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William Blake, as an artist, was well acquainted with the mechanics of production: he ground his own inks, inscribed his plates, burned his designs into the copper with “aqua fortis” (nitric acid), inked them, pressed the paper into the plates, and even (with his wife’s assistance) colored the plates and sewed the pages into books.  He was not some dilettante who scorned mechanical labour.  But his vision of art and his poetry, both early and late, delineate the gulf between labour that involved the imagination and vision and the “same dull round” endured by the vast army of English workers who had no say in conceiving the productions they endlessly (and mindlessly) reproduced in factories.

Blake, whose dates are 1757 to 1827,
 lived through the height of the Industrial Revolution and viewed first-hand many of its innovations, as well as 

the great political and cultural changes that came with it, and he realised that something 

profoundly new and disquieting was coming into the world, something with unlimited possibilities for good and evil, which would tax all his powers to interpret.  And so his natural desire to make his living as an engraver and a figure in society collided with an overwhelming impulse to tell the whole poetic truth about what he saw.  The latter force won, and dictated its terms accordingly.  He was not allowed to worry about his audience . . . . He was not allowed the double talk of the sophisticated poet, who can address several levels of readers at once by using familiar conceptions ambiguously.  Nothing was allowed him but a terrifying concentration of his powers of utterance. (Frye, “Blake’s Treatment of the Archetype” 522)

Right from the start, Blake seems to have been out of the mainstream, if that meant following the herd of conformist views held by most of his contemporaries.  As a four-year old he had visions of an “immaterial life denied to most. . . . Even when a Child his mother beat him for running in & saying that he saw the Prophet Ezekiel under a Tree in the Fields” (Tatham 491).  His wife revealed that Blake’s first vision of God occurred that same year: “He put his head to the window and set you ascreaming” (qtd. in Robinson 499).  Blake clearly possessed a unique view of this world, and, more importantly, of the world that lay beyond the senses.  To see the world as others did would have spoiled his art and aborted his mission: to help his readers replace their “single vision” with an apocalyptic view of the world—and to build Jerusalem (Blake’s ideal city) in England’s green and pleasant land.  As Northrop Frye observes, Blake’s view of art “could almost be defined as the attempt to realise the religious vision in human society.  Such religion has to be sharply distinguished from all forms of religion which have been kidnapped by the cycle of law and war, and have become capable only of reinforcing the social contract or of inspiring crusades” (“Blake’s Treatment of the Archetype” 513).  In opening a new world and a new way of seeing to his readers, Blake hoped to lift the veil that restricted human vision: “Blake simply asked his readers to do more than merely understand: that, he said, is a ‘corporeal’ function.  He wanted them to imagine as he imagined, to see as he saw, even to recreate as he created.  Only then does his method make sense” (Gleckner 539).  His vision was a spiritual perception that “transforms objects, . . . making them into symbolic forms which reveal the significance of those objects to the life of man, and thus shows their ‘real’ form.  The real form of the sun to Blake, for instance, is not that of a ‘round disk of fire somewhat like a Guinea,’ but ‘an Innumerable company of the Heavenly host crying “Holy, Holy, Holy is the Lord God Almighty”’” (Blake, qtd. in Nurmi, “On The Marriage of Heaven and Hell” 557). 

I.  Blake’s Early Creed: Criticising England and Contemporary London

Blake’s creed, even so early as Songs of Innocence and Experience (the first part printed in 1789; the second in 1794), envisions no gradual amelioration of the conditions created by capitalism or utopian reform, but essentially calls for apocalyptic regeneration.  Blake seems to have little hope from the actions of parliament
 or from the Church of England.  Instead, his view of the future is “based on a belief that significant change cannot occur through step-by-step improvements of the existing order. . . . Rather, significant change can occur only through the radical regeneration of each person’s own power to imagine” (Johnson and Grant xxiv).  Thus, Blake’s method is not anger aimed mainly at the various dislocations of the Industrial Revolution, but outrage directed both at the industrialists and the people themselves, who have become complacent—if not eager—under the yoke of mechanistic production methods.  Even if the Industrial Revolution had not occurred, the minds of humans could enslave themselves, and thus Blake’s mission is not to eliminate just one source of oppression—England’s dark Satanic mills—when a far greater form of oppression—human minds enslaved to the world—is left untouched.  In Blake’s view, the English people need to achieve a “clear vision of the human community that ought to be built” (Johnson and Grant xxiv).  And, once that occurs, regeneration in the mind of the worker will allow him to see the world in its infinite potential, rather than as an endless repetition of meaningless, mechanical actions.  As he says in “There is No Natural Religion,” “if it were not for the Poetic or Prophetic character, the Philosophic and Experimental would soon be at the ratio of all things, & stand still, unable to do other than repeat the same dull round over again” (Blake 15).  In other words, London, the city of exploitation and machinery, has to be replaced by a place of harmony and imagination, as represented by the holy city Jerusalem.  And the inhabitants of England have to regenerate their minds in similar fashion, building Albion (the poetic name he gives to a regenerated England) in its stead.
How was it that Blake, sent to a drawing school at ten, and at fourteen apprenticed to an engraver for seven years, was—almost alone among the Romantics—able to see the evils of late-18th-century England?  Not university educated, he nonetheless taught himself Latin, Greek, and Hebrew in order to read the Bible in its original languages.  Where, then, did Blake’s early views come from?  Partly they came from his voracious reading:

He studied the Bible and the major works of literature, especially Milton; he read widely 

in philosophy, theology, and art history; he concerned himself deeply with the 

revolutionary events of his time, their causes and effects.  Like other great artists, he had 

a profound intuitive grasp of human psychology.  More explicitly than any English writer 

before him, however, he pointed out the interrelationship of problems associated with 

cruelty, self-righteousness, sexual disturbance, social inequality, repression of energy by 

reason, and revolutionary violence. (Johnson and Grant xxiii-xxiv).

According to David Erdman, his philosophy also came from the American Revolution, “which made the golden sunlight on the Thames a cheat and shook to ruin Jerusalem’s arches over Primrose Hill and Marybone. . . . As soon as the war was over he printed poems and exhibited paintings full of the war’s dark horrors’” (Prophet 5).   Erdman reminds us that 

in English trading centres the war was never popular.  Even during the middle years, when many merchants were enjoying large war contracts, the London Common Council persistently voted against recruiting volunteers to fight for the King.  All the London members in the House of Commons between 1774 and 1784 consistently opposed the war policy and said they were speaking for their constituents. . . . Most of the satiric prints which served as the graphic editorials of the day were pro-American, representing America as the land of liberty and virtue, England as that of corruption and slavery, and King George as a cruel and obstinate tyrant.  We should not be surprised to find that Blake shared the common view nor to find in some of his earliest work the germs of his later republicanism. (Prophet 6)

And the poem America, written in celebration of our revolt from England, itself leaves little doubt where Blake’s sympathies lay:


Washington spoke: “Friends of America, look over the Atlantic sea;


A bended bow is lifted in heaven, & a heavy chain 


Descends link by link from Albion’s cliffs across the sea to bind


Brothers & sons of America, till our faces pale and yellow,


Heads deprest, voices weak, eyes downcast, hands work-bruis’d


Feet bleeding on the sultry sands. (America 3:6-11)

Since Albion is the poetic name for England (and in Blake’s mythology is meant to symbolise England’s unfallen nature), the implication is that the war has made true Englishmen horror-struck (“faces pale and yellow”) at the suffering imposed upon a brave people.  Erdman even goes so far as to suggest that “Blake anticipates the modern historian in the belief that the American Revolution took place in the minds of men in the decades preceding the war” (Prophet 12).  Moreover, since his revolutionary brain had great affinities with John Milton, who was a central figure in the English Civil War, serving as Latin Foreign Secretary to Cromwell, it is not hard to see the ultimate origin of Blake’s revolutionary ideals.  In his early prophecies Blake thus warns “kings, nobles, and bishops: If you go on binding the nations, oppressing the poor, and ravaging the countryside with war, the result must be revolt.  The people will . . . pull down the temples of tyranny and bring you to judgement” (Erdman, Prophet 29).  This is an utterance that could well have been uttered in 1642, not 150 years later.

But it is important to know Blake’s religion as well as his politics to understand how inseparable they are and how they will move together as he begins his poetic career.  Many writers have examined the strands that composed Blake’s theology, including Kathleen Raine, who, in Blake and Tradition, emphasises the Swedenborgian content of his writings.   But more recently, E.P. Thompson, in Witness Against the Beast, extends Raine’s insights, demonstrating at length that in London during the 1780s there was an explosion of “anti-rationalism, taking the forms of illuminism, masonic rituals, animal magnetism, millenarian speculation, astrology, . . . and of mystic and Swedenborgian circles” (xix).  These low-church, revolutionary doctrines hearken back to the 17th century at the time of Milton, one further piece of evidence that Blake’s philosophy is never very far removed from that of his spiritual predecessor.  In this philosophic maelstrom of the 1780s and 1790s, “men and women did not only join the groups on offer, the Church of the New Jerusalem, the Universalists, the Muggletonians,
 . . . they argued amidst these groups, they fractured them, took a point from one and a point from another, conceived their own heresies, and all the time struggled to define their own sense of system” (Thompson xix).  In the same way that these religious radicals questioned the beliefs of traditional religious groups, Blake was always willing to challenge the authors he read, weighing their arguments against his own experience: “This is at once apparent from his surviving annotations—to Lavater,
 Swedenborg,
 Berkeley, Bacon, Bishop Watson or Thornton. . . . For Blake, a neighbour, or a fellow-reader of a periodical, or his friend and patron, Thomas Butts, were quite as likely to hold opinions of central importance as was any man of recognised learning” (Thompson xx-xxi).  Blake’s iconoclasm is well known, but the extent to which he was influenced by Christian sects that go all the way back to Milton and the radical sects of the English Civil War is not so well recognised.  Thompson’s study, limited to the years 1788-1792, places Blake within the Church of the New Jerusalem,
 and the controversies surrounding its founding, demonstrating how many of Blake's ideas seem to arise from its tenets.  For example, “The Marriage of Heaven and Hell is an antinomian squib thrown among Swedenborgians” (Thompson 19).  At the same time, Thompson shows how other radical doctrines afloat in the 1780s appear to have influenced Blake as well.  For example, the Antinomians,
 who bring “the gospel of Christ into direct antagonism to the moral law” (13), are represented in the “Memorable Fancy” of the Devil in The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, who questions Jesus’ adherence to the Ten Commandments: 

Now hear how he has given his sanction to the law of ten commandments: did he not mock at the sabbath, and so mock the sabbaths God?  murder those who were murderd because of him? turn away the law from the woman taken in adultery? steal the labour of others to support him? bear false witness when he omitted making a defence before Pilate? covet when he pray’d for his disciples, and when he bid them shake off the dust of their feet against such as refuse to lodge them? I tell you no virtue can exist without breaking these ten commandments.  (Thompson 172) 

The Devil here, seemingly echoing Blake, shows the radical nature of Christ’s ministry and His refusal to be restricted to any narrow interpretation of the Scriptures.  In the same way, the leaders of the Civil War, throughout the 1640s, proclaimed “an utter repudiation of the outward forms of religion, . . . and a counterposing to these of the inner light of faith, inspiration or prophecy” (Thompson 22).  Preachers of this period, such as William Walwyn, declared himself “’not a preacher of the law, but of the gospell,’ the gospel of love” (qtd. in Thompson 23).      

