

See Damon's D ic tio n ary , p . 15^; and Truman Guy S te f  fan . 
Lord B yron 's Cain, p . 32I ,  n . 20.

Edward E. B o s te t te r ,  "Byron and th e  P o l i t i c s  o f P a rad ise ,"  
PMLA. 75 ( i 960) ,  575, n . 8.
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B yron 's  drama employs two themes which caught B lak e 's  

a t te n t io n .  F i r s t  o f a l l ,  Cain i s  unable to  accep t th e  p ie ty  and r e l i 

g ious orthodoxy o f h is  fam ily ; and second, Byron h in ts  a t  C h r is tia n  

Atonement w ith o u t in c o rp o ra tin g  i t  in to  h is  v is io n .

Act I  o f  Cain f in d s  Cain unable to  jo in  in  the  orthodox wor

sh ip  o f Jehovah w ith  Adam and Eve, Abel, and h is  and A b e l's  s i s t e r -  

w ives, Adah and Z illa h . In s te a d , he q u es tio n s  th e  goodness o f God who 

could cause th e  innocent to  s u ffe r :

They have b u t 
One answer to  a l l  q u es tio n s , '"Twas h is  w il l  
And he i s  good." How know I  th a t?  Because 
He i s  a l l  p o w 'rfu l, must a ll-g o o d , to o , fo llow ?
I  judge b u t by th e  f r u i t s —and they  a re  b i t t e r — 
Which I  must feed  on f o r  a  f a u l t  n o t mine. _

(11. 74-79) '

L u c ife r  jo in s  Cain to  sympathize w ith  him in  h is  m isery . Between them 

they  express B yron 's  ic o n o c la s tic  opin ion—which Blake could have 

ap p rec ia ted — on orthodox theology and s o c ie ty . God, L u c ife r  p o in ts  

o u t, i s  both  maker and d e s tro y e r  ( 1 1 . 266- 68) ,  and h i s  omnipotence 

re q u ire s  a d u la tio n  no t o u t o f love bu t from " te r r o r  and se lf-h o p e"  :

H igher th in g s  than ye a re  s la v e s , and h igher 
Than them or ye would be so , d id  they  n o t 
P re fe r  an independency o f  to r tu r e  
To th e  smooth agon ies of a d u la tio n

27 Q uotations from B yron 's C ain, A Mystery a re  from th e  t e x t  
e d ite d  by Truman Guy S te f  fa n . Lord B yron 's Cain.
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In  hymns and h arp ings and s e lf - s e e k in g  p ra y e rs . 
To th a t  which i s  om nipotent, because 
I t  i s  om nipotent, and no t from love.
But t e r r o r  and se lf-h o p e .

( 11 . 382- 89)

And the  Tree o f Knowledge, Cain im plores, in  s p i te  o f the  agony i t  has 

brought to  co u n tle ss  g e n e ra tio n s  o f in n o cen ts , has n o t even f u l f i l l e d  

i t s  promise because i t  keeps from humankind the  "m ystery o f Death"

(1 1 . 441- 62) .

In  Act I I  L u c ife r  and Cain journey  in to  "The Abyss o f Space" 

w ith  th e  aim o f s a t i a t in g  C a in 's  t h i r s t  f o r  th e  knowledge of d e a th . 

Glimpses o f th e  concept o f  Atonement beg in  to  appear h e re , in  s p i te  o f 

B yron 's in s is te n c e  in  th e  P re face  th a t  "my p re se n t su b je c t has noth ing  

to  do w ith  th e  New Testament" ( l .  I 7) .  L u c ife r , re v e rs in g  th e  t r a d i 

t io n a l  n o tio n s  o f good and e v i l ,  l i g h t  and d arkness, p re se n ts  h im se lf 

as  h i s  name im p lie s , a  l i g h t  b e a re r, th e  "Power o f L ig h t and Reason 

opposed to  th e  Tyrannical C rea to r o f th e  M ate ria l W o r l d . O n e  o f  the 

e a r l i e s t  a l lu s io n s  to  C h r is t  comes a t  th e  beginning o f Act I I ,  Scene I  

as  Cain and L u c ife r  begin t h e i r  voyage on th e  a i r  and Cain f e a r s  he w il l  

s in k . L u c ife r  rem inds him th a t  he i s  n o t o f  a  k ind  w ith  th e  o th e r  God 

whose e d ic t  ru n s  "B elieve and s in k  n o t; doubt and p e rish "  ( l l .  4 -5 ) , 

b u t th a t

Edward E. B o s te t te r ,  ed. George Gordon. Lord Byron; 
S e lec ted  Works, re v . ed . (New York; H o lt, R in eh a rt, and W inston, 1972),
p . 231 , n . 8 .
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Worship or worship n o t, thou s h a l t  behold.
The worlds beyond thy l i t t l e  w orld, nor be 
Amerced fo r  doubts beyond thy l i t t l e  l i f e  
With to r tu r e  o f my dooming. Ih e re  w il l  come 
An hour when, tossed  upon some w ater-d rops,
A man s h a l l  say to  a  man, "B elieve in  me.
And walk the  w aters"; and the man s h a l l  walk 
The b illo w s and be s a f e .  I  w ill  no t say, 
"B elieve in  læ ,"  as  a  co n d itio n a l creed 
To save th e e ; but f ly  w ith  me o 'e r  th e  g u lf  
Of space an equal f l i g h t ,  and I  w i l l  show 
What thou d a r 's t  no t deny—the h is to ry  
Of p a s t  and p re se n t and of fu tu re  w orlds.

(11. 13- 25)

Journeying u n t i l ,  in  Scene I I ,  they  f in d  them selves among th e  shades 

o f Hades, Cain cu rse s  both God and Adam;

Cursd be
He who inven ted  l i f e  th a t  lead s  to  death!
Or the d u l l  mass o f l i f e  th a t  being l i f e  
Could n o t r e t a in ,  bu t needs must f o r f e i t  i t ,  
E v 'n  fo r  th e  innocent!

(11. 18-22)

Cain q u e s ts  a f t e r  th e  mystery o f death , and L u c ife r  a llu d e s  again  to  

C h ris t when he asks Cain,

What? Hath n o t he who made ye 
S aid  ' t i s  ano ther l i f e ?

(11. 35-36)

C a in 's  response i s  n eg a tiv e , and L u c ife r r e p l ie s .

Perhaps.
He one day w i l l  unfo ld  th a t  f u r th e r  s e c re t .

(11. 37-38)
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And a s  Cain co n tin u es  to  d e sp a ir  th a t  the  t r e e  was "a  ly in g  t r e e ,"  t h a t

At l e a s t  i t  promised knowledge a t  th e  p r ic e  
Of d ea th , h u t knowledge s t i l l ;  h u t what knows man?

( 1 1 . 161- 63)

L u c ife r  conso les him;

I t  may he th a t  death  le a d s  to  th e  h ig h e s t knowledge. 
And heing o f a l l  th in g s  the  so le  th in g  c e r ta in  
At l e a s t  le a d s  to  th e  s u re s t  sc ie n c e ; th e re fo re  
The t r e e  was t ru e ,  though deadly .

