
WILLIAM BLAKE, 1757-1827: A Forerunner

By Rosemary Wilkie

ILLIAM BLAKE WAS A VISIONARY,

poet, artist and engraver. He saw art

not as an end it itself but as a means

to make sense of life. His work explores univer-
sal themes of life, death, love and spirituality,
seeking the meaning behind appearances. He

saw and spoke with angels from the age of four
until he died. He had insight into human psy-

chology, warned of the dangers of spiritual
disconnectedness, and predicted the rise of
materialism. From diverse sources and his own

visions he created a unique and universal
mythology that still has the power to excite and

disturb today.
Blake was born in Soho, the third of seven chil-

dren of a London hosier and his wife, both Dis-

senters, i.e., Non-confotmists, whose house was

filled with biblical pictures. The Bible was the

greatest influence on Blake's young life and his

most important source of inspiration and subject

matter. He regarded the Bible as the key to under-

standing the history of mankind, seeing artistic cre-

ativity as an act of faith, even going so far as to

suggest that anyone who was not creative was not a

proper Christian. But he presented scdpture in a
new visionary way that gave its messages life and

meaning that had been lost in the established

church. He produced 135 watercolours on biblical
themes and his Canterburyt Pilgrims symbolises

the spiritual pilgrimage of mankind.
"The worship of God is Honouring his gifts in

other nrcn each uccording to his genius."
(Marriage of Heaven and Hell)

Blake's parents were unusually kind and gen-

erous, encouraging his artistic talents. His father

bought engravings and plaster casts for him to
study, and his mother hung his early engravings

on her walls. But Blake always felt like an out-

sider, slighted and neglected. He was extremely

sensitive, swinging between rage and acquies-

cence, and never forgave the single beating he

received for saying he had seen the prophet

Ezekiei. Until the 17th century seeing visrons

was common enough to be accepted, but by
Blake's time-the "age of reason", of Newtonian
science and the industrial revolution-visions
were increasingly scorned as the delusions of the

insane. Of his family, Blake loved only a youn-
ger brother, caring for him until he died of con-

sumption in 1187 and watching his soul

ascending towards heaven.
Even as a child, Blake deeply resented rules

and authority, so was not sent to schooi. Most of
his education came from reading widely and

incessantly, and even learning Latin and Greek in
middle age. Blake once said he had worked and

studied constantly since he was five to create a

separate identity. In the words of Los, one of his

characters who most resembles himself, "I rnust

Create a System or be enslav'd by another
Man's" i a fierce battle echoed today as we strug-
gle to free ourselves from social conditioning,
materialism-the coming of which Blake proph-

esied-and political and corporate power.

A Lonely Child
As a lonely child, he spent hours walking both

in London and on the outskirts, experiencing a
visionary city-the Four-Fold city which he

thought could be witnessed by anyone who

shook mundane dust from their eyes. He was

writing poetry at twelve. At 15 he was appren-

ticed to an engraver, a decision that kept him a

tradesman all his life, close to ordinary people.

Although he studied at the Royal Academy and

had friends in the art establishment, his sympa-
thies lay with the working class; he inherited the

radical political views of his parents, and was

deeply involved in the religious doubts, techno-
logical advances and social upheaval of his time.
His rebellious spirit was nurtured by the appall-
ing poverty and social injustice he saw around
him, and by the religious and political f'erment of
the city.
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As an apprentice engraver, Blake was sent to
Westminster Abbey to make drawings. He was
overwhelmed by the pageant of history contained
in the carvings, tapestries and stained glass, and
saw visions of monks, priests and a glorious appari-
tion of theArchangel Gabriel. Medieval culture, in
which spirituality and beauty are fused, became a
lifelong source of fascination. It inspired his ideas

of nation and of genius loci-_-the spirit of
place-later immortali sed in J erusalem andhis en-
graving Joseplt of Arimathea anlotxg the Rocks of
Albion. Blake was f-ascinated with the idea of a
deeply spiritual past, and Joseph combined reli*
gious and mythological themes: bringing the Holy
Grail and Christian church to England, and associ-
ating with King Arthur. Many of Blake's early im-
ages depict a biblical or mythical man standing
alone against the world, arrns upraised. Tapping
into race memory Blake had found a rich vein of vi-
sual and literary language, legends that touch our
emotions more strongly than reality.