For example, Blake’s repeated question to Tirzah in his poem of the same name, from about this time, “what have I to do with thee” (lines 4, 16), emphasises his belief that Jesus’ salvation moves humans beyond the world of generation, of sense impressions, of physicality—to faith, to love, to transcendence of the physical.


    To Tirzah


Whate'er is born of Mortal Birth,


Must be consumed with the Earth,


To rise from Generation free;


Then what have I to do with thee?


The Sexes sprung from Shame & Pride

  5


Blow’d in the morn: in evening died.


But Mercy changed Death into Sleep;


The Sexes rose to work & weep.


Thou, Mother of my Mortal part


With cruelty didst mould my Heart,

10


And with false self-deceiving tears,


Didst bind my Nostrils, Eyes, & Ears.


Didst close my Tongue in senseless clay,


And me to Mortal Life betray:


The Death of Jesus set me free;

15


Then what have I to do with thee?

This poem, like Paradise Lost, outlines the trajectory of Adam and Eve, from being created, to eating the Apple, to being condemned to death.  But Blake, like Milton, emphasises that God, in his mercy, “changed Death into Sleep” (line 7), allowing Adam and Eve a second chance through the eventual intercession of Christ.  In consequence, the speaker of the poem disparages Tirzah for her cruelty in limiting his knowledge: “Didst bind my Nostrils, Eyes, & Ears./Didst close my Tongue in senseless clay,/And me to Mortal Life betray” (lines 12-14).  Since Jesus, through his Death, “set me free;/Then what have I to do with thee?” (lines 15-16).  According to this poem, the Earth no longer matters: it cannot imprison the soul because the “senseless clay” of creation is no more than a temporary bondage, soon to be overcome in death and resurrection.  This distrust of the world sets Blake apart from other Romantics, especially William Wordsworth.  In Blake’s mind, as his biographer Henry Crabb Robinson records, “the eloquent descriptions of Nature in Wordsworth’s poems were conclusive proof of Atheism, for whoever believes in Nature, said Blake, disbelieves in God—For Nature is the work of the Devil” (499).

The Age of Spiritual Liberty, according to the Levellers,
 parallels Blake’s view of the limitations of this world.  In this new age, “the scriptures would appear in a wholly new light” (Thompson 24), and humans would dwell in a New Jerusalem.  The Ranters,
 another group dating back to 1649-51, carried this gospel of love even further, finding expression in nakedness and sexual licence: “The Ranters did not conceive of themselves as a church or a congregation. . . . They were in fact the flesh within which dwelt the spirit of God, they were ‘fellow creatures’ in Christ” (Thompson 27).  This Ranting ideology, according to Thompson, “leads directly into early Quakerism” (31): “For many early Quakers, God was ‘an infinite Spirit, that fills Heaven and Earth, and all places, and all things,’ whereas, ‘as touching Christ’s flesh, we are Bone of his Bone, and Flesh of his Flesh, and we have the mind of Christ’” (Thompson 32).  

After his extensive survey of dissenting religions (I have merely hit a few of the high points), Thompson asks: 

Could Blake have read in the various sources discussed so far?  So far as I know, no scholar has identified any “public” or subscription library of which Blake was a member.  But most of such libraries would have been unlikely to hold stocks of “mystic” writings.  If we look, rather, at what was available in recent editions, and at the skimpy evidence as to what was to be found in private collections, the answer is remarkable.  Blake could have found in London, in the 1790s, copies of almost every work that we have discussed. . . . And in whatever collections Blake found these (if he did) he would be likely to have found them cheek by jowl with the works of Antinomians, Ranters and Seekers, with the works of such men as Crisp, Everard, Erbery, Webster, Bauthumley or Pordage. (41)

But rather than finding eighteenth-century texts, Thompson demonstrates that it is the more radical seventeenth-century works that would have been most readily available in Blake’s time.  The Muggletonian church preserved its own archives in the 1780s and 1790s; there was a revival of interest in Jane Lead, three of whose works, “now in the British Library, carry the stamp of Philip de Loutherbourg, the painter, an acquaintance of Blake” (Thompson 43).  Thompson stresses that “if Blake read any of these works, he read them in his own way” (50).  Though “the tradition behind Blake has become obscure by the 1790s, . . . there were men and women in London who would have instantly understood (and shared) Blake’s reference and stance” (Thompson 63).  

One important final point: the Muggletonian Church can be seen as one of the fiercest opponents to the Enlightenment.  In their view, education “was no less than re-enacting the Fall, by eating of the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil” (Thompson 87).  Similarly, Blake claimed to Crabb Robinson in 1825, “there is no use in education.  I hold it wrong.  It is the great sin.  It is eating of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil” (qtd. in Robinson 87).  Of course, Blake likely does not mean to reject all knowledge; rather he worries about earthly knowledge, the knowledge Enlightenment thinkers like Newton and Locke used to chart out the physical world.  Blake’s image of Newton with his compass (ironically reproduced on the gates of the new British Library) represents exactly the sort of mechanical knowledge of the physical world that Blake felt circumscribed and limited true vision.  Jean Hagstrum says much the same thing: Blake comes to regard “deism as an evil closely related to and fully as mischievous as established religion, the monarchy, Jewish legalism, and utilitarian ethics. . . . Blake was prepared to find in the deist all the Urizenic and Satanic traits he had always found in Locke, Bacon, and Newton” (“Blake Rejects the Enlightenment” 151).  What Blake preferred to such knowledge, or reason, was intuition, understanding not physical laws and earthly wisdom, but grasping the eternity beyond earthly vision.  Christ came to fulfill the Law by going beyond it, through his crucifixion replacing it with a gospel of Love: “In the vocabulary of Christian radicalism, the Law belongs to the priests and potentates of the earth . . . to fight against the Lord Jesus, and the remnant of the seed of faith, who are the saints” (Tompkinson, qtd. in Thompson 93).  Against this is poised the image of the Law as a flaming sword, “the flaming sword . . . which is called the moral law, or the law of Moses” (A True Interpretation qtd. in Thompson 93).   

Blake says as much in Jerusalem, 


When Satan first the black bow bent


And the Moral Law from the Gospel rent


He forg’d the Law into a Sword


And spill’d the blood of mercy’s Lord (Plate 52: 17-20)

As Thompson notes, “the suggestion of a Muggletonian derivation for Blake’s vocabulary becomes more persuasive if we attend to . . . [the] repetitive identification of ‘Reason’ as the Satanic principle, the fruit of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil” (94). Those who read Blake to any extent can quickly see how much he hates moral laws and the arguments (Reason) humans employ to justify these restrictions.  Thompson’s point, then, is that Blake was writing “within a known tradition, using terms made familiar by seven or eight generations of London sectaries” (106), such as the Swedenborgians or the Muggletonians.  His demonstration in the second half of his book rests primarily on his analyses of three poems from Songs of Innocence and Experience, “London” and two complementary poems: “’The Divine Image,’ the axle upon which the Songs of Innocence turns, just as ‘The Human Abstract’ is the axle for the Songs of Experience” (Thompson 146).  

I propose to look at only one, “The Divine Image”:


To Mercy, Pity, Peace & Love 


All pray in their distress;


And to these virtues of delight


Return their thankfulness.


For Mercy, Pity, Peace, and Love
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Is God, our Father dear,


And Mercy, Pity, Peace, and Love


Is man, His child and care.


For Mercy has a human heart,


Pity, a human face,
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And Love, the human form divine,


And Peace, the human dress.


Then every man, of every clime,


That prays in his distress,


Prays to the human form divine,

15


Love, Mercy, Pity, Peace.


For all must love the human form,


In heathen, Turk, or Jew;


Where Mercy, Love, & Pity dwell


There God is dwelling too.


20

The idea of Christ’s divine humanity comes from the notion that an omnipotent God assumed human form in Christ’s person.  God infused his own life into Christ according to Swedenborgian doctrine.  Like the Unitarians, Swedenborgians believe there is no real Trinity: God is both the transcendent father as well as the immanent Son, who walks among humanity on earth.  The first stanza initially suggests that God’s qualities of Mercy, Pity, Peace & Love are removed from this world, for all believers “pray [to them] in their distress” (line 3).  But when God, in return, bestows these virtues on his people, they respond with more prayer, in  “delight,” “return[ing] their thankfulness” (line 4).  Yet, if the first stanza suggests these virtues are transcendent, belonging to “God our father dear” (line 6), the second stanza expands these virtues to this world as well, for these virtues also define “man [God’s] child and care” (line 8).

