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Introduction





‘Greatness,’ said T. S. Eliot, ‘is not a state that poets really seek; greatness is a matter, so far as we are concerned, of chance, of what happens afterwards when we are dead; and that depends upon a great many things outside of ourselves.’ It is certainly true of William Blake that, whatever his contemporaries thought of him as an artist and poet, they would not have expected him to be ranked as one of the greatest writers of his era.


Few of them would have been in a position to form a judgement on the matter anyway, though some of his poems were circulated by enthusiasts. These short lyrics were admired, but they were thought to be the work of a madman. Walter Savage Landor was ‘strangely fascinated’ by them, and told his future biographer that ‘Blake had been Wordsworth’s prototype’, and that he ‘wished they could have divided his madness between them; for that some accession of it in the one case, and something of a diminution of it in the other, would have greatly improved both.’ Charles Lamb used to call Blake a ‘mad Wordsworth’, while Wordsworth himself remarked of Blake: ‘There is no doubt that this man is mad, but there is something in this madness which I enjoy more than the Sense of W: Sc: [Walter Scott] or Lord B.’


Some time in 1807, Wordsworth and his sister Dorothy copied out ‘Holy Thursday’, ‘Laughing Song’, ‘The Tyger’ and the song ‘I Love the Jocund Dance’ into a commonplace book. Coleridge, in 1818, returning a copy of Blake’s Songs of Innocence and Experience, provided his correspondent with a key to his reactions to individual poems. The letter ‘I’ meant ‘It gave me great pleasure,’ while ‘Θ’ meant ‘It gave me pleasure in the highest degree.’ ‘The Divine Image’ and ‘Night’ were both top-scorers, while ‘The Little Black Boy’ was rated ‘Θ : yea Θ + Θ!’


You can see, from this kind of evidence, that Blake as a poet was, in his day, only inches away from the highest sort of recognition. But those were significant inches, and we cannot even be sure that it was the artist-poet that John Clare was referring to when he wrote: ‘Blake was brave by instinct & honest by choice.’ But it makes a nice tribute.


In 1811, Henry Crabb Robinson, the diarist and early essayist on Blake, read some of the poems to Hazlitt, who was ‘much struck with them & expressed himself with his usual strength & singularity. “They are beautiful,” he said, “& only too deep for the vulgar; he has no sense of the ludicrous & as to God a worm crawling in a privy is as worthy an object as any other, all being to him indifferent. So to Blake the Chimney Sweeper &c. He is ruined by vain struggles to get rid of what presses on his brain – he attempts impossibles –”’ To which Crabb Robinson replied that Blake was ‘like a man who lifts a burthen too heavy for him; he bears it an instant, then it falls on and crushes him’.


The full recognition of Blake’s genius began during the last decade of his life (1757–1827), with the adulation of the ‘Ancients’ – artists such as Samuel Palmer, Edward Calvert, John Linnell and George Richmond. But the piety of this circle brought with it a very serious drawback: it was one of Blake’s admirers, Frederick Tatham, who appears to have burnt a large number of Blake’s manuscripts. He was a zealous member of a Christian sect called the Irvingites. Tatham is said to have been ‘instigated to it by some very influential members of the Sect on the ground that Blake was inspired; but from quite the wrong quarter – by Satan himself – and was to be cast out as an “unclean spirit”.’


Quite what was destroyed is impossible to know: according to one source, ‘volumes of verse, amounting, it is said, to nearly an hundred, prepared for the press’. Was Blake exaggerating when he told Crabb Robinson that he had ‘written more than Voltaire or Rousseau – Six or Seven Epic poems as long as Homer and 20 tragedies as long as Macbeth’? Well, Macbeth is actually one of the shorter tragedies, but this emphasis on length is a little ominous: it is hard to pine, exactly, for the loss of those epic poems. What does not bear contemplating is the putative loss of things not mentioned in this list: notebooks, lyric poems, epigrams.