( 1 1 . 164- 67)

But L u c if e r 's  a ttem p t to  show Cain death  i s  u n su ccessfu l. Cain com

p la in s  th a t  " a l l  /  Seems dim and shadowy" ( l l .  175-76)* D isco n so la te , 

he d ep reca te s  God:

E 'en  he who made us must he, a s  th e  Maker 
Of th in g s  unhappy! To produce d e s tru c tio n  
Can s u re ly  never he th e  ta sk  o f jo y ,
And y e t  my s i r e  says h e 's  om nipotent.
Then why i s  e v i l ,  he heing  good? I  asked 
This q u es tio n  of my f a th e r ,  and he s a id .
Because t h i s  e v i l  only was the  p a th
To good. S trange Good, th a t  must a r i s e  from o u t
I t s  deadly  opposite  . . .

( 1 1 . 281- 89)

The l i g h t  shed hy L u c ife r  has had l i t t l e  p o s i t iv e  e f f e c t  on Cain, 

though he does p e rce iv e  th a t  p a r t  o f  h is  woe i s  caused hy th e  w arring  o f 

th e  two p r in c ip le s  o f good and e v i l ,  in  t h i s  case  L u c ife r  and God:

Would th e re  were only one o f ye! Perchance 
An u n ity  o f purpose m ight make union 
In  elem ents which seem now ja r re d  in  storm s.

(11 . 377-79)
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But th e  essence o f C a in 's  new self-know ledge i s  th a t  humanness i s  a s  

n o th ing . In  L u c if e r 's  confirm ing words;

And th i s  should he the  human sum 
Of knowledge, to  know m ortal n a tu r e 's  no th ingness.

(11 . 421-22)

And Act I I  ends w ith  L u c if e r 's  conso ling  words in  p ra is e  o f reaso n , 

which re in fo rc e  C a in 's ,  and B yron 's , penchant f o r  r e v o l t  a g a in s t  th e  

orthodox theology o f Adam and Ahel:

One good g i f t  has th e  f a t a l  apple g iv 'n —
Your reaso n ; l e t  i t  n o t be over-swayed 
By tyrannous th re a ts  to  fo rce  you in to  f a i th  
'G a in s t a l l  e x te rn a l sense and inward f e e l in g s .  
Think and endure and form an in n e r  world 
In  your own bosom, where the  outward f a i l s .
So s h a ll  you n ea re r be th e  s p i r i t u a l  
N ature, and war trium phant w ith your own.

(11 . 459-66)

A ct I I I ,  which b rin g s  Cain back to  e a r th  to  p la y  ou t the 

climax o f th e  death  drama o f G enesis 4 , co n ta in s  s t i l l  more o f C a in 's  

iconoclasm and more h in ts  o f Atonement. I n  response to  C a in 's  p r o te s ts  

th a t  a l l  must d ie  f o r  t h e i r  p a r e n ts ' e r ro r ,  Adah, h is  s is te r - w if e ,  

expresses the  wish th a t  " I  could d ie  f o r  them so they  m ight l iv e "

( l .  79)• And then  she sp ec u la te s :

How know we th a t  some such atonem ent one day 
May no t redeem our ra ce ?

(11. 85-86)

But C ain, whose response  echoes B yron 's own o b jec tio n  to  th e  orthodox
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th eo ry  o f A to n em en t,^  r e a c ts  v io le n t ly ;

By s a c r i f i c in g  
The harm less f o r  th e  g u il ty ?  what atonem ent 
Were th e re?  Why, we a re  innocen t; what have we 
Done th a t  we must be v ic tim s fo r  a  deed 
Before our b i r t h ,  o r need have v ic tim s to  
Atone f o r  t h i s  m ysterious, nam eless s in .
I f  i t  be such a  s in  to  seek f o r  knowledge?

(1 1 . 86-92)

P ro te s t in g  th e  a l t a r  a rranged  fo r  the  o f fe r in g  o f  h i s  s a c r i f i c e ,  Cain 

r e v o l t s  a g a in s t  th e  use o f i t  and i s  d e a f  a s  Adam h in t s  a t  Atonement 

through  lo v e . Again, th e re  i s  a  c le a r  a l lu s io n  to  Atonement in  A bel’s 

dying words o f fo rg iv en ess :

Oh God, re c e iv e  thy  s e rv a n t and 
Forgive h i s  s la y e r ,  f o r  he knew n o t what 
He d id .

(11. 318- 20)

Here in  A b e l 's  words i s  a  c le a r  echo o f  Luke 23 :3^ , J e su s ' words from 

th e  c ro s s . I r o n ic a l ly ,  in  A b e l's  dea th  Cain now ex periences th e  dea th  

he sought to  know in  Act I I .  Eve responds to  th e  murder by cu rs in g  

C ain , and Adam sends him f o r th .  But Adah in  th e  t ru e  s p i r i t  o f  love 

p rep a re s  to  d e p a r t  w ith  him. The Angel o f  th e  Lord a r r iv e s  to  s e t  the  

mark upon C a in 's  brow and d riv e  him o u t, "A f u g i t iv e  and vagabond on 

e a r th "  ( l .  4 8 o ) . The mark o r s e a l  i s  s e t  on C a in 's  brow " th a t  he

^  See B yron 's l e t t e r  to  F ran c is  Hodgson, September 3» 1811, 
B yron 's  P o e try , A u th o rita tiv e  T exts, L e t te r s  and Jo u rn a ls , C r it ic is m , 
linages o f Byron, ed. Frank D. McConnell, Norton C r i t i c a l  E d itio n  (New 
York: Norton, 1978), pp . 326-27.
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may go f o r th  in  s a fe ty "  ( l .  495).

In  s h o r t ,  B yron 's God was bo th  maJcer and d e s tro y e r , w hile  

L u c ife r  served  to  illu m in a te  l i f e ,  to  p o in t  ou t th a t  th e  Tree o f  Know

ledge was a  source o f t r u th  and th a t  th e  F a l l  had fo rced  mankind from 

th e  narrow ex is te n c e  o f P a rad ise  and g iven  him th e  g i f t  o f  Reason.

Hence in  B yron 's  concep tion  o f the  B ib l ic a l  s to ry ,  Blake found much 

a p p ea l. Yet a t  th e  same tim e, B yron 's  emphasis on Reason and h i s  

f a i lu r e  to  d e a l w ith  th e  concept o f Atonement was. evidence o f s h o r t  

s ig h ted n ess  in  h is  p o e tic  v is io n . B lake, then , engraved h is  illu m in a 

ted  poem. The Ghost o f A bel, to  p rov ide the  f in a l  a c t  o f  the  drama. 

B yron 's v in d ic tiv e  God was c le a r ly  B la k e 's  U rizen o r  Nobodaddy, and 

B yron 's antagonism  toward th e  orthodox conception  of Atonement was one 

Blake sh ared . But B la k e 's  v is io n —h is  myth—provided  f o r  an Atonement, 

a  t ru e  oneness between man and God which B yron 's h indered  v is io n  and 

h is  p reoccupation  w ith  th e  death  o f th e  n a tu ra l  body f a i le d  to  p e r

ce iv e .