In stanza 3 Blake begins to define the precise location for each of these earthly-heavenly virtues:


For Mercy has a human heart,


Pity, a human face,


And Love, the human form divine,


And Peace, the human dress

The first two lines are readily accessible, for humans use their heart to extend their emotions (especially love) to others, and they use their eyes to empathise with the feelings of others.  But what about “the human form divine”?  Blake’s sense seems to define Jesus in this image, for he is the divine entity who assumed human form.  Likewise, in assuming human dress, he proclaimed the gospel of love and peace, surrendering his life as the ultimate demonstration of his love for mankind (and for that selfless act he is called the Prince of Peace).  With this demonstration of love, Christ thus becomes the focus of all human desire.  Every man, every woman, every human in every clime prays to this “human form divine” in their distress.  In his last stanza, Blake makes it clear, however, that this “human form divine” is no mere Christian deity, for he asserts that everyone, even “heathen, Turk, or Jew” must love the human form, both divine and incarnate, for wherever the human form exists, “There God is dwelling too” (line 20).  Jean Hagstrum notes this line clearly recalls Voltaire’s Treatise on Toleration: “What! Call a Turk, a Jew, and a Siamese, my brother?  Yes, of course; for are we not all children of the same father, and the creatures of the same God?” (“William Blake Rejects the Enlightenment” 152).  As Thompson wisely suggests, “if man worships . . . he must worship these qualities [Mercy, Pity, Peace & Love] as he finds them in himself” (153).  And as Blake stresses, he must also worship them as he finds them in others, no matter how different the “cloud” (or body) in which these virtues are encased.   

Thompson finds quite a similar statement about the importance of the body in Thomas Tomkinson’s A System of Religion: “That God ever was, is & will be, in the form of a Man”:

Can righteousness and holiness act forth themselves without a Body?  Or do you ever read, that righteousness and holiness were ever acted for, in, or by any other form but the form of a man?  When God said, Be ye holy as I am holy: what! must the souls run out of the bodies to be like him?  If they did, they would be nothing.  Where would mercy and justice, meekness and humility, be found?  There could be no such virtues known, or have being, were they not found to center in a body. (qtd. in Thompson 160)

Blake says much the same thing in “There Is No Natural Religion”: “God becomes as we are, that we may be as he is” (15).

The divinity that we humans possess must therefore be acted out through our bodies, and these actions, then—if acted upon with no self-interest—will provide the delight we experience in this world.  But if these virtues are altered from selflessness to selfishness, as they are in “The Human Abstract,” the companion poem from Songs of Experience, then they become the expressions of egotism: “Pity would be no more,/If we did not make somebody Poor:/And Mercy no more could be,/If all were as happy as we;” (lines 1-4).  Here Blake never allows us to forget how easily good can be transformed into evil.


His earliest works (especially Songs of Innocence and Experience) seem primarily focused on the particular outrages committed against the people, perhaps because his non-religious poems are the most frequently anthologised—chimney sweeps pressed into servitude, young men forced to fight and die for monarchs who would never admit them within their palace walls, young women seduced into prostitution and disease to maintain the purity of upper-class virgins, and orphan children marched into an icy St. Paul’s on Holy Thursday when they would rather be outdoors, warm, well-fed, and free to play in the presence of God.  But from the 1790s onward, Blake aims most of his satire on the English church and the ways it distorts Christianity.  More and more Blake sees the reform of Christianity—and the reform of human imagination and compassion that would accompany it—as the best hope for England to become the life-giving society he believes its destiny compels it to be.

II. Blake’s Contrary Vision of the English Church

No matter what the antecedents of his Christianity, Blake’s own imagination ended up forging a totally personal, totally primitive vision of religion that sought to erase eighteen centuries of priesthood and ritual that he believed had so defaced what Christ had taught as to make the English church the captive of the anti-Christ.  In The Everlasting Gospel, an early but undated work that he never really completed, Blake imagines “a religion of Eternity . . . which would supplant the New Testament as that gospel had supplanted the law of the Old Testament” (Johnson and Grant 364.note).  Blake tries to convey his vision of God as an entity that would not appear “as a source from without, [but] God will now be within, and the unity of God and man will be fully accomplished” (A.L. Morton, qtd. in Wittreich 125).  One of the clearest statements of his aims comes in “The Everlasting Gospel”:


The Vision of Christ that thou dost see


Is my Vision’s Greatest Enemy.


Thine has a great hook nose like thine;


Mine has a snub nose like to mine.


Thine is the friend of All Mankind;


Mine speaks in parables to the Blind.


Thine loves the same world that mine hates;


Thy Heaven doors are my Hell Gates. (7.1-8)

As these lines demonstrate, Blake’s image of the contemporary priesthood is Druidical and temporal, choosing the accepted rituals of a dead and deadening religion, rather than hearkening back to the Word of God.  And this topsy-turvy idea of religion permeates his early lyrics.  It is no wonder that Blake should not have attended the Anglican Church after his baptism and that he is buried in a Dissenting cemetery in Bunhill Fields, London, along with John Bunyan. 

Northrop Frye provides the best summary of Blake’s view of the interconnectedness of art and religion:

Comprehensive as his view of art is, Blake does not exactly say that the Bible is a work of art: he says ‘The Old & New Testaments are the Great Code of Art.’  The Bible tells the artist what the function of art is and what his creative powers are trying to accomplish.  Apart from its historical and political applications, Blake’s symbolism is almost entirely Biblical in origin. . . . The tragic vision of life has the rhythm of the individual’s organic cycle: it rises in the middle and declines at the end.  The apocalyptic theme turns the tragic vision inside out.  The tragedy comes in the middle, with the eclipse of the innocent vision, and the story ends with the re-establishment of the vision. (“Blake’s Treatment of the Archetype” 520) 

This is why Blake writes Songs of Innocence and of Experience.  The innocent vision of life comes at the start, but once a child reaches the age of six or seven and starts to see the world as manipulative and predatory—for example, turning young children into chimney sweeps and sending them up chimneys to sicken and die—he begins to recognise the world as tragic, as Frye details above.  But Blake knows it is essential for humans not to stop at the world of experience, for it is possible that older children and adults can achieve an apocalyptic vision that sees beyond experience and allows a wise adult to see beyond this world—to re-establish the innocent vision of a child that is informed with the wisdom of an adult.  

This last stage, which he called “organised innocence,” can be glimpsed in the “Nurse’s Song” from Songs of Innocence: 


When the voices of children are heard on the green 

And laughing is heard on the hill, 

My heart is at rest within my breast 

And everything else is still 

“Then come home, my children, the sun is gone down, 
  5

And the dews of night arise; 

Come come leave off play, and let us away 

Till the morning appears in the skies.”

“No, no, let us play, for it is yet day, 

And we cannot go to sleep; 
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Besides, in the sky the little birds fly, 

And the hills are all covered with sheep.” 

“Well, well, go & play till the light fades away, 

And then go home to bed.” 

The little ones leaped & shouted & laugh'd 
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And all the hills ecchoèd. 

This idyllic poem depicts the ideal interaction of young children and a wise adult at twilight.  The kindly nurse depicts her goodness when she says:  “my heart is at rest within my breast/And every thing else is still” (lines 3-4).  Unlike adults who want children to grow up prematurely or fit into some industrial model of production, she knows that childhood should allow for play and happiness—and a sense of community.  Yet, as an adult, she recognises the possibility of danger in the world and takes her role as a nurse seriously, calling the children home because “the sun is gone down/And the dews of night arise” (lines 5-6).  The possibility of the children becoming chilled or—worse still—contracting tuberculosis, thought to be caused by the night air, makes her summons a kindly one.  But the children, whose eyes are used to the darkness, counter with several very persuasive statements: “No, no let us play, for it is yet day/And we cannot go to sleep;/Besides in the sky, the little birds fly/And the hills are all covered with sheep” (lines 9-12).  Not only does the twilight still appear like daylight to their sharper vision, but the other “children” of the scene, the “little birds” and the “sheep” on the hills are still playing outside.  The response of the kindly nurse demonstrates her “organised innocence,” her ability to feel as a child and yet act as a wise adult.  She compromises with her young charges, saying, “Well well go & play till the light fades away/And then go home to bed” (lines 13-14).  Here she allows them a few more minutes of play (giving in to their arguments), while still safeguarding their health and their need for sleep.  And lest we question what Blake would think of her decision, he not only shows the children’s happiness (“The little ones leaped & shouted & laughed”), but demonstrates that God and Nature agree, as “all the hills ecchoèd” (line 16).

Before going any further, I should perhaps mention that none of Blake’s poems in Songs of Innocence and Experience can be fully understood in isolation; they invariably benefit from being compared to and supplemented by other Blake poems of the same name or containing the same (or similar) images and themes.  As Robert Gleckner says:


For the serious reader of Blake’s songs, then, a constant awareness of the context or state

in which a poem appears is indispensable; and since each state is made up of many 

poems, the other poems in that state must be consulted to grasp the full significance of 

any one poem.  Each song out of its context means a great deal less than Blake expected 

of his total invention, and occasionally it may be taken to mean something quite different 

from what he intended.  Blake created a system of which innocence and experience are 

vital parts; to deny to the Songs of Innocence, then, the very background and basic 

symbology which it helps to make up is as wrong as reading The Rape of the Lock 

without reference to the epic tradition. . . . The states are separate, the two contrary states 

of the human soul, and the songs were written not merely for our enjoyment, or even for 

our edification, but for our salvation. (535)

Blake’s poetry is not lyrical, meant to express emotions.  Rather, his poetry is deadly serious, and in this instance is meant to regenerate humanity.  In Blake’s mind, the harmony we observe in “The Nurse’s Song”—of children, adults, God, and nature—seldom occurs, and thus the instances of organised innocence we find in Blake’s poetry are very rare indeed.  Much more likely are instances of neglect, manipulation, hypocrisy, and exploitation.  And perhaps most upsetting to Blake are the times when the English church should itself be guilty of these abuses.  But his hope is that exposing the evils of the church may lead to its eventual regeneration.  Or at least for the English to recognise the abuses and rely upon themselves for spiritual regeneration.

Perhaps the most thorough-going attack on established religion appears in the ironically named “The Garden of Love,” from Songs of Experience:

I went to the Garden of Love, 
And saw what I never had seen: 
A Chapel was built in the midst, 
Where I used to play on the green. 

And the gates of this Chapel were shut, 
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And “Thou shalt not” writ over the door; 
So I turn'd to the Garden of Love, 
That so many sweet flowers bore, 

And I saw it was filled with graves, 
And tomb-stones where flowers should be: 
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And Priests in black gowns, were walking their rounds, 
And binding with briars my joys & desires. 