If what was destroyed was believed to be inspired by Satan, we may imagine that it included works that were found to be antimonarchical, heretical and sexually outrageous. Blake seems to have intended to write ‘The Bible of Hell’, for he drafted a title page for it, subtitled ‘in Nocturnal Visions collected Vol. I Lambeth’. And another, or perhaps the same, project: ‘For Children the Gates of Hell’. Crabb Robinson says that Blake ‘shewed me his Version (for so it may be called) of Genesis – “as understood by a Christian Visionary” in which in a style resembling the Bible – The spirit is given. He read a passage at random. It was striking.’ But G. E. Bentley, who sets out all the evidence for Lost Works in his edition of Blake’s writings, concludes that nothing resembling a Version of Genesis is known.


Blake himself, in the year before his death, told Crabb Robinson:




‘I have been tempted to burn my MSS but my wife wont let me.’ ‘She is right,’ said I – ‘You have written these, not from yourself but by a higher order. The MSS. are theirs not your property – You cannot tell what purpose they may answer; unforeseen to you.’ He liked this and said he would not destroy them …





It is ironic that here we find the reason for preserving the writings to be the same as the reason for destroying them: they were inspired by a higher order, whether Satanic or otherwise.


It is exasperating to read of Dante Gabriel Rossetti, one of the key Victorian advocates of Blake’s work, throwing into his waste-basket some sheets containing ‘bad’ verses, ‘from which Swinburne rescued a few fragments not quite so worthless as the rest’. And Anne Gilchrist, the widow of Blake’s pioneering biographer, burnt ‘a prose narrative of a domestic, and also fantastic, sort, clearly intended by its author to count as humouristic or funny, and somewhat in the Shandean vein.’


No doubt this destroyed work was something like the nonsensical ‘An Island in the Moon’, most of whose satire and purpose is obscure to us. The fact that I have not included ‘An Island’ in this selection does not mean it does not interest me. Vala or The Four Zoas, on the other hand (for whose first publication Yeats was partially responsible), is more than I can face. Of course I am glad it escaped the bonfire. But this is not the Blake who so effortlessly commands our highest respect, prompting comparisons, in Eliot’s essay in The Sacred Wood, with Homer, Aeschylus, Dante and Villon.


What the source of that greatness is, Eliot answers in a striking way:




It is merely a peculiar honesty, which, in a world too frightened to be honest, is peculiarly terrifying. It is an honesty against which the world conspires, because it is unpleasant. Blake’s poetry has the unpleasantness of great poetry. Nothing that can be called morbid or abnormal or perverse, none of the things which exemplify the sickness of an epoch or a fashion, have this quality; only those things which, by some extraordinary labour of simplification, exhibit the essential sickness or strength of the human soul.





It is not hard to think of lines that exemplify this unpleasantness. The celebrated conclusion of ‘The Poison Tree’ for instance:






In the morning glad I see


My foe outstretched beneath the tree.








The use of the word ‘glad’ in such a context has a terrific force, as in Drayton:






Since there’s no help, come let us kiss and part,


Nay, I have done: you get no more of me,


And I am glad, yea glad with all my heart,


That thus so cleanly I myself can free …








But the whole psychological argument of ‘A Poison Tree’ was in its time completely original, and displays – if Blake is to be admired for his ‘peculiar honesty’ – an extraordinary insight into deceit.






There is a Smile of Love


And there is a Smile of Deceit


And there is a Smile of Smiles


In which these two Smiles meet …








This from the ‘The Smile’, the poem from which Yeats borrowed, and adapted, the phrase ‘the Hearts deep Core’ which turns up at the end of ‘The Lake Isle of Innisfree’ – Yeats being as much in debt to Blake as Auden was.






The look of love alarms


Because tis filld with fire


But the look of soft deceit


Shall Win the lovers hire.








‘Soft deceit’ turns up again as a manifestation of beauty, and there is a strong sense of deceit hovering around the following transactions:






I asked a thief to steal me a peach.


He turned up his eyes.


I askd a lithe lady to lie her down.


Holy & meek she cries.







As soon as I went


An angel came.


He winkd at the thief


And smild at the dame







And without one word said


Had a peach from the tree


And still as a maid


Enjoy’d the lady.








What could the moral of this poem possibly be, other than ‘Don’t ask, if you don’t want to receive a hypocritical refusal’? But what sort of angel are we talking about, who goes around stealing peaches and making love to holy-seeming ladies? This is one of the many mysteries of Blake, and a source of his great attractiveness to modern taste.