Another influence was William Stukely, the
1 7th century antiquarlan who wrote about Avebury
and the druids. The interest Stukely awakened in
ancient sites and the concept of invisible lines of
energy-ley lines-nourished generations of ro-
mantic artists and was reintroduced by John
Michell for the sixties generation. Many today be-
lieve in the sacredness ofthe earth and protest ener-
getically against roads and genetically engineered
crops. The 'genius loci' of Blake's work contain
seeds from which we can create a new vision for
our society: a playground for the imagination out-
side technology and consumerism.

AllArt Should Express Strong Spiritual
Meaning

A very important source of inspiration was
John Milton, whom Blake rated above Chaucer,
Dante and Shakespeare, while rejecting Milton's
prudishness about the human body. Blake
believed that sexual repression contributed to the
general restriction of human consciousness. In
Blake's eponymous poem, Milton recognises his
error in elevating reason above imagination and
is spiritually reborn. Blake admired Michelan-
gelo and said all art should express strong spiri-

tual meaning. He frowned on soulless copying of
ancient Greek and Roman artefacts.

Blake admired St Teresa, who also saw visions,
and was inspired by his contemporary Emmanuel
Swedenborg, a visionary theologian and philoso-
pher who held conversations with angels and who
believed that the spirits of the dead rose from the
body and assumed physical form in another world.
Swedenborg said that many ancient truths were
waiting to be reveerled, and that each material form
contains its spiritual source, hence Blake's, "To see

aWorld in a grain of sand and a Heaven in aWild
Flower, Hold Infinim* in the palnr of your hand and
Etemity in an hour. " Later, in the I 790s, when Lon-
don was full of mysticism and spiritual yearning, as

if to counterbalance growing trade and power, Blake
absorbed the teachings of Paracelsus (late 15th cen-
tury) and Jacob Boehme (late I 6tt century). Both re-
pudiated logic, sought after ancient wisdom, and
werc cruelly reviled in their lifetimes. Paracelsus
said. "There is nothing in lrcaven or upotl the earth
which cloes not also exist in man, and God who is in
heaven exists also in man, and tlrc two are but One."
According to Boehme, God wishes to be aware of
himself and the cosmos is therefore a continual cy-
cle of striving and becoming activated by etemally
renewed desire or will. Everything comes into be-
ing through conflict. Hence Blake's, "Without Con-
traries is no progression."

In 1782 Blake rnarried Catherine, who became
his devoted lifelong friend, helper and companion.
He taught her to read, write and colour his prints.
They had one long period of misunderstanding that
ended in 1804 when Blake understood his "Spec-
fs"-\ /h21 we would now call our shadow-that
had made him a self--opinionated and misguided
workaholic. "Mutual forgiveness of each vice:
These are the Gate,s of Paradise. " Once accepted,
this "Spectre" liberated his creativity, and themes
of estrangement and reconciliation fiIl his later
works.

By 1788 Blake had invented a revolutionary
method of relief-etched illuminated printing that
came to him in a vision. It enabled text and
images to be combined on a single plate, and
Blake to work on his poetry and paintings at the
same time. By combining poetry, painting and
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engraving, Blake created a new kind of art that

proclaimed the unity of human vision. His ^lorzgs
of Innocence and The Book of the Dead came out

in 1789, followed by Anterica a Prophecv and

Europe a P rophect' in l7 93. Songs of Experience

followed rn 1194, a satire on Songs o.f Innocence

demonstrating his continuing despair about cru-

elty in the world.

