

[image: images]




[image: images]




More poetry available from
Macmillan Collector’s Library


Poems for Christmas introduced by Judith Flanders


Poems for Happiness introduced by Richard Coles


Poems for Travellers introduced by Paul Theroux


Poems on Nature introduced by Helen Macdonald


Poems of Childhood introduced by
Michael Morpurgo


Poems for Love introduced by Joanna Trollope


Leaves of Grass: Selected Poems by Walt Whitman


Selected Poems by John Keats


The Golden Treasury ed. Francis Turner Palgrave


Poetry of the First World War ed. Marcus Clapham


A Shropshire Lad by A. E. Housman


The Rime of the Ancient Mariner by
Samuel Taylor Coleridge


Poems of Thomas Hardy by Thomas Hardy


Tales and Poems by Edgar Allan Poe


Selected Verse by Rudyard Kipling


The Sonnets by William Shakespeare


Collected Poems by W. B. Yeats




Foreword


PETER HARNESS



England has produced only a handful of what may be called ‘visionary’ poets over the years, of which the most notable are William Blake and his great hero John Milton, author of the epics Paradise Lost and Paradise Regained. However, whereas Milton enjoyed popular success, and a literary and political career apart from his religious and metaphysical poetry, Blake did not. For him, life was a struggle to make ends meet. Although he occasionally enjoyed small success as an engraver or as a poet, his work usually failed to make any impact. Throughout the age of the great (and greatly successful) Romantic writers – Wordsworth, Coleridge, and later Byron, Shelley and Keats – Blake tried and failed to get his work into print; and when he took to engraving and publishing it himself, he never managed to sell more than a handful of copies. He was a literary outsider, misunderstood and derided by the artistic establishment of his time (if indeed he was noticed at all); condemned for immorality and seditious behaviour; and afflicted by borderline madness and persistent visions for the majority of his adult life. For him, the world of angels, devils and an Old-Testament-style God was always close at hand: unlike Milton he was unable to put himself at a literary distance from it, and therefore, perhaps, ill-equipped to make a success of himself in his own lifetime.


Blake was born on 28 November 1757, in Broad Street, London, the son of a hosier. He was a difficult and badly-behaved child, and soon became prone to the religious visions that would so influence him in later life. However, the boy clearly had a talent for both literature and art. He was sent to a drawing school in the Strand, and later apprenticed to James Basire, a master engraver. Blake spent his youth and early adulthood sketching and copying the work of older artists. In 1779 he was admitted to the Royal Academy, under the stewardship of Joshua Reynolds. Never one to conform, Blake soon began to fall out with his teachers, whose views on art and artists he did not share. Nevertheless, Blake was soon able to make some kind of living as an engraver for novels and catalogues; meanwhile he began to write the poetry for which he is now famous. In 1783, the year after he married Catherine Boucher, his first volume, Poetical Sketches, was published, to no great acclaim. On the death of his father, Blake set up a short-lived print-selling business; but he was devoting more and more time to his poetical writings.
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