B la k e 's  t i t l e  and d ed ica tio n  o f  The Ghost o f  Abel to  Byron 

summarize in  a  few l in e s  h is  whole in te n t io n .  The f u l l  t i t l e  o f  the  

drama. The Ghost o f  Abel; A R eve la tio n  In  th e  V isions o f Jehovah, Seen 

by W illiam B lake, in d ic a te s  th a t  B la k e 's  purpose i s  to  r e v is e ,  to  make 

known the  v is io n  in  i t s  t ru e  form a s  he has seen i t .  Ihe d e d ica tio n  to  

Byron emphasizes t h i s  p o in t  and q u e s tio n s  B yron 's v is io n :

To LŒD BYRON in  th e  W ilderness
What d o e s t thou h ere  E lija h ?
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Can a  Poet doubt the V isions o f Jehovah? Nature has no O utline: 
b u t Im agination  has. N ature has no Tune: bu t Im agination has! 
N ature has no S upernatu ra l & d isso lv e s : Im agination i s  E te rn i ty ^ .]

(P la te  1)

The d e d ic a tio n , which co n ta in s  both p ra is e  and rebuke, c ry p t ic a l ly  sum

m arizes B la k e 's  q u a rre l w ith  Byron. And as  L e s lie  Tannenbaum has noted, 

i t  becomes more re a d ily  dec ip h erab le  once the  re a d e r  i s  f a m il ia r  w ith 

th e  s to ry  of th e  prophet E l i ja h ,  who having in d ic te d  the  n a tu re  worship 

o f  Baal, is o la te d  h im self in  the w ilderness  where he rece iv ed  a  theo - 

phany—an experience of God. B la k e 's  d ed ica tio n , th en , add resses Lord 

Byron, comparing him w ith E l i ja h ,  th u s  in d ic a tin g  th a t  h is  ic o n o c la s tic  

drama p laces  him in  the c la s s  o f the  tru e  p o e t-p ro p h e t. But a t  the  same 

tim e , Byron rem ains in  th e  w ilderness because he has no t y e t experienced 

th e  theophany th a t  E li ja h  had experienced . I t  i s  t h i s  theophany—the 

experience o f God in  man—th a t  B yron 's drama lack s  and which Blake 

in ten d s  to  add to  i t .^ ^  Blake then  goes on to  rebuke Byron f o r  doubting 

th e  "V isions o f Jehovah," r e f e r r in g  to  B yron 's a l lu s io n s  to  Atonement 

and h is  f a i lu r e  to  e x p lo it  th e  theme and hence achieve theophany in  

C ain . In s tea d  o f focusing  on the  theme o f Atonement, Byron has bound 

h im se lf up in  h is  concern w ith  n a tu re—death , and th i s  th e  f i r s t  o f 

human d ea th s , i s  p u re ly , in  B lak e 's  concern, a  fu n c tio n  o f n a tu re . %  

co n cen tra tin g  on death , Byron has l im ite d  h im self to  the  n a tu ra l  world, 

a  world which "has no S upernatu ra l and d is so lv e s ."  Had he heeded the

^  "Lord Byron in  the  W ilderness," 351*
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"V isions o f Jehovah" and ex p lo ited  th e  theme o f Atonement, Byron would 

have e x h ib ite d  im ag inative  v is io n , and in  "Im agination  i s  E te rn i ty ."

B lak e 's  drama tak es  up where B yron 's leav es  o f f .  Cain has been 

banished—accompanied by Adah—and Abel l i e s  beside  h is  grave where Adam 

and Eve a re  in  mourning. Jehovah, whom th e  re a d e r  now reco g n izes  a s  

B lak e 's  re p re s e n ta tio n  o f C h r is t  in s te a d  o f h is  conception  of a  U rizen ic  

God and th e  d e s tro y e r  o f B yron 's drama, i s  p re se n t.  This change in  

id e n t i ty  Blake s ig n a ls  by p lac in g  on the  engraved p la te  a  f ly in g  b ird  

befo re  Jehovah 's  name in  th e  s ta g e  in s tru c t io n s :

Scene. A rocky Country. Eve f a in te d  over th e  dead body 
Of Abel which la y s  near a  Grave. Adam k n ee ls  by h e r Jehovah

s tan d s  above

I n  a d d it io n , fo u r  sm all b ird s  f l y  above the words "Can a  Poet" in  th e  

D ed ica tion . Other b ird s  deco ra te  Jehovah 's  name throughout th e  two 

p la te s ,  and on p la te  two a  s e r ie s  o f "sm all h ierog lyphs summarize th e  

Gospel s to ry "  a f t e r  Jehovah 's words "Such i s  My W ill."^^  C learly  th e  

Jehovah o f B lak e 's  The Ghost o f  Abel i s  n o t th e  Old Testament Jehovah 

o f B yron 's C ain; he i s  in s te a d  C h r is t ,  symbol o f Atonement.

In  the  drama Jehovah c a l l s  to  Adam, b u t a  g r ie v in g  Adam re fu s e s  

to  h ear him. Eve, who has been in  a  f a i n t ,  re v iv e s  to  see  the Ghost o f 

Abel a r i s in g  from th e  grave to  claim  vengeance—"L ife  f o r  L ife ! L ife  f o r

See David V. Erdman's d e s c r ip tio n  o f  the  p la te s  in  The 
Illu m in a ted  B lake, ed . David V. Erdman (New York: Doubleday, 197^),
pp. 381- 83 .
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L ife !"  But co n tra ry  to  h er c h a ra c te r  in  C ain , where she cursed  Cain 

v io le n tly ,  she has now acqu ired  th e  understand ing  which p erm its  h e r  to  

see th a t  t h i s  "V isionary  Phantasm" i s  "no t th e  r e a l  A bel,"  and to  con

v ince Adam, who in  B yron 's drama e v ic te d  Cain from t h e i r  m id st, th a t  

she sees Abel l iv in g  a s

Jehovah sees  him 
A live & n o t Dead; were i t  no t b e t t e r  to  b e lie v e  V ision 
With a l l  our might & s tre n g th  tho  we a re  f a l l e n  & l o s t .

(P la te s  1 and 2)

Hence Atonement, a  s p i r i t  o f lov ing  fo rg iv en ess , i s  achieved by both 

Adam and Eve in  c o n tra s t  to  th e  vengeance they  ex p ress  in  B y ro n 's  Cain.

In  t h i s  drama th e  m o tif o f  vengeance i s  developed through the 

c o n f l ic t  between A b e l's  g h o st and Jehovah-C hris t a s  th e  Ghost o f  Abel 

c r i e s  out "L ife  f o r  L ife !"  and

0 I  cannot Forgive! th e  Accuser h a th  
Enterd in to  Me a s  in to  h is  House & I  lo a th e  thy  T abernacles 
As thou h a s t  s a id  so i s  i t  come to  p ass: My d e s ire  i s  unto  Cain 
And He do th  r u le  over Me: th e re fo re  My Soul in  fumes o f Blood 
C ries  fo r  Vengeance: S a c r if ic e  on S a c r if ic e  Blood on B lo o d [.]

