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INTRODUCTION:


THE TURBULENT AGE
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ONE


History has a malicious trick of making little of what once seemed to be great events; and history will be no kinder to the heroics of our age than of others. Yet whatever in our century history slights, it will surely respect the domination of its two great wars—two wars which together have taken ten years out of our lives, and marked us with the hidden stigmata of violence and fear. In this, our age is like the age of Napoleon, which to-day, after the eagles and the magnificence, remains in the memory as Goya savagely pictured it: twenty-two years without conscience, stamping the men and the treasure of Europe into the dirt. So time will dwarf the mechanical glories of our century, but it will not lift their tragic weight from men’s minds.


The name of Napoleon walks briskly into these reflections, and we see the likeness between his wars and ours at once. Nothing that compares with the Napoleonic wars or with ours happened in the hundred years between 1815 and 1914. They were not peaceful years for the empires of Europe: they spanned the Indian mutiny and the Crimean campaign, wars between France and Prussia, Russia and Japan, the South African and the Balkan wars. Yet these wars had always the air of another time: of encountering and not of shaping the daily lives of men. They do not compare with the convulsions that for a generation preceded Waterloo, and those which for a longer generation have followed the battles of Tannenberg and the Marne. They did not terrify their onlookers as those who looked on at the Holy Alliance and at Munich stepped back in terror. They did not close upon the mind and the heart with iron hoops.


By contrast, from about 1760 to 1815 the minds of men were obsessed with revolution, and this gave to the struggles of that age (as of ours) the character of religious wars. We catch the tone at once in the literature of the time, and it makes the Romantic Revival direct and close to us; we are drawn to it because we share in our lives those hopes and heart-searchings, those shifts of loyalties, the same vacillations between principle and expedience. There is nothing like this in the earlier eighteenth century, whose Indian summer remains fixed in the solemn doggerel of Joseph Addison. And there is nothing like it later in the nineteenth century, whose Victorian calm is fixed in the gracious bombast of Alfred, Lord Tennyson. The poets who quicken our pulse and sound in our ears are those who struggled in the urgent years about 1800, because they were possessed by the same compulsions as possess us.


TWO


The turbulent age from about 1760 to 1815 was shaped, of course, by the American and the French Revolutions; and it was also shaped by the Industrial Revolution. There is a unity between all three of these: the movement of industry from the village to the factory was pushed on by the same forces that made the political movements. A common restlessness runs under that time, a discontent with the traditional ways of doing and thinking, and an urge to band men together in new alliances. The age of the revolutions was powered by common aspirations in its poetry and its politics, its ideals and its inventions, and as far apart as the organization of Napoleon’s armies and of Richard Arkwright’s factories.


The massive expansion of manufacture by machines about the year 1800 obviously changed the economy of England. And, more subtly, it changed the way in which men looked at the economy and at their own place in it. So long as men worked in villages, they thought of their livelihood as a gift: a gift from God or from nature, which God or nature might bless with plenty in one year and blast with famine in another. The cottage weaver at his loom thought in this way, even though the loom made the greater part of his living for him; he thought in this way because (as Daniel Defoe insists) he still turned to his patch of garden and his rights on the common land for a critical part of his living. A slump seemed as much an Act of God to him as a drought. The village worker did not think of himself as the master of his destiny, because his craft did not make up his whole possession.


The move to the factory and the enclosure of common land changed all this. They put the worker into a different place in his economy, to which he now had only one thing to give: the labour of his hands. No longer did a superhuman dispensation stand between his work and its reward. If the society of masters rejected his handiwork, and found no use for his skill and diligence, there was something wrong with society, and not with God or with nature.


It is strange to see that the spread of machines made the men who worked them conscious, first of their own work, and then of themselves as men. Yet this is what the Industrial Revolution did. It forced men in the long run to seek their destiny, and to find their station, not in the hand of God but in their own hands. In 1720, the village workers had accepted the slump that followed the South Sea Bubble as an accident of nature. In the slumps a hundred years later, the cloth-shearers and the stocking-knitters drilled on the dark moors in open mutiny against the economy that starved them.