This poem, though meant to apply to anyone whose vision of a place changes upon revisiting that site, seems particularly autobiographical to me—representing Blake’s recognition that the Church, far from being a place of acceptance and life-giving spirituality, is actually a place of rejection and death.  The location appears to be a church and its adjoining burial ground, placed—as many English churches would have been before the 19th century—on the village green.  The speaker, now apparently an adult, revisits this location and sees “what I never had seen” (line 3).  The ambiguity of that line makes us question whether the place has truly changed or rather—as I suspect—the mind of the observer has become more acquainted with religion to observe what his innocent mind never grasped in the past.  What he sees now is that the village green, an open space once filled with life and freedom and joy has become walled in, restricted.  The gates to the “Chapel [are] shut,/And “Thou shalt not” writ over the door” (lines 5-6).  Rather than seeing positive commands, such as given in Deuteronomy 6:9 to “love the Lord thy God,” the observer is faced with exclusion and negation.  Are the “thou shalt nots” merely the prohibitions of the Ten Commandments, or are they also the warnings of the English Church not to enter these grounds, not to enter the church, and not to lift one’s heart to God and find joy?  

Having been shut out of the chapel, the observer then turns to the “Garden of Love/That so many sweet flowers bore” (lines 7-8).  The irony of it being called a garden of love comes from the absence of any love within, or any life, for that matter.  Likewise, the past tense is significant, for there are no more sweet flowers; they have been replaced with graves, tombstones, and “Priests in black gowns, . . . walking their rounds” (line 11).  Besides the images of death, the Druidical priests are truly walking theirs rounds (the circle is Blake’s symbol of confinement), either as jailers might, or as physicians might, keeping watch over those parishioners who are sick unto death from the spirituality (and the life) that has been crushed out of them.  The final image of the poem, where the Priests are “binding with briars, my joys and desires” (line 12), evokes images of the crucifixion, as well as the image of thorns from two earlier Blake poems, both named “Holy Thursday,” where orphan children, “flowers of London town,” are killed—both physically and psychologically—by the thorns that obstruct their path.  Blake, not very subtly, demonstrates how distant he feels the English Church is from a place of spirituality, unable to provide life to anyone who seeks refuge there.  

Repeated images of the church’s coldness, darkness, restriction, and lack of love stress Blake’s vision in Songs of Innocence and Experience.  The “Holy Thursday” poems, analysed below, demonstrate what Blake thought of marching orphan children to St. Paul’s on a holy day when what would truly lift their hearts to God would be to play in nature, under the life-giving rays of the sun, the true symbol of God’s love, not some pile of cold stones.

The final poem that shows how little use Blake has for organised religion is “A Little Boy Lost,” from Songs of Experience: 

“Nought loves another as itself
Nor venerates another so.
Nor is it possible to Thought
A greater than itself to know: 

“And, Father, how can I love you, 
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Or any of my brothers more?
I love you like the little bird
That picks up crumbs around the door.” 

The Priest sat by and heard the child.
In trembling zeal he seiz’d his hair,
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He led him by his little coat:
And all admir’d the Priestly care.

And standing on the altar high,
“Lo what a fiend is here!” said he:
“One who sets reason up for judge
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Of our most holy Mystery.”

The weeping child could not be heard.
The weeping parents wept in vain:
They strip’d him to his little shirt,
And bound him in an iron chain,
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And burn’d him in a holy place,
Where many had been burn’d before:
The weeping parents wept in vain.
Are such things done on Albions shore?

Here the innocent child, very much like the boy in “The Lamb” (who sees his lamb as divine, just like Jesus, another Lamb), sees the spiritual connection of all living creatures.  He asks his father how he can be expected to “love you,/Or any of my brothers” (lines 5-6) more than “the little bird/That picks up crumbs around the door” (lines 7-8).  The priest, hearing what to his ears is blasphemy, judges the child as a little devil: “Lo what a fiend is here” (line 14).  What is called “reason” in line 15 is really common sense, the identity the child establishes between all living creatures, but which the priest sees as a perversion “of our most holy Mystery” (line 16).  Though the child’s parents protest, they “wept in vain” (line 18) as the priest stripped the boy “to his little shirt/And bound him in an iron chain,/And burn’d him in a holy place,/Where many had been burn’d before” (lines 19-22).  While we are clearly meant to be horrified by this martyrdom of innocents, Blake ratchets up our emotions by asking, ironically, “Are such things done on Albions shore?” (line 24).  The note to this line “helpfully” suggests that “though people are no longer publicly burned for heresy, bonfires were made of subversive books like those of Tom Paine” (Johnson and Grant 56.note).  

That is no doubt true, and yet Blake could not have forgotten the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries when Englishmen and women were martyred merely for belonging to the wrong church.  Moreover, the fundamental lesson of the Industrial Revolution, for me, has been the extent to which workers were maimed or killed, either directly or indirectly, as a condition of their labour.  Children were shoved down mines to sit in the dark twelve hours a day or more, without a light or any companionship, just to make sure that a door was opened and closed after a load of coal or lead passed through.  We have been told how some of these children never saw the sun six-and-a-half days a week.  For someone like Blake who believed the sun was Jesus, the light of the world, this would have seemed a punishment right out of Paradise Lost.  Other children, often no older than five or six, gathered stray bits of cotton by crouching under machinery in the mills, liable to lose a finger or a hand or worse if fatigue or inattention should cause them to lose their balance.  Lead miners worked daily in two or three inches of ice-cold water, without waterproof footwear, until their feet rotted and were amputated because of trench-foot.  The average age of workers in lead-smelters was 23, even though the life-span of agricultural workers was twice that.  Children got skin cancer, particularly of the scrotum, from climbing chimneys naked, and seldom reached adulthood.  If they did, their limbs were deformed from years of snaking their way through tiny passages.  As Blake’s poems stress, life came cheap to the eighteenth century, and trivial differences, such as what class a child was born into, or what sex that child was, or what that child’s parents did for a living could make the difference between life and death.

III. Blake’s Translation of His Gospel into Songs of Innocence and Experience 

It is worth looking at the conditions of the poor that Blake would have known in London of the 1780s and 1790s, for without recognition of the severity of the problem it is easy to minimise the suffering the English poor endured.  

The Chimney Sweeper (Innocence)

When my mother died I was very young,
And my father sold me while yet my tongue
Could scarcely cry “‘Weep! ‘weep! ‘weep! ‘weep!"
So your chimneys I sweep, & in soot I sleep.

There's little Tom Dacre, who cried when his head
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That curl’d like a lamb's back, was shaved, so I said,
"Hush, Tom! never mind it, for, when your head's bare,
You know that the soot cannot spoil your white hair."

And so he was quiet, & that very night,
As Tom was asleeping, he had such a sight!—
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That thousands of sweepers, Dick, Joe, Ned, & Jack,
Were all of them locked up in coffins of black.

And by came an Angel, who had a bright key,
And he open’d the coffins, & set them all free.
Then down a green plain, leaping, laughing, they run
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And wash in a river and shine in the Sun.

Then naked & white, all their bags left behind,
They rise upon clouds, and sport in the wind;
And the Angel told Tom, if he'd be a good boy,
He'd have God for his father, & never want joy.
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And so Tom awoke and we rose in the dark,
And got with our bags & our brushes to work.
Tho’ the morning was cold, Tom was happy & warm:
So if all do their duty, they need not fear harm.

In “The Chimney Sweeper” from Songs of Innocence, the speaker talks about his childhood, with a mother who died when “I was very young” (line 1) and a father who sold him when “yet my tongue/Could scarcely cry ‘‘Weep ‘weep, ‘weep ‘weep’” (lines 3-4).  The cry of this chimney sweep emphasises not only his pain in being sold into economic slavery, deprived of any of the comforts of a family, but also his extreme youth, which makes it harder to endure such suffering.  His inability to say “sweep, sweep” suggests an age when his primary front teeth are missing and he is unable to enunciate the sibilant “s.”  How young does that make him?  My students usually guess six or seven, but his actual age could have been four or five according to the Hammonds (179), especially since smallness was an advantage in cleaning the tortuous chimneys of the rich: “Incredible though it may sound, some flues which children swept were only seven inches square.  For such chimneys not only a tiny child but a naked child was necessary” (Hammond and Hammond 183).  The conditions were such as to horrify all but the most desensitised person: 


[Young children’s] terror of the pitch-dark and often suffocating passage had to be

overcome by the pressure of a greater terror below.  In order to induce them to climb 

up, the more humane master would threaten to beat them, or perhaps only promise 

them plum-pudding to the top; the less humane would set straw on fire below or 

thrust pins into their feet. . . . When the “repugnance” of ascending the chimney, as it 

was euphemistically called, had been overcome, there followed many months of acute 

physical suffering from the sores on elbows and knees.  Gradually their parts would 

grow insensible. . . . [A master in 1817] estimated that it took six months, as a rule, 

for the parts affected to grow “cartilaginous.”  The more humane masters would work 

them leniently during this time, but “you must keep them a little at it even during the 

sores, or they will never learn their business.” (Hammond and Hammond 179)

Once they were accustomed to the duties they were required to perform, as Blake notes, their lives were never far removed from their work: “So your chimneys I sweep, & in soot I sleep” (line 4).  According to the Hammonds, “the best masters made a practice of washing them once a week; the less careful would leave them unwashed from year’s end to year’s end.  A witness in 1788 stated he had known many boys serve four or five years without being once washed” (House of Commons Journal, qtd. in Hammond and Hammond 179-180).  Just as Blake’s poem depicts, “they slept almost invariably with the soot, in a cellar; sometimes on bags of soot, with another bag to cover them” (Hammond and Hammond 180).  Not surprisingly, most boys were psychologically and physically harmed by their employment:


Most boys . . . were stunted in growth, blear-eyed from the soot, and “knapped-kneed”

from climbing when their bones were soft: “the knees and ancle-joints mostly become 

deformed . . . from the position they are oblig’d to put them in, in order to support 

themselves, not only while climbing up the chimney, but more particularly so in that 

of coming down, when they rest solely on the lower extremities, the arms being used 

for scraping and sweeping down the soot in the meantime.” (R. Wright, qtd. in Hammond and Hammond 180-81)

Though the horrors of the trade did lead to Parliamentary legislation in 1788 and again in 1817, including the provision for having sweeps attend Sunday school each week, “only the better-class masters” (Hammond and Hammond 184) observed these regulations.  In fact, weekly church attendance would have required a weekly bath and clean clothes, which few masters would have found acceptable, given the trouble and the cost.  Rather, the sweeps lived in a world of dirt, cruelty, disease, and hopelessness.  