(P la te  2)

But Jehovah-C hrist has p o in ted  out t h a t  such vengeance m erely c a l l s  fo r  

p e rp e tu a l murder, th a t  th e  answer l i e s  in  fo rg iv en ess  and Atonement, 

e ls e  "no F lesh  or S p i r i t  could  ever Live" (P la te  2 ) .  At Jeh o v ah 's  

r e f u s a l ,  the  Ghost o f Abel s in k s  in to  th e  grave and a r i s e s  ag a in  in  the 

form o f S atan , t h i s  time to  c ry  out ag a in  f o r
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Hxunan Blood & n o t th e  Blood o f B u lls  o r  Goats 
And no Atonement 0 Jehovah the  Elohiia l i v e  on S a c r if ic e  
Of Men: hence I  am God o f Men: Thou Human 0 Jehovah.

th e  Rock & Oak o f th e  D ruid creep ing  M is tle to e  & Thorn 
C ains C ity  b u i l t  w ith  Human Blood, n o t Blood o f B u lls  & Goats 
Thou s h a l t  T h y se lf be S a c r if ic e d  to  Me th y  God on Calvary

That th e  Ghost r e tu rn s  a s  S a tan , one o f the  Elohim, who l iv e  by a  code 

o f vengeance r a th e r  than  fo rg iv e n e ss , a l l i e s  S a tan  w ith  the  Jehovah 

God o f B yron 's  C ain, a  God whose symbols a re  " th e  Rock & Oak . . . 

c reep in g  M is tle to e  & Thorn" and human blood—a l l  symbols o f th e  Druid 

n a tu re  r e l ig io n  abhorred  by B lake, a  "whole D ruid law" which Jesus 

"removes away" (Jerusalem  6 9 :3 9 ). Here Satan  tak es  on a  neg a tiv e  r o le .  

U nlike th e  S atan  o f The M arriage of Heaven and H e ll , who re p re se n ts  

energy and th e  s p i r i t  o f  r e v o lu tio n , th e  S atan  o f The Ghost o f  Abel 

tak es  on a  more conven tional r o le  to  become th e  s p i r i t  o f  vengeance, the 

ad v ersa ry  o f Jeh ovah-C hrist, symbol o f Atonement. In  l i n e  w ith B lak e 's  

view o f Atonement, S a tan  i s  u n su ccessfu l in  h i s  curse t h a t  ho lds th a t  

Jehovah " s h a l t  T hyself be S a c r if ic e d  to  Me th y  God on C alvary ,"  f o r  

i t  i s  Jehovah in s te a d  who sends Satan

to  E te rn a l Death 
I n  S e l f  A n n ih ila tio n  even t i l l  Satan  Self-subdud P u t o f f  Satan 
In to  th e  B ottom less Abyss whose torm ent a r i s e s  f o r  ever & ever

(P la te  2)

This c o n f l i c t  and Jeh o v ah 's  v ic to ry  i l l u s t r a t e  B la k e 's  unorthodox con

cep tio n  o f  Atonement and h e lp  to  ex p la in  h is  sympathy w ith  Byron, who 

was lik e w ise  unable to  acc ep t th e  orthodox view o f Atonement and y e t  

lacked  th e  p e rsp e c tiv e  t h a t  m ight have p e rm itted  him to  perce ive  the
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tru e  v is io n .  B yron 's  r e f u s a l  to  accep t Atonement as  a  so lu tio n  i s  

r e f le c te d  both in  C a in 's  e x p l i c i t  r e je c t io n  o f A dah's suggestion  o f 

Atonement—"By s a c r i f ic in g  /  The harm less f o r  th e  g u i l ty ?  What a to n e 

ment /  Were th ere?"  (Act I I I ,  11. 86-88)—and in  B yron 's  p roclaim ing  in  

th e  P reface  to  C ain , in  s p i te  o f h i s  New Testam ent re fe re n c e s , th a t  he 

in ten d s  a  " l i t e r a l i s t  approach to  Old Testament m a t e r i a l . ^ y r o n ,  

l ik e  M ilton , r e je c te d  th e  c ru c if ix io n  concept o f Atonement; b u t u n lik e  

M ilton , he f a i le d  to  o f f e r  a  p o s i t iv e  conception  o f Atonement. As we 

have a lre a d y  seen , B lake a ls o  f e l t  th a t  th e  in n o cen t could n o t atone 

f o r  th e  g u i l ty ,  th a t  th e  orthodox concept o f Atonement was "a  h o r r ib le  

d o c tr in e —I f  an o th er man pay your d eb t I  do n o t fo rg iv e  i t . " ^ ^  In s te a d , 

he saw th e  t ru e  Atonement a s  an  " id e n t i f i c a t io n  . . . whereby man recog

n iz e s  h i s  id e n t i ty  w ith  God and thereby  reco g n izes  h is  own c e n t r a l i ty

in  what fo rm erly  was th e  a l ie n  and in h o sp ita b le  un iv erse  th a t  torm ented 
3^C a in ." ^  And r e a l iz in g  h is  own c e n t r a l i ty  meant th a t  man recognized  h is  

own g o d lin e ss , a s  opposed to  th e  sense o f no th ingness experienced  by 

Cain a t  th e  climax o f  h i s  education  a t  th e  hands o f L u c ife r .

Thus, having d isposed  o f  Satan by having him "go to  E te rn a l 

Death /  I n  S e lf  A n n ih ila tio n ,"  Blake concludes h i s  scene w ith  a  Chori^ 

o f Angels who s in g ;

Ihnnenbaum, "Lord Byron in  th e  W ilderness,"  360 .

Blake R ecords, p . 337.
3^ Tannenbaum, "Lord Byron in  the  W ilderness,"  364.
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The Elohim of the Heathen Swore Vengeance f o r  Sin! Then thou 
s to o d s t

F orth  0 Elohim Jehovah! in  the m idst o f the  darkness o f th e  Oath! 
A ll C lothed

In  Thy Covenant o f the  Forgiveness o f  S in s: Death 0 Holy! I s  th i s  
Brotherhood

The Elohim saw th e i r  Oath E te rn a l F ir e ;  they r o l le d  a p a r t  trem bling  
over The

Mercy S eat: each in  h is  s ta t io n  f i x t  in  the  Firmament by Peace 
Brotherhood and Love

(P la te  2)

I t  i s  the  Elohim o f the  Heathen, the n a tu re  w orshippers, who seek 

vengeance; they a re  th e  same Elohim who c rea ted  the  heavens and th e  

e a r th , B lak e 's  Urizen and Nobodaddy God. By c a s tin g  out the e r ro r  of 

se lf-h o o d  which they  re p re s e n t,  p e rso n if ie d  in  The Ghost o f Abel by 