The machines changed the organization of society, and shifted the centre of a man’s life from his cottage home to the daily factory. In that shift, the man ceased to be a member of his family and his village, and in the long run became simply himself: a person. Because the machine in the factory changed the order in his life, it slowly changed the status of the worker who served it. It regimented and brutalized and starved him, it exploited him and (for a long time) his family, and it robbed him of everything but his skill. And yet, by these acts in the end it made him a man—a man alone.


This is the change of conscience which links the political revolutions  to the rise of industry, and the American smallholder in 1775 to the Luddite of 1811. Here the citizens who proclaimed the Rights of Man in America and in France were at one with the tanners and the nailmakers who quoted from The Wealth of Nations by Adam Smith. They spoke with different voices, but they spoke for the same cast of mind, in the homely pamphlets of Benjamin Franklin, in the educational schemes of Rousseau and Jefferson, and in the romantic poetry of Robert Burns and William Blake and Wordsworth. We catch in all of them a new sense that the dignity of man is the simple dignity of labour, and a new image of man the maker.


THREE


Western society as we know it was made in the convulsions of the great revolutions, roughly between 1760 and 1815. In an obvious sense, the Industrial Revolution in those years forged the mechanical skeleton for our society. But it was not only the mechanics that were laid down then: the ancient orders of homage were sapped, as much in the English factory as in America and France; and as much by the self-made owner as by the factory hand. The social order had been fixed most sharply in England in the subservience of the villager to the landed gentleman. We can hear it break as sharply in 1775, when owners and workers alike openly sided with the American revolutionaries. The English opposition to King George’s war shared a common sense that in America the sturdy sons of nature were in revolt against the lords of the manor. This was not a political union; its unity grew from a new imaginative concept of the dignity of man. It was a popular movement, in the literal sense: it paid tribute to people and not to lords—not to birth, not to rank, and not to inheritance. Like the upstart men who three hundred years earlier made the Renaissance in Italy, the leaders of the revolutions cared nothing about their lineage.


We are all conscious now that our society was first remade in the Renaissance; and yet we still miss the equal intellectual force in the Industrial Revolution. We have learnt from Jacob Burckhardt that the Italian Renaissance was not merely an invention in the arts. It was a watershed in history: it changed the flow of thought and action all through our civilization, in religion and daily life and politics, and most deeply in man’s conception of himself. Indeed, since Burckhardt wrote we have learnt that the Renaissance ran even wider than he saw, for it also set going changes in technical skill and understanding which in time made a scientific revolution.


All this we have come to see in the Renaissance because it began more than five hundred years ago. But because the Industrial Revolution began only two hundred years ago, we still miss both its sweep and its depth; we still think of it as a set of ingenious inventions and no more. We owe this misreading, of course, to the bias in our education, which has made the history books shy away from industry as a vulgar practice whose spread into civilized life they ought to ignore—as they long ignored the science in the Renaissance. It will take us time to see that the Industrial Revolution changed the flow of thought and action throughout the West as largely and as deeply as did the Renaissance. It changed the bent of men’s minds as well as the conditions of life, in politics and in housing, in poetry and in dress, in the flamboyant monuments of the evangelical sculptors and in the inventions of the Quaker ironmasters. Most deeply, the Industrial Revolution in the long run changed man’s conception of himself. Like the Renaissance, it broke the forms of a classical culture, and set about making a popular taste of its own from new beginnings.


In the Renaissance, artists and cardinals and condottieri had once boasted that they were not born in a great bed. So the powerful minds of the Industrial Revolution, philosophers and inventors and captains of industry, were proud to say that they were born in a cottage. They were asserting a universal humanity, which made each man a person and a master: the master of his own fate. The Industrial Revolution, like the political revolutions which marched with it, put an end to men’s resignation to the tyranny either of men or of nature. America and France threw off their kings, and in England the machines shook off the obstinate hold of an economy in which men had long wrestled for a bare livelihood. 


FOUR


The revolutions in America and France were popular risings, in the nature of things. And it was also natural that when the risings turned into war, those who stayed to fight the long campaigns were ordinary people. This is the nature of revolutionary and religious wars, and yet it was new in the wars of the eighteenth century; for the troops whom the revolutionaries fought were not ordinary people.


The troops of that age were hired soldiers who were as remote from the affairs of their lords as the Swiss Guard is from those of the Pope. Now for the first time these professionals, who had fought parade skirmishes on behalf of their impersonal masters, stood in the field against a mob of farmers and labourers, and were defeated. When George Washington husbanded his men through the winter at Valley Forge, when Napoleon pushed his people’s army through the Alps, they did more than rout the cautious mercenaries marshalled against them. They finally destroyed the standing—and the profession—of the personal guard.