Given these conditions, it is not surprising that the only relief the new sweep, Tom Dacre, can envision exists far beyond the physical world he knows.  Tom, with white hair “that curl’d like a lamb’s back” (line 6), is clearly an unspoiled innocent, like Jesus, another spotless lamb.  And like an innocent, his solution is an imaginative, other-worldly one, a heavenly landscape where children can behave as God intended: “. . . down a green plain, leaping, laughing they run/And wash in a river, and shine in the Sun./Then naked & white, all their bags left behind,/They rise upon clouds, and sport in the wind” (lines 15-18).  As here depicted, heaven for a sweep encompasses all that he now lacks: cleanliness, warmth, sunshine, and freedom.  Moreover, the grey-black landscape of London transforms itself into a green meadow where the children can play, free from the cramped conditions of their employment—and full of joy.  And the angel promises a true, loving father, God, for the mercenary one he had on earth, who sold him, perhaps for as little as the two or three guineas the Hammonds note: “the smaller the child, the better the price” (178).  

The next morning Tom awakes re-invigorated from his vision of heaven, “happy & warm” (line 23), not from the physical conditions of his life, but from glowing internally with the reassurance that someone (God) cares for him and will eventually alleviate his sufferings.  Yet Blake does not allow us to leave the poem with this comforting, but naïve image, for the very last line of the poem shifts to the voice of the chimney sweeper master (emphasised by the pronouns “they” and “their” replacing the “we” and “our” of lines 21 and 22), who facetiously claims that if all his little workers do their duty, “they need not fear harm” (line 24).  But, given the likelihood that many will suffocate, contract emphysema or skin cancer, deform their limbs, not to mention suffering the loss of innocence we now believe essential to a child, it seems unlikely that many of these children will come out of the chimney without severe physical or psychological scars.  However, this last sentence should not be allowed to negate the vision that Tom has had.  This is, after all, a song of innocence and—as Northrop Frye insists—“when we say that a child is in the state of innocence, we do not mean that he is sinless or harmless, but that he is able to assume a coherence, a simplicity and a kindliness in the world that adults have lost and wish they could regain.  When we dream, we are . . . revolting against experience and creating another world, usually one we like better” (512).

In Songs of Innocence and Experience, Blake’s clarity of vision and—in the later poems—his obvious anger is so great that at first it seems odd that his later poetry should become so other-worldly, populated by figures whose names—such as Urizen and Enitharmon—are apparently so far removed from the recognisable world.  But we need to recognise that even as early as 1789 (and certainly by 1794—the date of Songs of Experience) Blake had ceased to pin his hopes on the visible world.  Perhaps it was partly from his recognition that Parliament was insensitive to the conditions of the chimney sweeps of England—despite laws passed in 1788 and 1819.  For example, during the debate of the 1819 bill against employing children as chimney sweepers, opponents to the bill argued that: “first, the abuses did not exist, or were exaggerated; secondly, if they existed, they were necessary; thirdly, if they were abolished, greater evils would follow” (qtd. in Hammond and Hammond 190).  Or perhaps it was his horror against the abuses of the French Revolution, which he had enthusiastically supported: “When [Blake] heard of [the Massacre in Paris in September 1792], he tore off his white cockade, and assuredly never wore the red cap again” (Bentley 111).  But whatever the reason, Blake did not cease to care about the sufferings of the poor; he merely ceased to believe that the church or the state—as presently constituted—was capable of rectifying the problem.

Blake’s “Little Black Boy” shows what little confidence he has that serious social problems can be solved in this world.  Though the poem is obviously a rejection of racial discrimination and cultural superiority, none of that is directly addressed in his verses.  Rather, Blake offers a “solution” that inverts the standards of black and white and postpones any true resolution until death and heaven, though the intercession of a loving Jesus, who accepts and forgives all.

The Little Black Boy

My mother bore me in the southern wild,
And I am black, but O! my soul is white.
White as an angel is the English child,
But I am black, as if bereav’d of light.

My mother taught me underneath a tree,
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And sitting down before the heat of day,
She took me on her lap and kissèd me,
And, pointing to the East, began to say:

“Look on the rising sun: there God does live,
And gives His light, and gives His heat away,
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And flowers and trees and beasts and men receive
Comfort in morning, joy in the noon day.

“And we are put on earth a little space,
That we may learn to bear the beams of love;
And these black bodies and this sun-burnt face
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Are but a cloud, and like a shady grove.

“For when our souls have learn’d the heat to bear

The cloud will vanish; we shall hear his voice,

Saying: ‘Come out from the grove my love & care,

And round my golden tent like lambs rejoice.’”
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Thus did my mother say and kissèd me,

And thus I say to little English boy:

When I from black and he from white cloud free,

And round the tent of God like lambs we joy:

I’ll shade him from the heat till he can bear
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To lean in joy upon our father’s knee.

And then I’ll stand and stroke his silver hair,

And be like him and he will then love me.

In this poem a young black child asks his mother why it is the little white boy he would like to be friends with treats him so poorly.  His mother exemplifies Blake’s concept of “organised innocence,” an adult who—having passed from innocence to experience—can look at the world with the mind of an adult, but still appreciate the world through the eyes of a child and want to support its innocence.  Rather than talk bluntly of hatred or racial discrimination, she answers her son with language he can understand and that will give him some hope for the future.  Her allegory is that the Sun—a homonym for Jesus, the Son of God—daily “gives his light, and gives his heat away” (line 10).  Humans who accept Jesus’ love demonstrate that fact physically: their skin becomes tanned, and finally black, when they have truly learned “to bear the beams of love” (line 14).  “Bear” here means not only “to endure” God’s light, but to respond lovingly, carrying (“bearing”) God’s love to others.  Unfortunately, the white boy’s colour shows he has not yet “learn’d [God’s] heat to bear” (line 17), and that explains his unwillingness to accept the black boy as an equal.  But his mother comforts him by promising that when they are both free from the “clouds” (their bodies) that on earth encase their souls, “and round the tent of God like lambs we joy” (line 24), they will then be able to love one another, and the black boy will selflessly “shade him from [God’s] heat till he can bear” (line 25) the unadulterated strength of God’s beams.  Here Blake melds Neo-Platonic lore about the need to lose one’s earthly body to gain wisdom and classical myth about Zeus’ presence immolating mere mortals, as happened to Semele.  But lest we miss the essentially Christian theme, Blake illustrates the poem with a God who is clearly Jesus Christ, bending toward the little black boy, who has placed himself in front of the white boy (here tinged pink as a sign of being lightly sunburned) from God’s loving but dangerous rays.  As in the dream of the chimney sweep analysed above, Blake suggests that death, and the heaven that succeeds it, are the only real cures for the sorrow accompanying human life.  Blake is at his best when exposing evils, but—even in these early poems—he is too realistic and tough-minded to suggest, as Romantics like Wordsworth sometimes did, simple solutions to complex social problems.  

Perhaps the best way to demonstrate the gulf between William Blake and the other Romantics is to compare Blake’s religion to the religion of a typical early Romantic—as expressed by Wordsworth, who, from 1843 until his death in 1850, was Poet Laureate of England and very much the spokesman for his age.  Even a quick glance at a typical Wordsworth lyric, “The World is Too Much With Us,” in comparison to Blake, demonstrates the vast gulf between these two poets’ value systems.  To Blake, most Romantics are wrong, not merely because they place so much stress on the natural world, but because the Christianity they profess has been perverted from the primitive, pure Christian message espoused by Christ.  Blake’s Christ “is the mild, forgiving Christ, who welcomes Blake [and all humans] to his fold, as one of those who have awakened from ‘Newton’s sleep,’ or the single vision of materialism” (Nurmi 556).


The world is too much with us; late and soon, 

Getting and spending, we lay waste our powers: 

Little we see in Nature that is ours; 

We have given our hearts away, a sordid boon! 

This Sea that bares her bosom to the moon, 
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The winds that will be howling at all hours

And are up-gathered now like sleeping flowers; 

For this, for everything, we are out of tune; 

It moves us not.—Great God! I'd rather be 

A Pagan suckled in a creed outworn,
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So might I, standing on this pleasant lea, 

Have glimpses that would make me less forlorn; 

Have sight of Proteus rising from the sea; 

Or hear old Triton blow his wreathèd horn.

Here Wordsworth, like Blake, expresses his disgust at the English people, who have surrendered their traditional values to materialism and self-interest, “getting and spending” (line 2), rather than opening themselves to the riches of nature.  Wordsworth laments the lack of responsiveness we have to the life around us: the sea lovingly baring her bosom to the moon, as a bride might, and the moon responding by drawing her to him—a gesture we can witness in the daily rising of the tides.  Similarly, the winds are personified as “howling” children, but under the loving care of Nature they are gathered up, calmed, and put to bed like “sleeping flowers” (line 7).  Wordsworth accuses us of being unresponsive to Nature’s rhythms and harmonies, literally “out of tune” (line 8) and unmoved by them.  The image he gives derives from music, a string vibrating in harmony to a tuning fork, and sadly we do seem deadened to the pulsating life around us, unable to respond to it.

But while the octave of the sonnet sets up a situation Blake would obviously agreed with, the solution Wordsworth proposes demonstrates the vast difference that divides the two poets, for the answer relies on some form of pantheism, a naturalistic philosophy Blake would abhor as a solution.  Proteus and Triton, gods of nature, might provide humans with greater responsiveness to the world, more reverence for its natural rhythms and beauty, but Blake’s theology sees these naturalistic deities as false idols, in fact, that deflect our attention from the transcendent realm where true believers must reside.  In Blake’s mind, a religion that worships nature enshrines the physical, when it should, instead, enshrine the spiritual.  True religion needs to enable humans to break the chains, the “mind-forg’d manacles” (“London” line 8) that prevent us from reaching our only true salvation—in the spiritual realm, the true realm of Christianity.

Blake has no doubt that heaven is what every living thing desires, a belief he exemplifies with the brief, but lovely poem “Ah Sunflower!”


Ah Sun-flower! weary of time, 

Who countest the steps of the Sun:

Seeking after that sweet golden clime 

Where the traveller’s journey is done.

Where the Youth pined away with desire, 
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And the pale Virgin shrouded in snow: 

Arise from their graves and aspire,

Where my Sun-flower wishes to go.