A b e l's  Ghost and by S atan , and embracing th e  "Covenant o f the Forgive

ness o f S in s ,"  which s e ts  the  mark on C a in 's  head a s  a  sig n  o f fo rg iv e 

ness and not f o r  mere p ro te c tio n  a g a in s t vengeance, B lak e 's  im aginative 

v is io n  overcomes th e  cy c le  o f n a tu re , which has no su p e rn a tu ra l and can 

b rin g  bu t death  to  the  body, and becomes i t s e l f  a  t ru e  at-one-m ent w ith 

th e  God in  man. In  s h o r t ,  a s  Ihnnenbaum s ta te s  i t ,  C a in 's , and hence 

i r o n ’ s ,  e r ro r  had been in  fo llow ing  L u c ife r , " th e  outward p a th  of 

Nature" and o f Reason " ra th e r  than the inward pa th  o f Im agination."^-^

In  B lak e 's  eyes, though he found c e r ta in  f a c e ts  o f t h e i r  work 

he could adm ire, both Wordsworth and Byron had lim ite d  v is io n , v is io n  

hampered by a  re lia n c e  on the  Elohim o f n a tu re . W ordsworth's v is io n  was 

h indered  because h is  i n t e r e s t  in  e x te rn a l n a tu re  prevented  a  f u l ly

"Lord Byron in  the  W ilderness," 355»
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su b je c tiv e  experience o f Atonement. Byron, en tang led  in  the  paradox 

o f the n a tu ra l  death  o f  th e  body and a  U rizen ic  god who c re a te d  mankind 

only to  d es tro y  him th u s , f a i le d  to  en v isio n  the Atonement th a t  could 

come w ith  th e  death  o f se lfhood  in h e re n t in  fo rg iv en ess  and mercy.
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CHAPTER VI

CONCLUSION

This world o f Im agination  i s  th e  World of E te rn i ty  i t  i s  the 
D ivine bosom in to  which we s h a l l  go a f t e r  the d ea th  o f the 
V egetated bodyCO (A V ision o f the L a s t Judgment, p . 5^5 )

The dominant and un ify ing  p a t te rn  th a t  emerges from a  compre

hensive review  o f  B lak e 's  c r i t ic is m  o f th e  E nglish  p o e ts  i s  th a t  o f  h is  

own a rch e ty p a l myth th a t  d r iv e s  toward th e  goal of Atonement or fo u r

fo ld  v is io n . From Chaucer to  Byron, B lak e 's  concern i s  w ith  th e  v is io n 

a ry  p e rsp ec tiv e  o f the  p o e t.

In  A V ision o f the L ast Judgment. Blake d e sc rib e s  the  experience 

of the in d iv id u a l w ith  fo u rfo ld  v is io n :

I f  th e  S p ec ta to r could E nter in to  th ese  Images in  h is  Im agination 
approaching them on the F ie ry  C h ario t o f h is  Contem plative Thought 
i f  he could E n ter in to  Noah's Rainbow or in to  h is  bosom o r could 
make a  F rien d  & Companion of one of th ese  Images o f wonder which 
always i n t r e a t s  him to  leave m orta l th in g s  as  he must know them 
then  would he a r i s e  from h is  Grave then  would he meet the Lord in  
the  A ir & then  he would be happy, (p .

For th e  a r t i s t  a s  w ell a s  th e  s p e c ta to r , a r t  was a  v eh ic le  to  v is io n . 

The im aginative world was th e  E te rn a l w orld, a  w orld th a t  meant leav in g  

behind the  v eg e ta tiv e  w orld, the w orld of memory and m o rta li ty , f o r  the



v is io n a ry  and the  d iv in e , the  re c o g n itio n  o f C h r is t  in  th e  in d iv id u a l 

human being , o f  a t-one-m en t w ith  th e  God w ith in . C h r is t  was B la k e 's  

symbol o f th e  Im ag ina tion , re p re se n tin g  th a t  s t a t e  in  which mankind 

f r e e s  h im se lf  from the  p r iso n  o r grave o f  h is  se lfhood  and p reoccupation  

w ith  th e  f i n i t e  o r  tem poral. He re p re se n te d  the fo u rfo ld  im ag inative  

s t a t e ,  a  s t a t e  o f fo rg iv en ess  and lo v e , a  s ta t e  which moved beyond a 

concern w ith  th e  changing w orld o f G eneration  and v e g e ta tio n , th e  world 

o f  th e  d ea th  o f th e  n a tu ra l  body, to  a  comprehension o f E te rn i ty .

Of th e  n in e  E ng lish  p o e ts  whose works seem most to  have drawn 

B la k e 's  a t te n t io n ,  i t  i s  w ith  Shakespeare t h a t  one f in d s  i t  most d i f f i 

c u l t  to  a s se s s  B la k e 's  c r i t ic i s m .  But i t  i s  c le a r  from many of h is  

i l l u s t r a t i o n s  t h a t  Blake recogn ized  in  Shakespeare an a f f i n i t y  f o r  

p sy ch o lo g ica l s t a t e s .  B la k e 's  p reoccupation  w ith  S h ak esp eare 's  f a i r i e s  

and g h o sts  in d ic a te s  an a p p re c ia tio n  of the  p o e t 's  gen ius a t  p o rtray in g  

human c h a ra c te r .  Both Shakespeare and Chaucer he recogn ized  a s  m asters 

o f  c h a ra c te r iz a tio n ,  p o r tra y e rs  o f " th e  Four Zoas who a re  th e  Four 

E te rn a l Senses o f  Man" (Jerusalem  32:31).  And in  Chaucer, a s  he d id  in  

S penser, Blake recogn ized  g lim pses o f  h i s  own fo u rfo ld  Edenic v is io n .

I n  the und erly in g  iro n y  o f  C haucer's work, the  c o n f l ic t in g  te n s io n  of 

ih e  human in d iv id u a l caught between a lle g ia n c e  to  God and to  th e  w orld, 

Blake recogn ized  th e  p ro g ress iv e  e f f e c t  of h is  own d o c tr in e  o f c o n tra r 

i e s .  With S penser, though Blake took issu e  w ith  h is  a lle g ia n c e  to  th e  

monarchy, he saw in  h is  a lle g o ry  th e  lineam ents of h is  own a rch e ty p a l 

le v e ls  o f  v is io n .
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In  Young, Gray, B la i r ,  and Byron, though Blake saw glim pses o f 

p ro p h e tic  v is io n ,  he took is su e  w ith th e  p o e ts ' p reoccupation  w ith  the 

d ea th  o f the  n a tu ra l  "body. G ray 's  gloom o ffe red  no h in t  o f im aginative 

fo u rfo ld  v is io n . And Young and B la ir  were so in te n t  on orthodox and 

l i t e r a l  concep tions o f d ea th  and an ensuing  r e s u r re c tio n  th a t  they  

o ffe red  no hope o f the  Atonement th a t  Blake env isioned  a s  a  r e a l i t y  fo r  

a l l  o f  humankind. Byron, whose r e fu s a l  o f the  orthodox conception  of 

Atonement appealed  to  B lake, was preoccupied  w ith  th e  dea th  o f the  

n a tu ra l  body and f a i le d  to  p re se n t a  p o s it iv e  concept o f  Atonement, one 

th a t  would s u b s t i tu te  love and fo rg iv en ess  f o r  th e  vengeance s ig n if ie d  

by th e  c ru c if ix io n .