The professional soldier had long been disliked in England; and yet there had clung to him an incense of admiration, a gladiator’s aura of heroism. The glory of war had always been a classical theme, and it is unexpected that it should fade from English poetry in an age of bitter war. The reason is in the bitterness: when the citizen raised his rifle, and the drilled footmen broke ranks and followed their mounted masters into exile, the heroics went out of war. At the end of the wars of revolution, there were no laurels for the heroes, and no poems. The epic poem died before 1800. By a nice irony, its place as a narrative was taken by the novel, and the word ‘hero’ came to mean not a soldier but a lover.


We can date the death of the epic praise of war in England precisely. The last narrative poem of this kind was the translation by Alexander Pope of Homer’s Iliad. Pope undertook this with much fanfare in 1713, when he was a bright young man of twenty-five, who had astonished the bigwigs of London for four years. Now he offered at six guineas the set to make his subscribers patrons, not of Pope, but of culture. Homer in the Augustan manner was to be the monument of eighteenth-century England, as deliberately as the Encyclopédie, forty years later, was planned to be the monument of eighteenth-century France.


What the eighteenth century called the Town took up the plan solemnly. The lords and the bishops, Bolingbroke and Atterbury; the bigwigs and the philosophers, Congreve and Berkeley; friends and enemies, Swift and Addison; dons and doctors, Young and Arbuthnot; the arts and the sciences, Wren and Newton; the wits, the belles, the politicians—all were subscribers. They were doing a serious social duty, for which Pope was the instrument; and they paid him handsomely, about £5,000 for the work. A whole society spoke for its culture in Pope’s Iliad. In fact, however, the number of subscribers was 574.


Of course this number was taken from a smaller population than to-day’s. To-day there are about eight million people in London; in 1713, there were not six millions in England. And few of these could read, and fewer spare six gold guineas. Nevertheless, 574 men was a handful: smaller, in its setting, than the Council of Athens. And this handful of men was Augustan society: the society which was surer than Athens that it was sane, lasting, the arbiter of knowledge and taste.


In that society, literary men were still close to the reins of power. The poet Matthew Prior had just negotiated peace with the French in 1711; and Pope’s most constant friend, Jonathan Swift, was the granter of state patronage for a few years. All this was turned upside down later in the century, when war was endemic and yet the epic withered. The power and the patronage died together; and instead, the poets found their following among less gentlemanly readers. They read the religious verses of William Cowper, the cottage lyrics of Robert Burns, and the homely narrative of George Crabbe. In 1800, Robert Bloomfield (who is now remembered only because he influenced John Clare) wrote a poem The Farmer’s Boy which sold 26,000 copies in three years. About the same time, two admirers of the French Revolution, William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge, put forward in the preface to the Lyrical Ballads the radical doctrine that the business of the poet was ‘to choose incidents and situations from common life, and to relate or describe them, throughout, as far as was possible in a selection of language really used by men.’ 


FIVE


William Blake is to me the poet whose work and whose life express most sensitively the moving changes of that age. He more than any other had the ambitions of simple men, spoke out of their difficult dilemmas, and suffered their neglect His poetry and his designs belong to the Romantic Revival, and his life and his friends (as well as the men he hated) belong to the Industrial Revolution. He was a man of the new stamp, self-taught, lonely, awkward, with none of the graces of the poets of the Augustan establishment; and he broke their formal tradition to pieces.


This book then is a study of one man, odd, unbending, wayward, and self-absorbed, whose mind was all visual and visionary. At the same time, because the man lived and thought so honestly, this is a book about an age: the turbulent age of William Blake. For though he was only an engraver by trade, and a poet by ambition, he belonged to the race of the driving, rising men, John Wilkes and Joseph Priestley, John Wesley and Benjamin Franklin, who made the world over into the modern form we live in. Everything that happened then, happened to William Blake. He expressed the hopes of the French Revolution in the lucid songs that he began in 1789. He went on writing as lucidly but bitterly against the English hatred of the Revolution at least until 1794. Only after Napoleon betrayed the Revolution, sometime towards 1800, did he finally settle into that endless monologue of fantasy about a Biblical hereafter which we call his prophetic books.


