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REVIEWS 

John Beer ,  BLAKE'S VISIONARY UNIVERSE. Manchester ,  England :  Mancheste r  Univer ­
sit y Press ;  Ne w York :  Barne s &  Noble ,  Inc. ,  1969 .  Pp .  xi v +  394 .  7 8 i1 1 us . 
70s ;  $11.50 . 

Reviewed by Irene H. Chayes, Silver Spring, Maryland 

Thi s boo k i s th e companio n an d continuatio n o f  Blake's Humanism, publishe d jus t  on e 
yea r  before ;  ther e ar e som e overlappings ,  repetitions ,  an d revisions ,  an d som e o f  th e 
same difficulties ,  beginnin g wit h th e presen t  title .  Th e word s "vision "  an d "vision ­
ary "  wer e use d i n th e earlie r  volume ,  an d i n Coleridge the visionary a s well ,  wit h a n 
evasiv e loosenes s tha t  ha s no t  bee n remedied .  Blake' s "vision "  her e i s no t  primarily , 
as som e migh t  expect ,  hi s creativ e imaginatio n a s a  poe t  o r  a n artist .  Sometime s th e 
word i s a  synony m fo r  "fantasy, "  o r  i t  merge s wit h th e plura l  "visions "  o f  anecdote , 
whic h Bee r  refer s t o bu t  make s n o attemp t  t o examin e critically .  (Th e Ancien t  o f  Day s 
abov e th e staircas e i s invoke d severa l  times. )  Often ,  "vision "  seem s t o b e n o mor e 
tha n th e qualit y inferre d fro m a  passag e o f  lyrica l  affirmatio n o r  mora l  exhortation , 
th e effec t  o f  Blake' s poeti c power s rathe r  tha n th e cause .  I n hi s mor e genera l  re ­
marks ,  Bee r  stay s clos e t o Blake' s ow n languag e an d juggle s hi s terms ,  nou n an d adjec ­
tive ,  i n sentence s whic h reac h completio n withou t  yieldin g u p a  definition .  When Blak e 
i s sai d t o stres s th e "visionar y element "  o f  worl d myths ,  fo r  example ,  h e i s see n ar ­
guin g tha t  "al l  alik e wer e tellin g a  common stor y o f  th e declin e o f  Man fro m origina l 
Vision "  (p .  15) .  Later ,  followin g th e accoun t  o f  Jerusalem, th e word-pla y i s carrie d 
t o th e subjec t  o f  th e whol e study :  "Blak e ha d com e t o acknowledg e tha t  th e mos t  im ­
portan t  poin t  abou t  hi s visionar y univers e wa s no t  tha t  i t  wa s a  univers e bu t  tha t  i t 
was visionary "  (p .  263) . 

Unlik e "vision "  an d "visionary "  alone ,  however ,  "visionar y universe "  doe s hav e a 
practica l  equivalen t  i n th e specifi c  discussion s here .  I t  i s  th e no t  unfamilia r  worl d 
of  th e propheti c books ,  " a symboli c an d interpretativ e landscape, "  a s Bee r  eventuall y 
call s it ,  whos e traditiona l  an d mythologica l  element s hav e bee n wel l  investigate d b y 
Damon,  Percival ,  Raine ,  an d Hirst ,  a s wel l  a s b y lesse r  worker s i n th e sam e vineyard . 
Beer  ha s littl e t o ad d t o wha t  i s alread y know n o f  Blake' s backgroun d i n thes e matters , 
and h e doe s no t  full y  develo p th e motif s h e himsel f  single s ou t  fo r  emphasis :  "pathos " 
and "sublimity, "  th e sceptr e an d crown ,  th e shell ,  th e "phalli c  lapse. "  Instead ,  an d 
rathe r  surprisingly ,  th e contributio n o f  hi s stud y turn s ou t  t o b e straightforwar d com ­
mentary ,  sustaine d ove r  th e thre e centra l  chapter s an d coverin g bot h The Four zoas an d 
Jerusalem, boo k b y book .  Inevitabl y ther e ar e som e misreading s an d distortion s o f 
Blake' s texts ,  balance d b y felicitie s o f  observatio n an d insigh t  elsewhere ;  a  literat e 
new reade r  wh o previousl y ha d onl y glance d a t  th e poem s undoubtedl y woul d gai n enlight ­
enment  fro m Beer' s commentary ,  an d th e acknowledgment s i n th e Prefac e sugges t  tha t  i t 
i s  suc h a  reade r  wh o i s bein g addresse d i n th e expositor y portion s o f  th e book .  I 
leav e a  detaile d critiqu e o f  thes e chapter s t o othe r  reviewers .  Instead ,  i n thi s lim ­
ite d spac e I  woul d lik e t o conside r  Beer' s wa y o f  lookin g a t  Blake' s pictures ,  whic h 
i s mor e revealin g tha n th e commentar y an d mor e pertinen t  t o curren t  discussion s i n th e 
Newsletter. 

