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BLAKE'S MOON-ARK SYMBOLISM

NICHOLAS O. WARNER

chronologically, the moon-ark or moon-boat

probably seems a minor, perhaps even merely
decorative motif. The image does not enter the
Blakean canon until fairly late, 1804 and after, and
then appears but sparsely--one line in Milton, four
pictures in Jerusalem, a design from the Dante
illustrations. Yet an examination of the moon-boat
image will reveal its close connections to the basic
Blakean themes of spiritual degeneration and ultimate
redemption through the saving power of the imagina-
tion and of Christ's mercy. Furthermore, Blake's
yoking of moon and boat results in an image of both
spiritual illumination and spiritual transportation
from one state of moral consciousness to another,
Thus, if we study the moon-boat in relation to its
sources in art and myth, modified by Blake into a
motif compatible with his own iconography, we will
discern its value as a vehicle of transition from a
lower to a higher state of spiritual perception,
and as a symbol of redemptive power.

T o a reader-viewer going through Blake's work

So far, the only critic to discuss the subject
in detail has been Albert S. Roe, who concentrates
on a moon-boat from one of Blake's designs for
Dante's Divine Comedy. 1 would like to begin by
examining this illustration, and then go on to a
more thorough analysis of the whole phenomenon of
the moon-ark in Blake's work. My procedure will be
to demonstrate the symbolic values of the moon-boat
as they arise from Blake's assimilation and trans-
formation of traditional motifs.

The moon-boat described by Roe appears in the
drawing entitled "The Angelic Boat Wafting Over the
Souls for Purgation,” in which an angel standing in
a crescent-shaped boat bears souls away to Purgatory

(i1lus. 1). Roe convincingly argues that this
crescent boat indicates Blake's association of this
“scene with Beulah, for Beulah too is a place where
spirits come and go. . . ."! Implicit in Roe's
analysis is the view of the moon-boat as a symbol

of spiritual transit, and of Beulah as a transitional
state: "Man is thus shown in this design in the in-
between realm of Beulah. As the spirits embrace on
the shore, the angelic boat guided by the Divine
Imagination waits to take them back to the eternal
joy of Eden."?

I believe that Roe's interpretation can be
elaborated and extended to the moon-ark images of
Milton and Jerusalem. The sole moon-ark image in
Milton occurs verbally, in Blake's reference to
Ololon, the emanation of Milton, who descends into
"Felphams Vale" and the "Fires of Intellect" in the
form of a "Moony Ark" (Miltom 42:7-9). Ololon's
descent marks the poem's triumphant conclusion, in
which God and man, as well as Milton and his
emanation, are united. But why does Blake describe
Ololon as an ark, and why is the ark "Moony“? To
answer this question we must first turn to Jerusalem.
After examining the moon-boat illustrations from
Jerusalem, we can return to the figure of Ololon
with a fuller, more lucid sense of her symbolic
value. However, in order to understand how Blake
uses the moon-arks of Jerusalem as symbols of

1 Blake: "The Angelic Boat Wafting Over the Souls
for Purgation." Courtesy of the Trustees of the
British Museum.







redemption, spiritual transition and refuge, we must
?150 see how Blake re-casts a number of traditional
images to form his own moon-ark iconography.

Blake was rather miscellaneous in adapting
general and specific sources for his union of boat
and moon into a single image. The positive symbolism
of the boat in Blake is not surprising, as the image
of the ship or boat is nearly always benign both in
Western and Eastern symbolism. The moon, on the
other hand, often functions as a baleful symbol, a
source of lunacy, an emblem of mutability and in-
constancy. Yet there exist positive alternative
instances of lunar symbolism, and it is on these
that Blake seems to have drawn for the purposes of
his own image of the moon-ark. I would like to
focus briefly on three such areas of positive lunar
associations--first, some general, scattered images
of the moon as positive; second, a moon-boat motif
possibly familiar to Blake from medieval and
Renaissance Christian art; third, the moon-boat
symbolism set forth by the English antiquarian,
Jacob Bryant.

As an object of 1light, the moon often functions
as a symbolic promise of the return of the sun, as
in Isaiah 30:26 ("Moreover the light of the moon
shall be as the 1light of the sun") and Jeremiah 31:35
("Thus saith the Lord, which giveth the sun for a
light by day, and the ordinances of the moon and of
the stars for a light by night"). A sign of some-
thing hopeful, bright, and definite in an amorphous
sea of darkness (broken only by stars), the moon
goes through its cycle of phases with reassuring
reqularity? (hence its many cross-cultural associa-
tions with rebirth.)* As for the ship or boat, its
positive meanings, as I mentioned earlier, are
numerous and wide-ranging. The ship is often
depicted as an image of sanctuary, as well as of
rebirth and immortality.” A frequent symbol of
refuge from a hostile sea, the ship also appears as
a means of transcending mundane existence by trans-
porting the soul to other worlds."

Perhaps some of these associations 1lie behind
a mtif in Christian art that strikingly anticipates

Blake's own use of the moon-boat, namely the appear-
ance in medieval and early Renaissance art of
distinctly crescent-shaped ships and boats. Now,
whether there is any intended significance underlying
the resemblance of boat to moon in certain works of
art has not, as far as I know, received any scholarly
attention. However, it is likely that an active \
imagination 1ike Blake's, prone to complex symbolic
associations, might very well have made something
significant of such a resemblance. Both the moon

and the boat were accegted emblems of the Church in
Christian iconography,’ and perhaps it is this link
that such works express, or that itself appealed to
Blake. One frequent symbol of the Church, Noah's
Ark, was occasionally portrayed in crescent-like
form, as in a medieval manuscript of uncertain date
in which the ark consists of a house set in an
exaggerated crescent-shaped boat (il1lus. 7). This
picture even brings to mind some lines about Los

who, practical visionary that he is, provides Ulro
with a moon to replace the lost moon of Beulah:

“"And Sixty Winters Los raged in the Divisions of
Reuben: / Building the Moon of Ulro, plank by plank,
& rib by rib" (g 32:3-4).

Similarly shaped boats abound in the well-known
Stuttgart Psalter, though it is doubtful that Blake
would have seen it. One motif from the Psalter,
however, a crescent-shaped boat in a monster-infested
sea (il1lus. 8) is particularly interesting. The
same motif occurs several times in illustrations to
the Geneva, or so-called "Breeches" or Queen
Elizabeth Bible, an English Bible of which there
were numerous editions and copies that Blake may
well have seen.® The significance, for Blake, of a

2 Blake: detail, Jerusalem, plate 18, 8 3/4 x 6 1/4
in. Courtesy of the Trustees of the British Museum.

3 Blake: Jerusalem, plate 20, 8 3/4 x 6 1/4 in,
Courtesy of the Trustees of the British Museum,
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