In these senses, this book is a study of one man in one age. But because the man was a poet and an artist, it is in the end a study of all poetry and all art. In the work of William Blake the wars and the famines, the shifts of policies and ideals, become the agonies of all ages; and the hopes of one man become the aspirations of all mankind.


What hopes he had, what quicksilver books he wrote, their headstrong amalgam of prophecy and heresy, the chapters that follow will tell. Yet there is something that should be said at the outset about the man himself. Blake has been pictured by his biographers as a forbidding and humourless patriarch, another bearded giant among the bigots and monomaniacs of his age. And Blake was indeed a man of strong loves and hates and passionate principles. But he was not thereby less human. On the contrary, he was full of lively interests, was playful and quick-witted and witty, and had a happy confidence in himself that no authority could cow. Blake always gives the sense of a mind in flower. For example, he hated what seemed to him the materialist philosophy that runs from John Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding to David Hume. Yet when in his twenties Blake satirized their outlook (and his earnest friends who shared it), he could find a single pungent witticism for it: he called it,






An Easy of Huming Understanding, by John Lookye Gent. [52]








This has the punning tricks of language and the teasing sense of criticism by ridicule which have only been revived by James Joyce in our lifetime.


Blake carried this bright gift into his serious work; he could always transform a solemn political commonplace into a personal quip. When James Gillray drew a cartoon (during the trial of Louis XVI in January 1793) which scoffed at Charles Fox as a foolish lover of liberty, climbing towards a waning moon with a ladder that is too short, Blake took fire at the sneer, but he did not rage at the turncoat. Instead, he simply lengthened the ladder, changed the moon over to its waxing phase, and turned Gillray’s mock into the aspiration of one of his most poignant engravings, the plate ‘I want! I want!’ in The Gates of Paradise. Indeed, Blake calmly took that collective title for his plates from the cynical inscription in Gillray’s cartoon, ‘The Straight Gate or the way to the Patriot’s Paradise.’


SIX


William Blake shared with other leaders of his age a distaste for the established ritual of the Church of England. He was a dissenter, like many of the Quakers and Unitarians whom he knew. But his form of dissent was more mystical than theirs, and derived (beyond Swedenborg) from a tradition which has been only recently and partly uncovered. It now seems likely that the roots of the religious and political dissent which Blake echoes run back into the Puritan Revolution of the 1640s, when for the first time a king was beheaded in Europe, and a new army and a new society were set up by Oliver Cromwell.


Several factions of Puritans had struggled for power in that earlier revolution, between 1640 and 1650. The more extreme of them were suppressed by Oliver Cromwell in 1649 and had to go underground. One such dissident faction, the Levellers led by Colonel John Lilburne, had been powerful in the army; and it also had a pacifist wing, the Diggers led by Gerrard Winstanley, who wanted to overthrow all ownership and to create God’s kingdom, the New Jerusalem, on the pattern of the Apostles. These political ideas in religious dress were preached by several eccentric sects—the Anabaptists, the Fifth Monarchy men, the Seekers, the Ranters, and the newly formed Quakers—and remained alive throughout the eighteenth and into the nineteenth century. Their influence is evident, for example, in the later sects of Shakers and Owenites in America.


The men who carried on this hidden tradition used the language and the metaphors of the Old Testament as Blake uses them in his poems. For example, the secret doctrine of these mystical anarchists was called by them the Everlasting Gospel; and this is the title that Blake took for the moving and heretical verses in which in his last years he still wrote out his contempt (and theirs) for the authoritarian God of the Old Testament, and his love for Christ the rebellious child.






He scorn’d Earth’s Parents, scorn’d Earth’s God,


And mock’d the one & the other’s Rod;


His Seventy Disciples sent


Against Religion & Government:


They by the Sword of Justice fell


And him their Cruel Murderer tell.


He left his Father’s trade to roam


A wand’ring Vagrant without Home;


And thus he others’ labour stole


That he might live above Controll.


The Publicans & Harlots he


Selected for his Company


And from the Adulteress turn’d away


God’s righteous Law, that lost its Prey. [757]








With these Gnostic heresies Blake as a young man held another strain of dissent, which now seems alien, and which indeed he gave up in his old age. This was the rationalist dissent of the Unitarian heretics, of whom Isaac Newton had been one long ago and Joseph Priestley was one now. The young Blake linked it with the underground tradition of the Diggers and the Ranters, for two reasons: a reason of the mind, and a reason of the heart.