Both Wordsworth and Blake had a s  th e i r  prim ary concerns th e  

growth o f the  human mind and attem pted  to  e s ta b lis h  th e o r ie s  f o r  the  

c re a t iv e  a c t .  But where Wordsworth’s  th eo ry  re q u ire d  a  n a tu ra l  e x te rn a l 

world in  o rd er t h a t  th e  c re a t iv e  a c t  m ight occur in  a  union between 

p e rc e iv e r  and p erce iv ed , f o r  Blake fo u rfo ld  v is io n  occurred in  a  p u re ly  

su b je c tiv e  ex p erience . B la k e 's  muses were the Daughters o f In s p ir a t io n ;  

W ordsworth's th e  Daughters o f Memory. Hence Blake c r i t i c i z e s  Wordsworth 

f o r  p e rm ittin g  th e  v e g e ta tiv e  world to  in te r f e r e  w ith  h is  v is io n .

M ilto n , B la k e 's  m aster, and th e  p o e t w ith  whom he f e l t  the  

g r e a te s t  a f f i n i t y ,  t r e a te d  the  a rch e ty p es  o f the F a l l  and th e  Atonement. 

With M ilto n 's  trea tm en t o f th e  F a l l  Blake seems e i th e r  to  have s e r io u s ly  

d isag reed  o r to  have f e l t  th a t  i t  needed c l a r i f i c a t io n  because of i t s  

concealment in  n a r ra t iv e  technique and r e l ig io u s  orthodoxy. B lak e 's
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conception o f the  F a l l  was c le a r ly  th a t  of the f e l i x  cu lp a . I t  was 

e s s e n t ia l  th a t  humankind pass from prim al innocence in to  th e  world of 

experience i f  fu r th e r  p ro g ressio n  toward the  im aginative fo u rfo ld  v is io n  

o f  Eden was to  he achieved . But Blake approved f u l ly  o f  M ilto n 's  

unorthodox trea tm en t o f Atonement in  P arad ise  Regained, a  treatm en t 

which played down the  c ru c if ix io n  in  favor of a  v is io n  o f Atonement 

concerned n o t w ith vengeance and punishment h u t w ith  love and fo rg iv e 

n ess . In  M ilto n 's  conception o f Atonement Blake recognized , more c le a r ly  

than  he had in  the work o f any o th e r o f th e  E ng lish  p o e ts , a  fe a tu re  of 

h i s  own conception o f Atonement—th a t  the  "Human Im agination . . .  i s  

th e  Divine Body o f th e  Lord Jesus" (M ilton 3 :3 -4 ) .

Blake, in  s h o r t ,  was a  mythmaker. His prophecies provide ample 

evidence o f h is  in te n tio n  to  fo rm ulate h is  own system r a th e r  than he 

enslaved hy ano ther m an 's. This penchant f o r  myth making d ic ta te s  

h is  a rch e ty p a l c r i t i c a l  approach to  the works of th e  E nglish  p o e ts . 

Concerned w ith  the  archetypes of the  F a l l  and the  Atonement, archetypes 

v i t a l  to  W estern c iv i l iz a t io n  and through which theo log ians and a r t i s t s  

have fo r  c e n tu r ie s  attem pted to  ex p la in  m ankind's t r ib u la t io n  and 

express h is  hope fo r  s a lv a tio n , Blake sought, through h is  p rophecies 

and through h is  c r i t ic is m  o f the works of o th e rs , to  re v ise  th ese  

archetypes in  o rder to  provide a  t ru e r  myth of human ex is ten c e . Hence 

he o ffe rs  an in te rp r e ta t io n  of l i f e  th a t  f in d s  Understanding through a  

F a l l  in to  G eneration o r Experience, and Atonement or s a lv a tio n  through 

a  m ental w arfare between the c o n tra r ie s  o f  Energy and Reason, Sensory
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P ercep tio n  and I n tu i t io n ,  th a t  f in d s  Jesu s  C h r is t ,  th e  Im agination , in  

th e  human mind.
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No. 5 Oberon and Titania
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No. 6 The Characters in Spenser's Faerie Queene
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No. 7 The Book of Thel. Plate 6
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No. 8 Mirth
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No. 9 The Youthful Poet's Dream
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No. 10 Melancholy
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No. 11 Milton, Old Age
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No. 12 Paradise Regained; The Third Temptation
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No- 13 Night Thoughts; Frontispiece, Night the First
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NIGHT THE FIRST.

T IR E D  nature s sweet restorer, Ulmjr Steep I 
like the world, Ws resdjr vistt pays 

Where krtune snules ; the wretchnl be forsakes : 
*Swift on his dowry pâûoa fTies from woe»
And lights 00 lids unsullied with a tear.

From short as usual and disturb'd repoae,
I wake: how happy thgr, who wake no more!
Yet that were vaiiv if dreams infcat the grave.
I wake, emerging from aaeaof dreams 
Tomukuooa ; where ny wreck'd, desponding thought 
From wave to wave of fancied miaeiy.
At random drove, her helm of reason lost :
Though now restored, *tis only change of pahv 
A hitter change! severer for severe :
The day too short for ny distress ! and night.
Even in the semth of her dark domahv 
Is sunalune, to the colour of ny frte.

No. l4  N ight Thoughts; Page 1, N ight the F i r s t
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No. 15 Night Thoughts; Frontispiece, Night the Fourth
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Hit trrtth inHtmtd ? hit tctidcmett on fire ; 
like tofi, tmooth oik outMmzin̂  other firct}
Cm pra '̂er, ctn prttte «vert h ?—THOU ! «1L
My theme, my intpirttion, «nd my cro«*n !
My ttrength in age, my rite in low cttate f 
My tooTt ambition, pictture, wethh !—my world !
My light in darkness, and my lilc in death !
My boast throwgh time I Witt through eternity—
Eternity, too short to tpeak thy praise !
Or &thom thy profound of love to man—
To man of men the meanest, even to me !
My sacrifice ! my GOD Î what thinga are these !