Blake Believed Enlightenment was an
lndividual Process

London was awash with political and social

unrest, and Blake sympathised with the values of
the French and American revolutions. He was

familiar with Tom Paine's Rights of Man and

Mary Wollstonecraft's Vindication of the Rights

oJ'Woman,but never joined parties or groups. He

believed enlightenment was an individual pro-

cess-as indeed it then was; only now are we

moving towards group initiation. Unlike most

people he valued each individual of whatever

race, "And all rnust love the humanfornt, in hea-

then, turk or jew. Where Mercy, Love & Pity
dvvell, There God is dwelling too."

In 1790 the Blakes moved to a house in
Lambeth, then a village where he perfected a radi-

cal method of printing in colour; prints of his po-

ems and pictures fiom a single plate were hand

finished by Catherine in watercolour. In 1793 he

published his Prospecrlzs of recent works, but sold

few. In 1795he devised a method of making large

watercolour colour prints of the illustrations to his

prophetic books; all the images depict the fallen

state of man. By this time Blake was fairly success-

ful as an engraver, though he often fell out with his

patrons. His relief etching method permitted him

to produce and print his own books, and freed him
from editorial constraints, but he had few sales.

Blake tried all his life to get his own work widely

and cheaply sold to the public, but never suc-

ceeded. He had no talent for marketing his work

and remained a self-publisher, selling his very la-

bour-intensive output to a small group of friends

and patrons. Blake never forgot or abandoned his

work to the past. He kept it near him, constantly

improving or embellishing it. The world of the

imagination was for him the etemal prcsent.

By 1795 a period of his life was over. His vi-
sions, often of the dead, frequently got in the way of
compieting commissioned work-hence his love

for the writings of St Teresa. One patron tried but

failed to collect money to send Blake to Rome to

study. Blake's disappointment was great. He laid

aside any hope offinancial independence from his

inventions. In 1800 a paffon rented him a house in
Felpham, Sussex, where he produced several of his

best known works, including The Four Zoas, a

poem showing the working of Spirit throughout

history. However, his only income came from do-

ing engravings for others and he became ill and de-

pressed. After being tried and acquitted of treason

after a silly argument in 1803, he returned to Lon-
don, expecting that peace with France would pro-

vide opportunities to earn money, only to find that

he was out of date, fbrgotten.

Twenty Years of Darkness
Blake called the period from 1784 to 1804 his

twenty years of darkness, beginning when his father

died, enabling him to set up a print shop and begin

two decades of work as a tladesman. He blamed his

"Spectre". In 1 8M he saw an exhibition of paintings

by Dtirer, Rembrandt, Coneggio and early German

and Dutch artists who were part of the gothic tradi-

tion. It was a revelation and a retum to the original

sources of his inspiration. He did no more engraving

for others for eleven years. He and Catherine lived

frugally in two quiet clean rooms, unknown and ne-

glected, sustained only by few paffons one of whom

ordered eighty watercolours on biblical themes. He

even illustrated a Wedgewood catalogue of china,

and much of this commissioned work is beautiful.

Whenever he could, Blake laboured at his

own work, rediscovering the English radition of
sacred art that had been almost completely

destroyed by Henry VIII. Already in 1805 many

treated him as insane, but he was now writing
superb lyric poetry. His visions were more and

more frequent, giving him prophetic insight, "A//

fut urity/S e em s t e emin g w ith e ndl e s s D e s t ruc t i on

never to be repellcl'. " And "Every Space smaller
than a Globule of Man's blood, opens /Into Eter-
nity of which this vegetable Earth is but a

shadow." Only now are scientists proving the
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truth of this. For him the worst aspect of the
industrial revolution was that it fostered separa-

tion and exclusion, the dangers of which we are

only now beginning to understand. He hated the
movement towards uniformity and standardisa-
tion that accompanied industrialisation and the
mechanical reproduction of art in particular:
"Conlnxerce Cannot endure Individual Merit its
insatiable Maw must be fed by Wltat all may do
Equall.y well." As could be said today.