The reason of the mind is easy to read. Rationalist dissent was also radical and anti-authoritarian, in politics and in religion. The Unitarian God was one with man, and so was Blake’s God.






God Appears & God is Light


To those poor Souls who dwell in Night,


But does a Human Form Display


To those who Dwell in Realms of day, [434]








he wrote in Auguries of Innocence.


The reason of the heart lay farther off. Blake loved the adventure of learning; to him, Christ was the wonder child and the symbol of knowledge, innocence at one with experience. He taught his young wife to read and write; and he was drawn to the rationalist dissenters because they cared for education. They were not admitted to the English Universities, and had therefore had to set up their own academies. Men and women from these academies were the friends with whom Blake worked in his twenties, and on whose moral verses for children he modelled his own Songs of Innocence. For example, Blake knew in London the famous blue-stocking Mrs Letitia Barbauld, who wrote books of instruction on every topic in literature and in science. Her father had been head of the great Warrington Academy, and had brought Joseph Priestley there to teach English and modern languages, which were new subjects not taught at the Universities. At Warrington, Priestley was drawn to even newer subjects, and became so interested in electricity and in chemistry that he is now remembered chiefly for his deep discoveries in these sciences—for example, for his discovery of oxygen. Mrs Barbauld probably, and Joseph Priestley certainly, are teased by Blake in his early satire, An Island in the Moon. It is Priestley, ‘Inflammable Gass’, who challenges the other philosophers with the cry ‘Your reason—Your reason?’ which Blake turned later into the name for the God of materialism, Urizen, whom he abhorred.


SEVEN


I have come to William Blake as the subject of my study because his work unites the timeless with the timely, the sense of destiny with the sense of the present. Like every great poet, he had the ear which caught the whisper of the Everlasting Gospel in the everyday passions round him. It is the belief of great poets that the condition of man expresses eternally the same themes of love, of truth, of justice and dignity. Yet to the generation which lived through the age of Napoleon and William Pitt, of Peterloo and the Six Acts, the human condition was not an abstract play of ideals; it was experienced in famine and oppression, in poverty and neglect. This is why his age speaks so insistently to ours; for we also, the generation of Belsen and Sharpeville and Stalin’s corrupt tyranny, have learnt that man’s ideals of his own humanity have still to be fought for in every age.


Of the seventy years of Blake’s life, from 1757 to 1827, England was at war for thirty-five. From the Seven Years’ War through the American Revolution to the French wars, they became less and less the traditional skirmishes of men. They became more and more international, ideological, and ruthless. They became the economic wars of Napoleon’s Decrees and the British Orders in Council; they became total war. This is the sequence, step by step more inhuman and more mechanical, which made Blake identify his two hatreds—hatred of the dehumanized machine, and hatred of war.






And Los’s Furnaces howl loud, living, self-moving, lamenting


With fury & despair, & they stretch from South to North


Thro’ all the Four Points, Lo! the Labourers at the Furnaces,


Rintrah & Palamabron, Theotormon & Bromion, loud lab’ring


With the innumerable multitudes of Golgonooza round the Anvils


Of Death! But how they came forth from the Furnaces, & how long


Vast & severe the anguish e’er they knew their Father, were 


Long to tell; & of the iron rollers, golden axle-trees & yokes


Of brass, iron chains & braces, & the gold, silver & brass,


Mingled or separate, for swords, arrows, cannons, mortars,


The terrible ball, the wedge, the loud sounding hammer of destruction,


The sounding flail to thresh, the winnow to winnow kingdoms,


The water wheel & mill of many innumerable wheels resistless,


Over the Four fold Monarchy from Earth to the Mundane Shell. [713]








Behind the outlandish names, the link between Blake’s imagination and his violent times is evident. If it has been missed in the past, it can hardly be missed to-day. To-day the heavy sound in his books of the loom and the forge has so plain an echo in our ear that we hardly need to be told how good was Blake’s ear. It was too good. It followed the details of rebellion and repression, of industry and war so faithfully that he could not but become first unpopular, and then shunned and neglected.