What then art THOU ? Igr what name shaD I call THEE 
Knew I the name devout archangels use,
Desout archangels should the name enjcy 
By me unitvalTd : thousands more sublime,
Kooe hair so dear as that, which, though unspoke 
Still glows at heart : O how omnipotence 
•  Is lost in love ! thou great PHILANTHROPIST f 
Father of angds? but the Inend of man ! 
like Jacobs Ibndest of the younger born !
THOU I who didst save him, snatch the smoking brand 
From out the flames, and «picndi k in thy Wood ;
How art thou pleaaed hy boun^ to distress !
To make us groan beneath our graMude,
Too big Ibr birth I to favour and cocilbund ;
To dallenge, and to distance all return f 
Lavish of love, stupendous heights to soar 
And leave nrmae panting in the distant vale I

I  -.} -m

V,

No. 16 N ight Thoughts; Page 87 , N ight the  Fourth
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No. 17 N ight Thoughts: F ro n tis p ie c e , N ight the  Seventh
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No. 18 "The P rogress  o f  Poesy," Design 9
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No. 20 "Ode on a  D is ta n t P rospect of Eton C ollege,"  
Design 8
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No. 21 "Ode to  A d versity ,"  Design 4

295



No. 22 "E pitaph  on Mrs. C la rk e ,"  Design 2
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No. 23 "Elegy Written in a Country Church-Yard," 
Design 1
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No. 24 "Elegy W ritten  in  a  Country Church-Yard," 
Design 10
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No. 25 "Ode on th e  Death o f a  F avourite  C a t,"  Design 3
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No. 26 "Ode on the  Death o f a  F avourite  C a t,"  Design 5
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No. 27 The D escent o f  Han In to  th e  Vale o f  Death
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No. 28 D eath’s Door
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No. 29 The C o u n se llo r, King, W arrior. Mother & C h ild  in  th e  Tomb
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No. 30 The Day of Judgment
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APPENDIX B

A SELECTIVE SOUECE-LIST OF BLAKE’S CRITICAL 

ILLUSTRATIONS OF THE ENGLISH POETS 

AND THEIR WORK

Heads of the P oets 

W illiam B lak e 's  Heads o f  th e  P oets  p ro je c t ,  c a r r ie d  out f o r  

W illiam  Hayley w hile he was a t  Felpham, included  th e  p o r t r a i t s  o f  

Chaucer, Shakespeare, Spenser, M ilton, Dryden, Pope, and Cowper. The 

o r ig in a l  p a in tin g s  a re  now in  th e  M anchester C ity  A rt G a lle ry , and a l l  

e ig h te en  o f  th e  p o r t r a i t s  a re  reproduced in  W illiam W ells, W illiam 

B la k e 's  "Heads o f the Poets'* f o r  T u rre t House, The Residence of W illiam 

H ayley, Felpham ([E ngland]; n. p . ,  [ 1969] ) .

Chaucer

O rig in a l v e rs io n s  o f the la rg e  Chaucer i l l u s t r a t i o n .  The 

C anterbury P ilg r im s , a re  in  the Rosenwald C o lle c tio n , N ational G a lle ry  

o f  A r t ,  c u r re n tly  housed a t  the A lverthorpe G a lle ry , Jenkintow n, Pennsyl

v a n ia ; and in  the  S t i r l in g  Maxwell C o lle c tio n , Glasgow Museums and A rt 

G a l le r ie s ,  P o llo k  House. The drawing has been reproduced in  Blake 

S tu d ie s . 1 (1969) ;  Colby L ib ra ry  Q u a rte rly . I 3 (1977); and Genre. 11

(1978).
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Shakespeare

The e x t r a - i l lu s t r a t e d  Second F o lio  in  th e  B r i t is h  Museum, 

London, co n ta in s  s ix  o f  B lak e 's  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  Shakespeare; Brutus 

and C ae sa r 's  G host, F ie ry  Pegasus, R ichard th e  I I I  and the G hosts, 

Hamlet, Jacques and th e  S ta g , and Queen K a th e r in e 's  Dream. Also in  th e  

B r i t i s h  Museum, in  a  sketchbook, a re  Hamlet A dm inistering th e  Oath.

Lady Macbeth w ith  Candle and Dagger, and Hamlet and th e  Ghost o f His 

F a th e r . Two a d d it io n a l v e rsio n s  o f Queen K a th e r in e 's  Dream a re  in  th e  

ho ld in g s  a t  th e  F itzw illiam  Museum, Cambridge, England—one in  th e  

S top fo rd  A. Brooke C o lle c tio n  and one in  th e  D ilke C o lle c tio n . P i ty , 

H ecate , Lear and C ordelia  in  P r iso n , and Oberon, T ita n ia , and Puck w ith  

F a i r ie s  Dancing a re  a t  th e  Tate G a lle ry , London; and a  v e rs io n  o f Jocund 

Day i s  a v a ila b le  in  the  Rosenwald C o lle c tio n , N a tio n a l G a lle ry  o f A rt, 

W ashington, B.C. The Museum o f F ine A rts , Boston, holds th e  seven 

c h a ra c te r  h eads; and Oberon and T i ta n ia , Romeo and the  A pothecary, and 

Macbeth and th e  Ghost o f Banque a re  in  th e  c o l le c t io n s  of P h i l ip  H ofer, 

R obert E ss ick , and S i r  G eoffrey Keynes, r e s p e c tiv e ly .

The seven c h a ra c te r  heads, H ecate, Lear and C ordelia  in  P r iso n , 

B ru tus and C a e sa r 's  G host, F ie ry  Pegasus, P i ty , Queen K a th e r in e 's  Dream, 

Romeo and the A pothecary, Hamlet A dm inistering  th e  Oath, Oberon,

T ita n ia ,  and Puck w ith  F a ir ie s  Dancing, Oberon and T i ta n ia , and Jocund 

Day or Glad Day a re  a l l  reproduced in  A pollo , n . s .  79 (1964) and in  The 

V isionary  Hand: Essays f o r  the  Study o f W illiam B la k e 's  A rt and Aes

t h e t i c s , ed. Robert N. E ssick  (Los Angeles: Hennessey & I n g a l ls ,  1973).
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R eproductions o f Glad Day, a  c h a ra c te r  head o f King L ear, Lear 

and C o rd e lia  in  P r is o n . H ecate, Macheth and the  Ghost o f Banque, Lady 

Macbeth and Duncan, P i ty , and Hamlet and th e  Ghost o f His F a ther a re  

p u b lished  in  Anthony B lun t, The A rt of W illiam Blake (New York: Columbia 

Univ. P re s s , 1959).

Spenser

The Spenser i l l u s t r a t i o n .  The C harac te rs  in  S p en se r 's  F ae rie  

Queene. i s  the  p ro p e rty  o f th e  N ational T ru s t, Petw orth House, Sussex. 

Blake N e w sle tte r , 8 (W inter 1974-75) co n ta in s  a  la rg e  c o lo r  fo ld -o u t of 

th e  i l l u s t r a t i o n  along  w ith  h a lf - to n e  rep ro d u c tio n s  of each q u a r te r  o f 

th e  p a in t in g . Damon, A Blake D ictionary  (Providence: Brown Univ. P re ss , 

1965) a ls o  co n ta in s  a  copy o f the  p r in t ,

M ilton

A complete ca ta logue o f B la k e 's  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  M ilton i s  

con ta ined  in  Appendix B to  Calm of Mind: Tercentenary Essays on P arad ise  

Regained and Samson A gonistes in  Honor o f John S. D iekhoff. ed . Joseph 

Anthony W ittre ic h , J r .  (C leveland; Case Western Reserve Univ. P re ss ,

1971)•  The fo llo w in g  l i s t  i s  la rg e ly  d eriv ed  from W ittre ic h 's  ca ta lo g u e .