There is religion here, but there is no orthodoxy. Everything depends on what seems to Blake to be true. There is a reverence for Christ, matched by a hatred for what the church has done in his name. The little boy in the second of the two poems called ‘A Little Boy Lost’ is boldly heterodox, not to say heretical, when he declares that:






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,


Or any of my brothers more?


I love you as the little bird


That picks the crumbs around the door.








He is like Cordelia when she, with catastrophic consequences, refuses to flatter Lear. In a sense he is more provocative than Cordelia. She tells Lear she loves him ‘According to my bond; no more, no less.’ And she expounds the meaning of this. ‘Good my Lord,’ she explains,






You have begot me, bred me, lov’d me: I


Return those duties back as are right fit,


Obey you, love you, and most honour you.








Cordelia’s love is conventional. But the little boy questions both the commandment to love the Lord thy God, but also the possibility of Thought apprehending something larger than itself. For this answer the little boy is taken by the priest to a holy place, where he is burned alive. The last line of the poem is missing a question mark in Blake’s engraved version: ‘Are such things done on Albions shore.’ But many a priest might have objected that, no, they are not. Children were not burnt at the stake for heterodoxy. Indeed, nobody was being burnt at the stake for heresy in Britain at the time Blake wrote.* And yet Blake’s forcefulness convinces us that the poem is in some sense true. So we must look for the sense in which it is true.


The sense would be something along these lines: that the cruelty of Christian doctrine as forced upon a child’s innocent spiritual nature amounts to a kind of murder. The threat of hell fire is like a sort of burning at the stake. Blake may have been saying this, but he was still a Christian himself, and in his Songs of Innocence, especially, he was working within a tradition of religious versification for children which goes back to Bunyan and Isaac Watts. Indeed, among the earliest printed references to Blake’s poetry we find an unflattering comparison with Watts. If Watts, says a writer in the Monthly Review (October 1806), ‘seldom rose above the level of a mere versifier, in what class must we place Mr. Blake, who is certainly very inferior to Watts?’


It is the misfortune of Watts (1674–1748) to be remembered through Lewis Carroll’s parodies of his moralising children’s poems in Alice in Wonderland. He was immensely successful as a hymnographer, and an American survey published in 1891 estimated that two-fifths of the hymns in 750 hymn-books were those of Watts. Of the 697 hymns he wrote, 191 were then still in use in Calvinist churches. They include ‘Come Let Us Join Our Cheerful Songs’, ‘Give me the Wings of Faith to Rise’, ‘Jesus Shall Reign Where’er the Sun’, ‘There Is a Land of Pure Delight’ and ‘When I Survey the Wondrous Cross’.


As with much popular literature, the texts of these hymns were continually revised and updated, to make them conform to later taste. This means that, even if we are aware of Watts’s hymns, we may know them in inferior versions, with omissions and the kind of improvements we would not tolerate in poetic texts. The last two verses of ‘When I Survey’ give us a sense of Watts at his best:






His dying Crimson like a Robe


Spreads o’re his Body on the Tree,


Then I am dead to all the Globe,


And all the Globe is dead to me.







Were the whole Realm of Nature mine,


That were a Present far to small;


Love so amazing, so divine


Demands my Soul, my Life, my All.








The first of these verses is often omitted in church, while in the second the word ‘Present’ is usually changed to ‘Offering’. (A final verse, not by Watts, was added in Hymns Ancient and Modern.) Such rewriting has been traditionally accepted, because the hymn is seen as belonging to the church, not to its author. If someone were to assert that Watts was our Luther, that claim would be hard to dismiss. ‘We might almost say,’ as an American source puts it, ‘that before Watts, English churches sang Psalms. After Watts, they sang Hymns.’


Lewis Carroll does not parody the hymns – that would have been unthinkable. What he delights in sinking is the poetry for children. Here is Watts in his Divine Songs for Children (1715, and still going strong in the nursery 150 years later):






How doth the little busy bee


    Improve each shining hour,


And gather honey all the day


    From every open flower!







How skilfully she builds the cell!


    How neat she spreads the wax!


And labours hard to store it well


    With the sweet food she makes.