Blake’s indifference to his neglect by his contemporaries has been mistaken, by more worldly readers, for indifference to the world. In fact, it now becomes clear that he wrote his symbolic poems like a diary, as much about the outer world as about his inner thoughts. He put down in his prophetic books what he thought of Malthus’s theories of over-population in the same breath, and the same idiom, as his thoughts about God. Since he was an exceptionally sensitive, above all an imaginative observer, his background much of the time is simply too wide for us. Moreover, we find it hard to understand how the man who was a revolutionary until 1800 could have retreated into religious resignation after 1804. How could he, who had once cursed the authority of Church and State, now protest only at the Old Testament figure of Urizen?


We are no longer used to linking radicalism with religious fervour: in this, Blake was at the end of a Puritan tradition which we have lost. Yet unless we can see as one the revolutionary idealism in Blake’s politics and the Gnostic heresy in his religion, we simply do not see Blake. In his last prophetic book, Jerusalem, he still wrote, 






Are not Religion & Politics the Same Thing? Brotherhood is Religion. [689]








And we do not see as Blake saw; we do not look with his visual mind, we do not hear with his direct and sensuous ear. Through all his poems, there sound the iron footsteps of the modern age: war, oppression, the machine, poverty and the loss of personality. They crowd the pages of his symbolic books as casually as a letter which sneers at Pitt or a marginal note which sides with Tom Paine. This is the prophetic power of Blake: that he felt the coming disasters of war, empire, and industry in his bloodstream, long before politicians and economists shivered at their shadows.


EIGHT


It is over twenty years since the body of this book was written in 1942. At that time, I was working every day of the week at the tasks of destruction which war sets for a scientist. I wrote about Blake when I could, usually late at night; and what I wrote had for me then the force of a commentary on my own day—a testament of what I valued at a time when I feared that it would be destroyed.


Indeed, at that time I did not expect to finish the book. Yet I was sure that I must start it; I had to record my sense of the dignity of an age, the great age of the Industrial Revolution, which had been overlooked or slighted by the historians of our culture. I wanted to speak up for a poet and his rationalist friends together, whose longings of intellect and emotion had made the modern world that I loved.


Of course, I am not the first man to have a new view of Blake. The liveliest book about him is also the earliest: Alexander Gilchrist’s Life of William Blake, first printed in 1863. It has been ably edited by Ruthven Todd for the Everyman Library, with notes which add what has been learnt of Blake since Gilchrist wrote. Much of this new matter, and the old, has been presented by Mona Wilson in her centenary Life of William Blake. I am indebted to both these books, as well as to many other lives and commentaries. The sprightliest of the latter is again the earliest: Algernon Charles Swinburne’s William Blake, A Critical Essay, which was printed in 1868. Of books which treat Blake as a mystic, the most searching seem to me to be Denis Saurat’s Blake and Modern Thought and Milton O. Percival’s William Blake’s Circle of Destiny.


Blake’s shorter poems were first edited with scrupulous detail by John Sampson in The Poetical Works of William Blake in 1905. Since then, Blake’s complete writings—poems, prophetic books, and prose—have been magnificently edited by Geoffrey Keynes for the Nonesuch Press: first in three volumes in 1925; then in one volume without the variant readings in 1927; and most recently in a single volume with the variant readings. This last, The Complete Writings of William Blake, With all the Variant Readings, published in 1957 is a good and convenient popular edition, and I have used it to revise the text of all my quotations from Blake. The number which follows each quotation is that of the page on which the bulk of the quotation stands in this edition.


When I wrote my book in 1942, Blake was regarded as an untaught and remote mystic whose poems lay quite outside his times and our tradition. I showed, in his life and in his writings, that his inspiration was both more robust and more universal than this, and that his vision never missed the meaning of the tremendous years through which he lived. Since my book was first printed, this more ample view of Blake has begun to enter the textbooks, sometimes with and sometimes without acknowledgement. More important, the researches of others have brought new evidence of Blake’s informed, exact, and apt interest in his whole world. Among scholars who have demonstrated this are Mark Schorer in The Politics of Vision, Geoffrey Keynes in his Blake Studies, and Kathleen Raine in her continuing search into the sources of Blake’s mystic knowledge. Two books in particular have filled in the outline of my book, and I have drawn on both of them in this Introduction: one is David V. Erdman’s Blake: Prophet Against Empire, and the other is A. L. Morton’s pioneer study of the secret Puritan tradition, The Everlasting Gospel.