The 1801 s e t  o f th e  Comus designs i s  in  th e  Huntington L ib ra ry  

and A rt G a lle ry , and the  o th e r  s e t  ( I 805- I 8IO) i s  in  th e  Museum o f Fine 

A rts , Boston. The Huntington s e t  i s  reproduced in  Catalogue o f W illiam 

B la k e 's  Drawings and P a in tin g s  in  the Huntington L ib ra ry , comp. C. H. 

C o llin s  Baker, r e v . R. R. Wark (San M arino, C a lifo rn ia , 1957) ; and

307



in  B la k e 's  Sublime A llegory; Essays on The Four Zoas, H ilto n . Jerusalem , 

ed . S tu a r t  Curran and Joseph Anthony W ittre ic h , J r .  (Madison: Univ. o f 

W isconsin P re ss , 1973)• The Boston s e t  i s  reproduced in  I l l u s t r a t i o n s  

o f  M ilto n 's  Comus, W illiam  B riggs (London: Bernard Q uaritch , I 880) ; 

Comus; A Mask by John M ilton (London: J u l ia n  E d itio n , 1926); and W illiam 

Blake, W ater-Color D esigns, comp. Helen D. W illa rd  (Boston, 1937).

The 1807 s e t  o f tw elve i l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  P arad ise  L ost i s  in  th e  

H untington L ih rary  and A rt G a lle ry , and i s  reproduced in  th e  Catalogue 

o f  W illiam B lak e 's  Drawings and P a in tin g s  in  th e  H untington L ib ra ry  

( 1937) .  The 1808 s e t  o f  n ine drawings i s  in  th e  Museum o f  Fine A rts , 

Boston; th e  designs have been p u b lished  in  W illiam Blake, W ater-Color 

D esigns, comp. Helen D. W illard  (B oston, 1937)» and in  P arad ise  L ost by 

John M ilton , w ith th e  I l l u s t r a t i o n s  by William Blake (New York: H eritage  

P re s s , 1940) .

There a re  two s e ts  (both  I 809) o f s ix  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  th e  

N a tiv ity  Ode. One i s  in  th e  Whitworth I n s t i t u t e  G a lle ry , M anchester; 

th e  o th e r i s  in  th e  H untington L ib rary  and A rt G a lle ry . The Whitworth 

s e t  has been reproduced in  On th e  Morning o f C h r i s t 's  N a tiv ity : M ilto n 's  

Hymn w ith  I l l u s t r a t i o n s  by W illiam Blake and a  Note by S i r  G eoffrey 

Keynes (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. P re s s , 1923). The H untington s e t  

i s  con ta ined  in  C atalogue o f W illiam B lak e 's  Drawings and P a in tin g s  in  

th e  H untington L ib ra ry  (1937).

The twelve i l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  L 'A lleg ro  and I I  Penseroso ( I 816) 

a re  in  th e  P ie rp o n t Morgan L ib ra ry , New York C ity . These designs have
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been reproduced in  A drian van S inderen, Blake th e  M ystic Genius 

(Syracuse: Syracuse Univ. P re ss , 1959) and in  John M ilton, L*Allegro 

and I I  Penseroso, w ith the P a in tin g s  by William Blake. Together w ith a  

Note upon the  Poems by W. P. T ren t (New York: H eritage  P re s s , 195^).

The twelve i l l u s t r a t i o n s  (c a . I8 l6 ) to  P arad ise  Regained 

a re  in  the  F itzw illiam  Museum, Cambridge, England. They a re  re p ro 

duced in  D a rre ll F ig g is , The P a in tin g s  of W illiam Blake (London: E rn es t 

Benn, 1925) and in  Joseph A. W ittre ic h , J r . ,  Angel of Apocalypse:

B lak e 's  Idea of M ilton (Madison: Univ. o f W isconsin P re s s , 1975)«

Young

The 537 Night Thoughts w aterco lo rs  a re  in  the  B r i t is h  Museum, 

London. The Harvard Univ. P ress  I l lu s t r a t io n s  to  Young's N ight Thoughts 

Done in  W ater-Colour by William Blake (1927), w ith  in tro d u c to ry  essay  by 

S i r  G eoffrey Keynes, reproduces t h i r t y  o f the  d e s ig n s , f iv e  in  co lo r and 

tw en ty -fiv e  in  monotone. Robert E ss ick  and J e n ijo y  La B e lle , N ight 

Thoughts or the  Complaint and the C onsolation (New York: Dover, 1975)» 

reproduces R ichard Edwards' 1797 e d it io n  o f N ights I-IV  of the  Night 

Thoughts. which included ^3 of B lak e 's  designs. The two-volume William 

B la k e 's  Designs f o r  Edward Young's N ight Thoughts: A Complete E d itio n , 

ed . John E. G rant, Edward J .  Rose, and Michael J .  T o lley , pub lished  by 

Oxford: Clarendon P ress  in  December 1978, reproduces a l l  537 o f the  

w a te rco lo rs .
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The i l l u s t r a t e d  volume o f G ray 's  poems was p resen ted  to  Mrs. 

Anne Flaxman p r io r  to  1805* A fte r  h e r  death  in  1820 i t  was v i r tu a l ly  

l o s t  u n t i l  1919» when i t  was d iscovered  by H. J .  C. G rierson  a t  Hamilton 

P a lace . The volume was reproduced by Oxford U n iv e rsity  P re ss  in  1922, 

w ith  an in tro d u c tio n  by G rierson ; and in  I 966 th e  o r ig in a l  passed  in to  

th e  p o ssessio n  of Mr. Paul M ellon.^ S ince then  two complete e d itio n s  

o f  the  designs have been pub lished ; Iren e  T ay le r, B lak e 's  I l l u s t r a t i o n s  

to  the  Poems o f Gray (P rin ce to n ; P rin ce to n  Univ. P re ss , 1971); and 

W illiam B la k e 's  W ater-Colours I l l u s t r a t i n g  th e  Poems of Thomas Gray, 

w ith  an in tro d u c tio n  and commentary by S i r  G eoffrey Keynes (London; 

Methuen, 1972).

B la ir

The o r ig in a l  co p p erp la tes  f o r  the tw elve i l l u s t r a t i o n s  to  

R obert B la i r ’ s The Grave a re  in  th e  Rosenwald C o lle c tio n , L ib ra ry  o f 

Congress and th e  N atio n a l G alle ry  o f A rt. The twelve desig n s have been 

reproduced w ith  a  commentary by S . F o s te r  Damon in  B lak e 's  Grave: A 

P ro p h etic  Book; Being William B lak e 's  I l l u s t r a t i o n s  fo r  R obert B l a i r 's  

The Grave, Arranged a s  Blake D irec ted  (Providence; Brown Univ. P re ss ,

1963).

^ Keynes, W illiam B la k e 's  W ater-Colours I l l u s t r a t i n g  the  Poems 
o f Thomas Gray, pp. 3 - 6 .
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