This lyric relies on the simple fact that the sunflower is phototropic, following the path of the sun from east to west every day, an amazing feat when one recognises that sunflowers may weigh several pounds or more.  To Blake, that simple fact proves just how much the sunflower loves the sun and wishes to reach “that sweet golden clime” (line 3)—heaven.  According to the poem, every living thing seeks heaven, for only there, when our souls are freed from bondage to our bodies, can we truly be fulfilled.  On earth, just as the sunflower is in bondage to its roots—which give it life, but keep it from soaring heavenward as it wishes it could—the youth and the virgin are also in bondage to their bodies.  Given earthly moral codes, the youth’s desire, which cannot be satisfied without the pale (i.e., cold, emotionless) virgin losing the bodily attribute that apparently defines her (virginity), makes him pine away and die.  Since Blake cynically doubts that earthly moral codes will change any time soon, he sees only heaven as a real solution to the youth’s and the virgin’s dilemma.  For in heaven, when there are no bodies, desires will be spiritual not physical, and notions of sexual desire and virginity will evaporate.  Then, and only then, can the youth and the virgin truly love one another.   

To Blake, life on earth is, as we have seen, a cycle of never-ending pain.  As I noted earlier, the circle is Blake’s symbol for restriction and suffering, and the repetitive circle the sunflower traces day after day provides a prime example of the frustration Blake feels is intrinsic to human existence.  But human beings can even amplify the frustrations inherent in earthly life if they add the shackles of societal customs and laws.  

London

I wander thro' each charter'd street, 

Near where the charter'd Thames does flow, 

And mark in every face I meet 

Marks of weakness, marks of woe. 

In every cry of every Man, 
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In every Infant's cry of fear, 

In every voice, in every ban, 

The mind-forg'd manacles I hear. 

How the Chimney-sweeper's cry 

Every black'ning Church appalls; 
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And the hapless Soldier's sigh 

Runs in blood down Palace walls. 

But most thro' midnight streets I hear 

How the youthful Harlot's curse 

Blasts the new born Infant's tear, 
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And blights with plagues the Marriage hearse. 

Blake’s poem “London” provides his most devastating critique of the physical world, with just about everyone—men, infants, children, chimney-sweepers, brides, bridegrooms, soldiers, prostitutes—restricted and suffering.  (Blake’s use of “chartered” here refers to ancient liberties given to certain privileged groups, but not extended to most of London’s inhabitants.)  The observer, probably Blake, who wanders the “midnight streets” (line 13), sees the suffering first in the cries of men, and infants, and chimney sweepers.  But the condition of young women in London is no less horrifying than that of anyone else, and Blake here suggests how useless, if not retrograde, English moral codes were in dealing with serious social problems.  For example, in 1800, “by the estimate of the police magistrate Patrick Colquhoun, nearly five per cent of the total population of the city [of London] at this time—about 50,000 women—was composed of prostitutes” (qtd. in K. Johnson 180).  That means one out of every ten women Blake encountered in London was likely to be a whore, but “their frequency was actually even greater, since many respectable women never ventured out into the public street for fear of insult or assault” (R. Johnson 180).  In “London” Blake demonstrates his awareness that the prostitutes of London did not merely affect the women themselves, but the family unit as a whole—and ultimately, society.  

The “youthful Harlot’s curse” (line 14) is not merely the tirade of abuse she unleashes on the man, her former customer, who is newly married, but her curse also represents the “plague of gonorrhoea, which can cause blindness at birth” (Johnson and Grant 53note), that infects the man’s bride, whose virginity he may have thought he was protecting when he visited the whore.  But, most significantly, the final injured party is the “new-born Infant” (line 15), whose guilt is non-existent.  Blake implies that a repressive society’s “mind-forg’d manacles” (line 8), which prescribe unworkable, contradictory ideals—such as sexual experience for young men and virginity for young women—become responsible for the social ills that afflict the minds and bodies of the “good” men and women and the bodies of the innocent babes who come under society’s strictures.  

Instead of these laws, which Blake sees as ineffective and finally spiritually destructive, he “seeks to reunite England with its spiritual center, Jerusalem, and to awaken the English people to their [authentic] Christian heritage, which has been polluted by the religious establishment” (Johnson and Grant 309).  We can see his ironic view of the church scattered throughout Songs of Innocence and Experience, most clearly in the two “Holy Thursday” poems, which reveal the bankruptcy of a church that seems more like a jailer of youth than a medium of salvation.


Holy Thursday (Innocence)


'Twas on a holy Thursday, their innocent faces clean,


The children walking two & two, in red, & blue, & green:


Grey-headed beadles walked before, with wands as white as snow,


Till into the high dome of Paul's they like Thames waters flow.


O what a multitude they seemed, these flowers of London town!

  5


Seated in companies they sit with radiance all their own.


The hum of multitudes was there, but multitudes of lambs,


Thousands of little boys & girls raising their innocent hands.


Now like a mighty wind they raise to heaven the voice of song,


Or like harmonious thunderings the seats of heaven among:


10


Beneath them sit the aged men, wise guardians of the poor.


Then cherish pity, lest you drive an angel from your door.


    Holy Thursday (Experience)

            
Is this a holy thing to see


In a rich and fruitful land, 


Babes reduced to misery,


Fed with cold and usurous hand?


Is that trembling cry a song?


  5


Can it be a song of joy?


And so many children poor?


It is a land of poverty!


And their sun does never shine,


And their fields are bleak & bare,

10


And their ways are fill’d with thorns,


It is eternal winter there.


For wheree'er the sun does shine,


And wheree'er the rain does fall,


Babe can never hunger there,


15


Nor poverty the mind appall.

The poor children in the two “Holy Thursday” poems are marched by the compassionless, aged beadles into cold, cavernous St. Paul’s, more like prisoners than willing participants—lacking food, bodily warmth, or human love.  When the beadle’s wand appears, 

its immediate connotation is authority.  But since a beadle wields the symbol, it is also 

religious authority, the organised church, institutionalised religion.  It also represents an 

act of restraint which forces the children to act according to rule rather than impulse.  The 

Wand is “”white as snow” to suggest the frigidity of man-made moral purity as opposed 

to the warmth of young, energetic, exuberant innocence.  And finally, it suggests the 

worldly, non-innocent concept of duty, . . . the duty of worship which clashes with all of 

Blake’s ideas of freedom and spontaneity. (Gleckner 538)

The response of the children, their “trembling cry” (“Holy Thursday [experience]” line 5), demonstrates they are shivering—both from the cold of the church and from the intimidation of these ironically named “wise guardians of the poor” (“Holy Thursday [innocence]” line 11).  The dripping irony here indicates that the beadles are neither wise, nor truly “guardians,” for if they were they would know that playing in God’s sunshine would be more truly spiritual than this grim act.  (They are, instead, more akin to a Druidical priesthood, more concerned with control than spirituality.)  Blake’s common-sense solution is to remove the children from cold, unloving London to a place where “the sun does shine” (“Holy Thursday [experience]” line 13) and “the rain does fall” (“Holy Thursday [experience]” line 14), for in that warm, natural setting, “Babe can never hunger there,/Nor poverty the mind appall” (“Holy Thursday [experience]” lines 15-16).  Nature, not a lifeless, unloving priesthood, is what can revive these wilted “flowers of London town” (“Holy Thursday [innocence]” line 5). 

Similarly, in a poem seldom anthologised, “The Little Vagabond,” Blake compares two places of worship, the church and the ale-house, to the detriment of the former:


Dear Mother, dear Mother, the Church is cold.


But the Ale-house is healthy & pleasant & warm;


Besides I can tell where I am use’d well.


Such usage in heaven will never do well.


But if at the Church they would give us some Ale,
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And a pleasant fire, our souls to regale:


We’d sing and we’d pray, all the live-long day,


Nor ever once wish from the Church to stray.


Then the Parson might preach & drink & sing.


And we’d be as happy as birds in the spring:
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And modest dame Lurch, who is always at Church,


Would not have bandy children nor fasting nor birch.


And God like a father rejoicing to see


His children as pleasant and happy as he:


Would have no more quarrel with the Devil or the Barrel,

15


But kiss him & give him both drink and apparel.

In this poem a child, no longer so young and naïve, begins to question the values of Christianity.  He notes not only the difference in the actual temperature of the church and the ale-house, but the discrepancy in the spiritual warmth as well.  To his questioning mind, it seems as though the church would do better if it served “some Ale,” nourishing the body as well as the soul.  A pleasant fire would also provide more warmth than the cold stones of the church or the frightening sermons of the preacher, and the parishioners would consequently wish to sing and pray “all the live-long day,/Nor ever once from the Church to stray” (lines 7-8).  Almost like a logical demonstration, the child argues that he can see important consequences from such activity.  Modest Dame Lurch would have children who were well nourished, bodily sound (“bandy” here means “curved inward,” “crooked”: Oxford English Dictionary [1989], quoting Blake’s poem as an illustration), and well behaved (not needing to be beaten with a “birch”).  Perhaps as importantly, God would, like a good father, rejoice to see “his children as pleasant and happy as he” (line 14), and He would cease what Blake suggests is a needless quarrel with “the Devil or the Barrel” (line 15).  Blake’s clear implication is that the restriction of innocent bodily pleasure does not promote spirituality.  In fact, to echo the sociologist Bernard Malinowski, secondary needs, such as religion, can only be addressed when the primary needs of humans, such as hunger and warmth, have been attended to.

IV.  The Marriage of Heaven and Hell: Seeing with the Spiritual Eye

After Songs of Innocence and Experience, Blake abandons, for the most part, poetry that addresses itself primarily to reality.  His next work, The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, written at about the same time, the early 1790s, explicitly announces its movement away from the physical world, and the proverbs of hell Blake provides suggest his radically different outlook:  

1. Man has no Body distinct from his Soul, for that calld Body is a portion of Soul discernd by the five Senses, the chief inlets of Soul in this age; 

2. Energy is the only life and is from the Body, and Reason is the bound or outward circumference of Energy; 

3. Energy is Eternal Delight. (87)

He offers these as corrections to the dogmas of typical religion, which (1) believes in the duality of soul and body, (2) believes that reason is the restriction man needs to keep him from straying into sin, and (3) expects “God will torment Man in Eternity for following his Energies” (Marriage 87).  Blake sees such ideas as finally destructive of all spirituality.  If a man can be apportioned into two separate entities, he is no longer whole.  If energy is evil, then man must learn to control his desires and—apropos of Sigmund Freud—he will become psychically unbalanced.  The only solution in Blake’s mind is to reject what religion has been perverted into and to return to what religion was meant to be: a celebration of energy and an attempt for man to free himself from the limitations of the world by linking himself to the power of God.