THE TURBULENT AGE,


1. The best balanced account of the Town and its patronage in Augustan times is in Leslie Stephen’s English Literature and Society in the Eighteenth Century.


2. John Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding was almost a humanist bible in the dissenting academies; it had great influence on Joseph Priestley and, in turn, on his students. By contrast, it was anathema in the universities; Oxford students had been forbidden to read it in 1703. See Irene Parker, Dissenting Academies in England.


I have taken the story of Gillray’s cartoon and Blake’s use of it from David Erdman’s Blake: Prophet Against Empire. This is the most important book that has been written about Blake in recent years.


3. My sketch of Blake’s place in the Gnostic tradition of dissent is based on The Everlasting Gospel by A. L. Morton. There is a detailed exposition of the beliefs and writings of the Brethren of the Free Spirit (the Ranters), in their chiliastic context, in The Pursuit of the Millennium by Norman Cohn.


The lasting influence of the sects on education was foreseen by the antiquary Anthony Wood in 1659: ‘But in these late times when the dregs of people grew wiser than their teachers and … therefore above all religion ordinarily profest, nothing could satisfie their insatiable desires but aiming at an utter subversion of them, church and schools…. And as it was a common matter to declaime against universities in publicke, soe was it also in the private meetings and conventicles of Anabaptists, Quakers and such like unstable people.’


4. Blake’s usage is very up to date. The word ‘gas’ (which had been coined earlier by the Flemish chemist van Helmont from the Greek xáos) was first used in English in its modern sense in 1779, five years before Blake began An Island in the Moon. Priestley, who had discovered oxygen in 1774, had called it not ‘inflammable gas’ but ‘dephlogisticated air’. Blake knew about this too; elsewhere in An Island in the Moon he makes Priestley cry in panic, at the escape of an unhealthy gas, ‘Our lungs are destroye’d with the Flogiston’. (Compare Dissent, 4 in Chapter 4.)

























THE PROPHETIC MASK
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ONE


William Blake was born on 28 November 1757; he married Catherine Sophia Boucher on 18 August 1782; and he died about six in the afternoon of 12 August 1827. We know little more of his life. A poet whose poems were unknown; a painter whose painting was disliked: he would have been glad to salvage something less than a life, a living. For Blake had not chosen to be a poet and a painter. At fourteen Blake had chosen to be an engraver; and he held to that choice until he died. He served seven years as an apprentice; he engraved for booksellers; he ran a print-shop. His friends were the men with whom he worked: the designer Thomas Stothard, the sculptor John Flaxman, the painter Henry Fuseli. They helped him to find work and patrons, and they did what little was done to make his poems and his painting known. Blake was nearly forty before he was asked to engrave the first large book of his own designs, to Edward Young’s Night Thoughts. It was printed in the slump of 1797, and failed. Thereafter Blake seldom had enough even of hackwork, and lived when he could by patronage. A second book of his designs, to Robert Blair’s The Grave, was printed in 1808; but it had been given to another to engrave. Blake held a show of his paintings through the summer of 1809. It failed. We do not know how he lived for the next ten years. The slumps had deepened; inflation and unemployment were growing unchecked; Blake was an old man who felt himself shouldered out of work. One by one he quarrelled with the fellow craftsmen who had been his friends. He was lucky after 1818 to find friends in their place, among younger painters who happened to be religious cranks. Their leader, John Linnell, got the Royal Academy to give Blake £25 in 1822. But to keep Blake alive, he had to commission most of his work. Only thus did Blake at last salvage half a dozen years of passable comfort and dignity. He used them to make his best engravings, for The Book of Job, and his finest designs, for Dante’s Divine Comedy. Yet when Job was printed, a year before Blake died, it failed.


It is a story to put its age to shame: decent, humdrum, and hopeless. But it is not an uncommon, it is not even a personal story. Blake lived the impersonal life of a craftsman, using his hands as he had been taught, and keeping his mind his own. The disaster was not in his gifts but in the everyday of his world; the disaster was the world. Change marched masterfully and marched violently through his world: this crippled his livelihood, and this cowed him and made him helpless. There is nothing odd in what happened to Blake; for it was happening to many thousand others. The fine London watchmakers were becoming hands in sweat-shops. The learned societies of the Spitalfields silk-weavers were rioting for bread. The small owners were losing their place, and their skilled workers were losing their livelihood. It is a murderous story, and it is Blake’s story. But it is not the poet’s story, nor the painter’s. It is the story of Blake the engraver.