In words of labour or of skill,


    I would be busy too;


For Satan finds some mischief still


    For idle hands to do.







In books, or works, or healthful play,


    Let my first years be passed,


That I may give for every day


    Some good account at last.








Blake perhaps alludes to this poem when he places among his Proverbs of Hell: ‘The busy bee has no time for sorrow.’ And here is Carroll, setting up a moment in which Alice, misremembering Watts, believes, because she is getting the words wrong, that she must be ignorant Mabel after all:






How doth the little crocodile


    Improve his shining tail,


And pour the waters of the Nile


    On every golden scale!







How cheerfully he seems to grin,


    How neatly spreads his claws,


And welcomes little fishes in,


    With gently smiling jaws.








The poem stops at this point with Alice’s ‘I’m sure those are not the right words’, before the moral can be drawn – the joke being that there is no way Alice should be emulating a crocodile.


Here again is the opening of another Watts poem:






’Tis the voice of the sluggard; I heard him complain,


‘You have wak’d me too soon, I must slumber again.’


As the door on its hinges, so he on his bed,


Turns his sides and his shoulders and his heavy head.








This in Carroll’s hands becomes:






’Tis the voice of the Lobster: I heard him declare


‘You have baked me too brown, I must sugar my hair.’


As a duck with its eyelids, so he with his nose


Trims his belt and his buttons and turns out his toes.








And so on.


Where Carroll takes delight in sinking Watts entirely, by turning him into pure nonsense, Blake has been thought to be answering him back. Here is an illustration of the way Bunyan, Watts and Blake were working in the same tradition of children’s poetry, moralising from the works of nature. It has been noted that each has a poems about the ant, or ‘pismire’, taking off from the Book of Proverbs, chapter 6, verse 6: ‘Go to the ant, thou sluggard; consider her ways and be wise.’ Here is Bunyan ‘Upon the Pismire’:






     Must we unto the Pis-mire go to School,


To learn of her, in Summer to provide


For Winter next ensuing; Man’s a Fool,


Or silly Ants would not be made his Guide.


     But Sluggard, is it not a shame for thee,


To be out-done by Pis-mires? Prethee hear:


Their works (too) will thy Condemnation bee,


When at the Judgment seat thou shalt appear.


     But since thy God doth bid thee to her go,


Obey, her ways consider, and be wise.


The Piss-ants tell thee will what thou must do,


And set the way to Life before thine eyes.








No evidence here that Bunyan had looked closely at, or thought very hard about, the ant. Indeed the starting-point of the lesson is an acknowledged reluctance to take a biblical lesson to heart. And Bunyan is a rudimentary naturalist:






The Frog by Nature is both damp and cold,


Her Mouth is large, her Belly much will hold:


She sits somewhat ascending, loves to be


Croaking in Gardens, tho unpleasantly.








There is not much joy in this description, whose purpose is to set the frog up as the emblem of the ecclesiastical hypocrite.


Watts, though by aptitude not a nature poet, was a creature of the Enlightenment who had clearly looked through a microscope and been amazed by what he had seen. He had looked, and he seems to have recognised that if he went on looking too hard his whole spiritual system would be in danger of crashing to the ground. At least that is what I take this passage to suggest.




An exquisite World of Wonders is complicated even in the Body of every little Insect, an Ant, a Gnat, a Mite, that is scarce visible to the naked Eye. Admirable Engines! which a whole Academy of Philosophers could never contrive, which the Nation of Poets hath neither Art nor Colours to describe; nor has the World of Mechanics Skill enough to frame the plainest, or coarsest of them. Their Nurves, their Muscles, and the minute Atoms which compose the Fluids fit to run in the little Channels of their Veins, escape the Notice of the most sagacious Mathematician, with all his Aid of Glasses. The active Powers and Curiosity of Human Nature are limited in their Pursuit, and must be content to lie down in Ignorance. – Hitherto shall ye go and no further.





Watts has an admirable short essay or meditation upon the destruction of a hornets’ nest, from which we can see that, had circumstances been a little different, he might well have become a naturalist – but if he had done so, he would, just like the clergy of the nineteenth century, have had to ask those awkward questions, and not be ‘content to lie down in ignorance’. Sooner or later there would have been a crisis.
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