The Marriage of Heaven and Hell continues what Blake began in Songs of Innocence and Experience.  As Wittreich suggests, it is “not a prose satire but a prophecy; it is not about the inversion of moral categories, but about the formation of the prophetic character” (189).  The explicitly Miltonic character of The Marriage of Heaven and Hell can be grasped from its title, as well as from the fact that Blake intends it to be a corrective too, for the world “marriage” signals an attitude that neither heaven nor hell can be understood in isolation, that they need to be merged in order to eliminate the errors that eighteen centuries of Christianity have introduced into the study of the Bible and the Church.

Blake’s proverbs of hell make clear how little sympathy he has with Christianity as it is currently organised.  Many of the proverbs of Hell are aimed directly at the English church and its clergy.  For example, “He whose face gives no light, shall never become a star” (Marriage plate 7).  Blake here suggests that passivity, accepting the words and slogans of others is not the way to become holy.  He takes the notion that sanctity must inevitably come from within; it cannot be glued onto a person by others.  That is why the children marched into St. Paul’s, “who sit with radiance all their own” (“Holy Thursday” line 6) are truly divine, “multitudes of lambs” (line 7), taken in the sense that they are truly little Christs and Christesses.  As he said once to his friend, Henry Crabb Robinson, “We are all coexistent with God—Members of the Divine Body—And partakers of the divine nature.” (497).  Lest Robinson mistake his point, Blake continued, touching on the imputed divinity of Jesus Christ: “’He is the only God’—but then he added—‘And so am I and So are you’” (497).  This is pantheism pure and simple—but a pantheism that commands humans to move beyond the mere physicality of this world and view the true reality that exists in the infinitude beyond.  To remain stuck in the physical world—which he clearly feels is where the English church resides—is to destroy real vision and true spirituality.  In “There is No Natural Religion,” Blake says something similar: “He who sees the Infinite in all things sees God” (15).  Thus, the physical covering, the body, only deflects a person’s attention from what it should see: a person’s spiritual presence.  Since Blake has little faith that the priesthood can open people’s eyes to the infinite, that becomes the task of the Poet: “If it were not for the Poetic or Prophetic character, the Philosophic & Experimental would soon be the ratio of all things & stand still, unable to do other than repeat the same dull round over again” (“There is No Natural Religion” 15).  It becomes the lonely duty of the Bard from Songs of Experience to seek the words that have vanished from (or been distorted by) the mouths of priests:

Introduction

Hear the voice of the Bard! 

Who Present, Past, & Future sees; 

Whose ears have heard 

The Holy Word 

That walk'd among the ancient trees, 
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Calling the lapséd Soul, 

And weeping in the evening dew; 

That might controll

The starry pole, 

And fallen, fallen light renew!
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"O Earth, O Earth, return! 

Arise from out the dewy grass; 

Night is worn, 

And the morn 

Rises from the slumberous mass. 


15

“Turn away no more; 

Why wilt thou turn away? 

The starry floor, 

The wat'ry shore, 

Is giv'n thee till the break of day.”


20

As Johnson and Grant stress in their note to line 4 of this poem, “Blake follows Milton (Paradise Lost X, 71-108) rather than Genesis in having the Son [“the Holy Word”] rather than the Father summon the lapséd soul” (40, note 8).  The Holy Word is now evoked by the poet, not the priest, and it is his duty not only to rescue humans, but to rescue the fallen world itself from the “slumbrous mass” (line 15) it has become and to restore the light of a previous age: “The fallen world is benighted and the stars, though beautiful, are dim remnants of the light of eternity.  In a regenerate state man would control the pole star rather than be whirled about it” (Johnson and Grant 40, note 1).

But since Blake’s view of religion is not what 18th-century religion supports, Blake’s view of the world becomes increasingly ironic, and his proverbs of Hell are accordingly quite shocking at first: “Prisons are built with stones of Law, Brothels with bricks of Religion” (89).  His point is that the world condemns what it cannot tolerate, not always what is actually wrong.  Without religion’s notion of virginity, for example, premarital sex would not be evil, young men would not need to frequent prostitutes, and there would be no need for brothels.  The same goes for prisons in the 18th century, often filled as they were with men whose only crime, perhaps, was stealing bread to feed their starving families.  As noted above, in my discussion of “London,” laws and moral codes that ignore real problems only create suffering and invite themselves to be broken.  

Blake’s dissatisfaction with the ethics of the eighteenth century arises from that fact that it has enshrined sense perception and has not—despite the American and the French Revolutions—replaced selfishness with brotherhood.  As David Erdman notes, quoting Blake, "attitudes persistent since the days of Troy ‘perhaps will be revised in an age or two’” (418).  Though Voltaire  “had been right . . . in attacking the superstitions that hedge tyranny (Erdman 418), ultimately Voltaire and his followers had failed, and Blake himself would have to attack the same targets: rationalism, Deism, and a belief in the physical world.  As Bloom observes, this “God of Constructive Deism . . . presided over a monstrous universe in which all the apparent evils were necessarily for the best. . . . The moral consequence might then be that all natural suffering was deserved punishment, a view against which Blake reacts violently in the Songs of Experience” (26).  Bloom goes on to note that from 1788 onward, “Blake attacks Deism with a fervour he was to maintain for forty years, in the conviction that Deism was the negation of Imagination” (26-27). 

Blake’s mission then, as he matures, is to help people to see the world as it really is: 

The purpose of art, he insisted, is to enable all people to share in vision, to co-ordinate a prophetic insight into contemporary events with a visionary perception of how life might be different and better.  Blake’s images of alternatives are not primarily historical or utopian, but apocalyptic.  That is, they are based on a belief that significant change cannot occur through step-by-step improvements of the existing order or even by violent conversion to some new form of the present system.  Rather significant change can occur only through the radical regeneration of each person’s own power to imagine. (Johnson and Grant xxiv)

Blake’s letters written in the late 1790s and early 1800s emphasise this direction in his thought and writing.  And he is very hard on his audience, accepting nothing less than painful intellectual effort to grasp the thought behind his images.  Many times in his letters he lashes out at well-meaning correspondents who find his art difficult to decipher, at one point sarcastically remarking: “That which can be made Explicit to the Idiot is not worth my care.  The wisest of the Ancients consider’d what is not too Explicit as the fittest for Instruction, because it arouses the faculties to act.  I name Moses, Solomon, Esop, Homer, Plato” (“Letter to Dr. Trusler” 23 August 1799, in Letters 34).  

While Blake recognises that people do not all see the world alike—“To the Eyes of a Miser a Guinea is more beautiful than the Sun” (“Letter to Dr. Trusler” 23 August 1799, in Letters 35)—he exhorts people to move beyond mere observation to the world of imagination and spiritual sensation.  If the physical world is totally lost, then the only real hope for mankind is to reach eternity, and, in the meantime, to try to achieve what Milton called “the Paradise within” (Paradise Lost 12.587).  The agitations of workers against factory owners merely waste effort that could better be expended in spiritual regeneration: “Allegory address’d to the Intellectual powers, while it is altogether hidden from the Corporal Understanding, is My Definition of the Most Sublime Poetry” (“Letter to Thomas Butts” 6 July 1803, in Letters 88).  The point is to reform oneself: “To the Eyes of the Man of Imagination, Nature is Imagination itself.  As a man is, So he Sees.  As the Eye is formed, such are its Powers” (“Letter to Dr. Trusler” 23 August 1799, in Letters 35).  The Fall, “as Blake conceived it, came about because man, in creating a false material philosophy, failed to perceive the divinity of his own humanity and thus strove to create abstract gods that were somehow more than human” (Nurmi 554). 

In “The Argument” to The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, Blake explains why he constantly sets two views in opposition to one another, stressing that “without Contraries, no progression.  Attraction and Repulsion, Reason and Energy, Love and Hate, are necessary to Human existence” (Plate 3).  As Joseph Wittreich notes, “The Marriage of Heaven and Hell is not, like the later prophecies, an exploration of evil but rather a redefinition of good through a series of contraries that, interacting, bring man to the threshold of vision.  However, . . . the struggle of contraries must be redeemed by destroying negations, which impede the progress implied by contraries” (193).  In Blake’s mind, Milton was a great revolutionary, but some of his visions, like the distorted visions of Christianity as given by most religions eighteen centuries removed from Christ, need to be reinterpreted.  Blake’s desire in The Marriage of Heaven and Hell and his later books is “part of a revolutionary attempt to turn an upside-down world right side up.  The revolutionary is thus not opposed to order, but is so deeply committed to it that he envisions a new order, which he locates in the past before corruption set in and which, by the elimination of corruption, he hopes to re-establish in the present” (Wittreich 194).

Read in an materialistic age, where workers are intimidated, overworked, and under-rewarded, many of Blake’s statements could stand as powerful correctives to the minds of workers who were cowed by their superiors—if they were capable of understanding his message.  Sadly, no one read Blake, not even most of his fellow Romantics.
  For example, the “Voice of the Devil,” which opens the body of The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, says that “those who restrain desire do so because theirs is weak enough to be restrained; and the restrainer . . . usurps its place & governs the unwilling” (Plate 5).  Blake is here suggesting that anyone, but particularly workers who desire something, but do not act, are partly responsible for their own suffering.  More importantly, in time this constant restraint of desire makes it become “passive till it is only the shadow of desire” (Plate 5).  Though Blake in The Marriage keeps his terminology general, so it may apply to all human actions, one can still parallel his thoughts to what happened to workers in the Industrial Revolution: “As machinery dwarfed human strength, capital triumphed over labour and created a new form of serfdom. . . . Mechanisation and the incredibly elaborate division of labour diminish the strength and intelligence which is required among the masses” (F. Harkort, qtd. In Hobsbaum 43).  Like modern British historians such as David Landes, who talk about the violent technological change of the 18th century, of “pauper apprentices taken from their parents and assigned to labour in mills [or] the residents of once-green valleys now renamed the Black Country” (qtd. in Berg 27), Blake sets out to champion such people, and awaken them, asserting in his opening poem to Milton that he will “not cease from Mental Fight./Nor shall my Sword sleep in my hand:/Till we have built Jerusalem,/In England’s green & pleasant Land” (Plate 1).  As his words make clear, his battle is mental, not physical, reclaiming the minds of workers who have lost the ability to envision England as the life-giving land it once was.    