Blake had become an engraver, at a fee of fifty guineas, as he might become an advertising draughtsman to-day: because he could not afford to become a painter. He may have hoped to work his way from craftsmanship to design. So, in the generation before his, Clarkson, the elder Catton, and John Baker had first worked as coach painters. So, in Blake’s own generation, Stothard had drawn patterns in Spitalfields; and Flaxman designed pottery for the Wedgwoods. But when Blake was apprenticed, the English painters had just won the social standing which they had long coveted; and had at once shut out the engravers. Hogarth had set his face against an English academy all his life, because he feared this rift. But Hogarth had died in 1764. In 1768 his Society of Artists, to spite its bigwigs, chose another one-time coach painter for president. The bigwigs walked out and founded the Royal Academy, with Joshua Reynolds for president. Engravers could not become  members of the Royal Academy. When later the Academy allowed them six lesser seats as associates, the engravers fought back by not putting up for them. This is why Blake’s bitterness, at fifty, against Reynolds’s Discourses to the Royal Academy, is aimed above all at their smugness.




The Enquiry in England is not whether a Man has Talents & Genius, But whether he is Passive & Polite & a Virtuous Ass & obedient to Noblemen’s Opinions in Art & Science. If he is, he is a Good Man. If Not, he must be Starved. [453]


Liberality! we want not Liberality. We want a Fair Price & Proportionate Value & a General Demand for Art. [446]


This Whole Book was Written to Serve Political Purposes. [451]





And Blake’s dislike of the classical manner of the Royal Academy was of a piece with this social anger. Blake had been apprenticed to James Basire, one of a family of craftsmen, engravers to the Society of Antiquaries. Here he learned the growing fashion, to set store by old things: among them Basire’s rather old-fashioned style. Today we recall this as the fashion of a nobility gracefully mourning its decay. But the dislike of the vulgar Court which this Gothic taste spoke was not the monopoly of exquisites like Horace Walpole, privately printing Gray’s The Bard. A print of 1771, which shows Welsh counties paying homage to John Wilkes, has the verse,






Thus Ancient Britons, gen’rous, bold & free,


Untaught at Court to bend the supple Knee,


Corruption’s Shrine with honest Pride disdain


And only bow to Freedom’s Patriot Train.








For the newly made folk-lore of a Druid Albion had also been seized by those who fought George III’s Court more robustly. The Freemasons, the Ancient Family of Leeches, the small men who made Wilkes and Liberty a symbol for their discontent, took the Ancient Britons for forefathers of their brotherhoods. It was their Gothic, not Walpole’s, which Blake made his own; it had for his age the same force that primitive art has had for ours. When later, in the French wars, not long after the end of the Albion newspaper, Blake painted The Ancient Britons, he saw them 




naked, simple, plain in their acts and manners; wiser than after-ages. They were overwhelmed by brutal arms. [577]





TWO


I make it plain at the outset that, in the social struggle of that time, my sympathy is with Blake. But I must make it as plain that such a sympathy cannot take the place of a judgement of Blake’s work. When we know what prompted him to do what he did; even when we find these promptings just; we have not shown that what he did was also well done. And I do not think that it was always well done. I think that Blake himself commonly made this mistake, of letting his sympathy master his judgement. A sound sympathy drew Blake to the Gothic; nevertheless, that rootless taste did him harm. For it misled Blake, who could have faced the new, to give a false prophetic worth to the fakes of Ossian and the Sublime.




I Believe both Macpherson & Chatterton, that what they say is Ancient Is so.


I own myself an admirer of Ossian equally with any other Poet whatever, Rowley & Chatterton also. [783]





It made Blake, one of the few English painters who had not seen the Italian paintings between which he chose with passion, also one of the few who did not know the paintings shown by Count Truchsess in 1803 for fakes.




Suddenly, on the day after visiting the Truchsessian Gallery of pictures, I was again enlightened with the light I enjoyed in my youth, and which has for exactly twenty years been closed from me as by a door and by window-shutters. [852]
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