The Culmination of his Art
Blake worked on Jentsalenl over sixteen years

between commissions. It is the culmination of his
art, full of rage and love, that advocates "Relation-
ship and mLrtual forgiveness" two hundred years

before the current explosion of teachings on these

themes. In I 8 I 8 he was rediscovered by a younger
generation of artists-The "Ancients". He blos-
somed in their admiration and subsequently be-

came better known among those who could
appreciate and promote his work, which became

increasingly free and assured. There is an extraor-
dinary silverlightin some of his laterworks, invisi-
ble in reproductions. In 1824, he was
commissioned to illustrate Dante's Divine Com-
edy, andproduced seven engraved plates and over a
hundred drawings before he died in 1827. Blake
admired Dante as an afiist, and they share an inter-
est in judgement and salvation, but Blake ex-
pressed serious doubts about Dante's
preoccupation with vengeance and justice, and his
allegiance to Roman Catholic dogma. In 1825

Blake told a journalisl, "Dante saw devils where I
see none-I see only good."

Job
Blake' s final great work was -/o b, aboutman' s

"fall into division and his resurrection to unity".
This is a remarkable guide to the contents of the
unconscious mind and how it affects us, long
before Freud named it. Blake drew his ideas
from many sources, some outside conventional
western thought, so there was no common basis
of understanding and no common words. So he

invented his own, created characters that repre-
sented psychological traits (or sub-personalities)

and combined these with symbolic imagery,
marrying poetry with art to get his message
across.

Job is the perfect upright man, who believes that
his prosperity and fine family are a just reward for
his virtues; God appears to be on his side. When Sa-

tan suggests it's easy to be good in these circum-
stances, God gives Satan permission to test Job
fwice. First, marauders take all he owns, even his

children. The second attack is inward, and Job's
boils symbolise the comrption of physical desires.

Job's friends come and argue interminably about the
reasons for his misfortunes. As God isjust, Job must
have sinned, but Job maintains he has done nothing
to deserve it (why this, why me, why now?). God
then speaks from the whirlwind, asking who is Job

to say whether or not he should suffer? Is he trying to
tell God what is right? Job repents his presumptu-
ousness and prays for his still deluded friends.
Whereupon God forgives Job and all is restored to
him. He is enlightened. Blake understood projec-
tion before psychology existed, seeing how the idea
of divinity is often projected on to a parental image
which we try to please or rebel against. Only when
this illusion is dropped (as the veil in the Temple is
rent at the time of the Crucifixion) can we reclaim
our own sovereign authority and responsibility.

One of Blake's central themes is that when
spiritual perception is denied or downgraded,
society can easily be preyed on by generalising
and commercial forces that destroy the knowl-
edge of true art. We must accept the world as it is,
because it is not the world that needs changing,
but our attitudes towards it.

In spite of increasing debility, Blake worked
to the end, drawing a picture of his wife on the
day he died, happy and singing, his face radiant
before a final vision of Heaven.

" I rest not.from my great task!

To open the Eternal Worlds, to open the immor-

tal Eyes

Of mtm inwards into the Worlds of Thought,

into Etentitv
Every expanding in the Bosom of God, the Hu-

y:t'*':':,""' ::,oo' _ _
Continued on page 32
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WILLIAM BLAKE
Continued from page 30

Blake was a major source of inspiration to the

Neo-Romantics such as Paul Nash and John

Piper-artists and also writers and film-makers
working betrveen the 1920s and I 950s, trying to find
meaning and hope behind the devastation of war. In
Blake's time, as in the i960s, there was an explosion
of interest in eastem religions and philosophies, the
western mystery ffadition, druidism, paganism, sa-

cred geometry and mythology of Britain, and divi-
nation of various kinds. It is not surprising that

many young artists and writers struggling to make
sense of the world today are drawn to Blake and
openly acknowledge his influence. Indeed, books,
articles, conferences and courses exploring the deep

meanings and rich symbolism of his work constitute
a minor industry. He contributed greatly to the frn-
therance of the Plan, expanding human conscious-

ness, waming us about materialism, and teaching us

how everything can be transformed when we in-
clude the divine in our thoughts and actions. A
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