Thus, while Blake has moved his focus from the plight of chimney sweeps and black boys to the plight of people in general, his caution about not restraining desire and becoming enslaved to reality has not really changed.  But his scope has widened out.  He feels the need to liberate the English people from their pacifism, which is, in his mind, connected—at least in part—with the incorrect transmission of Christianity over the ages and their correspondingly incorrect notion of human potential.  For Blake, Christianity needs to be turned upside down: “The reason Milton wrote in fetters when he wrote of Angels and God, and at liberty when of Devils & Hell, is because he was a true Poet and of the Devil’s party without knowing it” (The Marriage of Heaven and Hell Plate 6).  By that, Blake means that the energy of Satan, when he and his followers land in hell in Book 1 of Paradise Lost, goes well beyond the rather insipid conversations God and his Son have in heaven in Book 3.  For Blake, who believed that “Energy is Eternal Delight” (The Marriage of Heaven and Hell 87), he would be most impressed by Satan’s eloquent scheming at many points in Paradise Lost, such as when he prevails upon Sin and Death to open the gates of Hell, or when he asks Chaos for directions to Earth, or when he cunningly whispers messages of superiority into Eve’s ear as she sleeps in the Garden.  Nothing Jesus does, not even his volunteering to descend to Earth to save mankind once it falls, matches the rhetorical flourishes of Satan.  

We have seen Blake’s unpleasant notion of how traditional Christianity has been corrupted from “Holy Thursday,” in Songs of Experience, where the poor children are herded into St. Paul’s and forced to sing their praises of God.  But, as Blake observes, their song is really a “trembling cry” (line 5), and the sad irony of the first “Holy Thursday” poem (from Songs of Innocence), which calls the children “lambs” and “flowers of London town” is driven home when Blake exclaims in the second poem that “Their sun does never shine,/And their fields are bleak & bare./And their ways are filled with thorns,/It is eternal winter there!” (lines 9-12).  The “there” of line 12 is clearly St. Paul’s specifically, and Christianity in general.  Under the conditions Blake notes in this second “Holy Thursday,” what would be the fate of these metaphoric flowers and lambs?  Well, without sunshine and nourishment, flowers must die.  And the thorns of line 11 will surely choke out these flowers and “fleece” the wool of these lambs, these miniature Jesus Christs.  And having been choked and fleeced, London’s “eternal winter”—the physical coldness of St. Paul’s augmented by the psychological coldness of St. Paul’s beadles—will surely kill their bodies and their souls.  

Not a pretty picture.  But a suitably ironic one for a poet who fervently believes in the corruption of the English church.  One of Blake’s proverbs of hell demonstrates his hatred of the English clergy: “As the catterpiller chooses the fairest leaves to lay her eggs on, so the priest lays his curse on the fairest joys” (The Marriage of Heaven and Hell 90).  Read against this proverb, the herding of the orphan children into St. Paul’s on Holy Thursday is meant not to enhance their spirituality, but to destroy the harmless joys these children would get from playing in nature, enjoying God’s sunshine (his love) on this holy day—which is, after all, the origin of the word “holiday.”

Over and over again in The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, Blake stresses the importance of exuberance, emotion, and energy over caution or restriction.  For example, the extensive proverbs of Hell (Hell only because that is what an evil priesthood would call what is really Heaven), keep emphasising the danger of restriction:


The cistern contains; the fountain overflows.


Every thing possible to believe is an image of youth.


The tygers of wrath are wiser than the horses of instruction.


You never know what is enough unless you know what is more than enough.


The apple tree never asks the beech how he shall grow, nor the lion the horse how he shall 

take his prey.

Improvement makes strait roads, but the crooked roads without improvement are roads of

Genius.


Sooner murder an infant in its cradle than nurse unacted desires 

(The Marriage of Heaven and Hell 89-90)

We can see the philosophy that underpins each of these proverbs: restriction is evil; one standard of conduct for all living things is tyranny; and energy and emotion are much healthier than passivity or reason.  That is why flowing water is healthier than standing water.  That is why apple trees can learn nothing of value from beech trees, why horses have no useful information to convey to lions.  Trying to change one’s nature—as all the Romantics know—is not only useless, but finally evil.  In extolling these virtues of individuality, Blake does not sound much different from Wordsworth or Coleridge, but when he moves to criticise religion, his ideology diverges from what most other Romantics believe:


    The ancient Poets animated all sensible objects with Gods or Geniuses, calling them by

the names and adorning them with the properties of woods, rivers, mountains, lakes, 

cities, nations, and whatever their enlarged & numerous senses could perceive. 

And particularly they studied the genius of each city & country, placing it under its mental 
deity. 

Till a system was formed, which some took advantage of & enslav’d the vulgar by attempting  to realise or abstract the mental deities from their objects; thus began Priesthood.


    Choosing forms of worship from poetic tales.


    And at length they pronounced that the Gods had ordered such things.


    Thus men forgot that All deities reside in the human breast.







(The Marriage of Heaven and Hell 91)

Blake’s notion is that there are no deities apart from human beings, and further, that all desires, insofar as they are noble, define true religion.  As Blake says several plates later in the work, “Those who envy or calumniate great men hate God, for there is no other God” (The Marriage of Heaven and Hell 99).  His point here is that energy, freedom, self-reliance—the qualities Milton’s Satan and Blake’s Jesus  exemplify—are the heroic virtues that all humans need to emulate.  Accepting anything less is to be a deficient human.  Blake’s duty, then, as he conceives it, is to help others to see the world as it truly is.  He will use etching on copper plates to do this: 

    But first the notion that man has a body distinct from his soul is to be expunged; this I 

will do, by printing in the infernal method, by corrosives, which in Hell are salutary and

medicinal, melting apparent surfaces away, and displaying the infinite which was hid.  

    If the doors of perception were cleansed every thing would appear to man as it is, 

infinite. 


    For man has closed himself up, till he sees all things thro’ the narrow chinks of his

cavern.
  (The Marriage of Heaven and Hell 93)

The Marriage ends with Blake’s friendly devil advising him about virtuous action, stressing that “Jesus was all virtue, and acted from impulse not from rules” (The Marriage of Heaven and Hell 100).  And when the Devil has imparted this piece of wisdom, he embraces the fire before him, is consumed, and metamorphoses into Elijah the prophet.  Once again, as always in reading Blake, we need to be careful not to accept appearances as truth.  Blake loves to play with our minds, teasing us into questioning what is good and what is bad, what is real and what is illusory.  To minds dulled by the world of sense impressions, things are seldom exactly what they seem to be.  And to reinforce that message, Blake ends by saying: “Note.  This Angel, who is now become a Devil, is my particular friend: we often read the Bible together in its infernal or diabolical sense, which the world shall have if they behave well” (The Marriage of Heaven and Hell 101).  Sadly, even with the Industrial Revolution and the Reign of Terror in France, the English were unwilling or unable to comprehend Blake’s message of salvation.  It was only a century or more later, in the late Victorian period and—even more poignantly—after the devastation of the first World War, that the English began to rediscover Blake’s prophetic works and their call to question the human cost of modern means of production and annihilation.

After The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, Blake does not return to overtly Miltonic themes until his long illustrated work entitled Milton, written in 1804.  In it, Blake “reconsiders at length his epigrammatic criticism of Milton’s theology and artistic psychology. . . . Milton’s presentation of Christian mythology was perhaps more influential than that of the Bible itself, and his exemplary life strongly influenced ideals of behaviour.  Far more than any other writer, what Milton said and did were felt to be immediately relevant to the . . . salvation of the English people” (Johnson and Grant 234).  And that is a theme close to William Blake’s heart.  But a consideration of that work will have to wait for another day.  What I hope I have been able to show is why Blake’s revolutionary energy was increasingly channelled away from specific evils associated with the Industrial Revolution—or even with everyday life in England.  As he became older and more cynical about effecting specific social changes, what Blake was hoping for was to change the person, not the conditions under which he or she laboured.  In that way, he was—I think—a latter-day Christ, promising not a few decades of ameliorated conditions, but an eternity.
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� William Blake died August 12, 1827, at the age of sixty-nine. Blake's last years passed more or less as his others, in such poverty and obscurity that his burial in Bunhill Fields was largely unnoticed and on borrowed money -- nineteen shillings for an unmarked grave, the body nine feet down, stacked on top of three others, and eventually followed by four more.





�  For example, the 1802 Act limiting hours worked by children in cotton mills to 12 1/2 hours a day, of which 2 hours were to be devoted to meals and education, was poorly enforced.  


� The Muggletonians were a sect taking its name from Ludowicke Muggleton (1609-98), who came under Puritan influence while working in London before the Civil War.  Their theology was antitrinitarian.


� Johann Kaspar Lavater (1741-1801) was a Swiss theologian, a mystic indifferent to historical Christianity, and a particular opponent of rationalism.


� Emanuel Swedenborg (1688-1772) was a Swedish scientist, philosopher, and theologian who believed that the Christian churches had destroyed the original meaning of God’s word. 


� The Church of the New Jerusalem was the common name for the Swedenborgians. 


� The Antinomians were Christians who rejected the moral law as a relevant part of Christianity. 


� Tirzah was the capital of the Hebrew Northern Kingdom, as opposed to Jerusalem in the South.  As such, Blake indicates that Tirzah is a less spiritual, more physical being.


� Levellers were a democratic party in England during the Puritan Revolution.  Their name was given them by enemies of the movement to suggest that it was aimed at “levelling men’s estates.”  They also advocated equality before the law and freedom of religion.  


� An epithet given to an antinomian movement during the English Commonwealth who were part of an effort of the time to restore primitive, apostolic Christianity.


� Only Wordsworth is known to have read Blake, and even he knew Blake just through his first book of poetry, Songs of Innocence.  The problem is that Blake had to print, hand colour, and bind his books one at a time, which made them expensive and available only in limited editions.  Even his most popular works exist in 30 copies or fewer; some of his later prophetic books only exist in three or four copies.  Moreover, Blake was often too poor even to purchase the paper needed for his books.