The interpretatio n o f  th e Arlingto n Cour t  paintin g whic h Joh n E .  Gran t  ha s chal ­
lenged !  i s include d i n a  chapte r  dealin g mainly ,  an d conventionall y enough ,  wit h th e 
illustration s t o Young ,  Dante ,  an d th e Boo k o f  Job .  My concer n i s wit h Beer' s inter -
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pretation s i n anothe r  sectio n o f  hi s book ,  wher e th e illustration s cite d i n th e criti ­
cal  tex t  ar e groupe d accordin g t o a  privat e schem e o f  th e author' s own ,  wit h a  separat e 
commentary .  Th e term s use d i n th e caption s ar e fro m Blake--"Innocence, "  "Experience, " 
"energy, "  "desire, "  "mora l  law, "  an d o f  cours e "vision"--bu t  th e phrasin g an d th e com ­
bination s an d contrast s ar e Beer's ,  an d t o th e hypothetica l  ne w reade r  wh o may hav e 
been wo n b y th e chapter s o n th e poetr y th e relatio n o f  th e caption s t o th e illustration s 
i s likel y t o b e a s mysteriou s a s th e relatio n o f  th e plate s t o eac h other .  Interpretiv e 
caption s ar e usuall y assigne d onl y t o Blake' s designs ,  althoug h picture s fro m othe r 
source s ar e introduce d fo r  comparison ;  o n occasion ,  Beer' s purpose s see m t o b e serve d 
by th e comparativ e plate s alone ,  withou t  referenc e t o thos e b y Blake .  (See ,  e.g. ,  Figs . 
17 an d 18 ,  "Th e Impositio n o f  Law, "  an d 19 ,  "Cruelt y unde r  th e Law." ) 

Beer  perhap s woul d defen d hi s arrangemen t  an d hi s caption s b y quotin g wha t  h e as ­
sert s i n hi s las t  chapte r  abou t  th e wor k o f  th e "visionary "  painter :  "th e symboli c 
meanin g i s a  guid e t o th e interna l  organizatio n o f  th e design "  (p .  297) .  Bu t  eve n i f 
i t  wer e possible ,  a t  th e presen t  stag e o f  Blak e studies ,  fo r  al l  t o agre e tha t  a  "sym ­
boli c meaning "  i s wha t  mus t  b e sough t  i n eac h Blak e design ,  an d tha t  Joh n Bee r  ha s 
foun d th e key :  eve n so ,  objection s woul d hav e t o b e mad e t o Beer' s description s an d 
interpretation s o n elementar y grounds .  I n Blake's Humanism, ever y serpen t  entwinin g a 
human figur e (includin g th e earthwor m i n "Elohi m Creatin g Adam" )  wa s a n imag e o f  "self ­
hood" ;  here ,  serpent s eithe r  coilin g i n spiral s o r  entangle d wit h group s o f  huma n fig ­
ure s (Figs .  24-30 )  ar e designate d "energies. "  "Th e pictur e actuall y change s fo r  u s a s 
we lear n wha t  i t  i s  about, "  Bee r  say s o f  "visionary "  painting ;  bu t  th e change s i n thes e 
design s tha t  ar e implie d b y th e caption s ar e unacceptable .  Th e oppositio n se t  u p be ­
twee n men i n urizen 2 5 (Fig .  29 )  an d women i n Jerusalem 7 5 (Fig .  30 )  i s clearl y wrong , 
as Joh n Gran t  als o ha s pointe d out ,  an d i t  i s  doubtfu l  tha t  th e creature s i n Fig .  2 9 
can b e calle d serpent s a t  all .  (Th e Ghis i  engravin g reproduce d a s Fig .  2 8 i s identi ­
fie d onl y a s "Serpent s attackin g men. "  Actually ,  th e strugglin g grou p i s a  detai l 
fro m a  famou s original ,  whic h itsel f  i s  relevan t  t o bot h Blak e designs--bu t  no t  i n 
Beer' s terms. ) 

Or  ther e i s Fig .  54 ,  th e desig n fro m Plat e 4  o f  Europe .  Evidentl y recallin g th e 
verba l  imager y o f  veilin g an d coverin g i n th e poetry ,  Bee r  label s thi s "Woman veilin g 
chil d o f  Vision, "  i n spit e o f  th e summons "Aris e 0  Ore "  i n th e text. 2 Fig .  5 3 i s a n 
engravin g afte r  Raphael' s "Madonn a o f  th e Veil, "  offere d i n contrast ;  ye t  i f  Enithar -
mon' s actio n i s recognize d a s unveiling ,  ther e i s no t  a  contras t  betwee n th e tw o scene s 
but  a  parallel ,  whic h confirm s an d i s confirme d b y th e Ore-Jesu s analog y a t  th e begin ­
nin g o f  Europe. I n hi s pictur e commentary ,  however ,  Bee r  fuse s th e tw o figure s a s 
"Jesu s wh o ha s bee n veile d b y th e Church "  (p .  374 )  an d bewilderingl y (unles s i t  i s  a 
misprint )  cite s Fig .  53 . 

On th e othe r  hand ,  whe n Bee r  seem s t o b e reportin g direc t  observatio n h e may b e 
equall y unreliable .  Ther e i s no "extraordinar y resemblance "  (p .  370 )  betwee n Blake' s 
thre e figure s i n "Ha r  an d Hev a Bathing "  (Fig .  2 )  an d "correspondin g figures "  i n Pier o 
dell a Francesca' s fresc o "Th e Deat h o f  Adam, "  on e o f  th e serie s a t  Arezz o mentione d b y 
Grant .  I n th e fresc o grou p Bee r  mus t  b e referrin g t o bu t  doe s no t  illustrate ,  th e 
resemblance s ar e onl y general :  starin g eyes ,  a  us e o f  profiles ,  a n archai c stiffnes s 
of  attitude ,  whic h i n th e cas e o f  Blak e woul d b e explaine d b y th e uncertaintie s o f  hi s 
earl y style .  Otherwise ,  i n th e setting ,  th e placemen t  o f  th e figure s an d thei r  rela ­
tio n t o eac h other ,  an d thei r  individua l  poses ,  Piero' s scen e i s ver y differen t  fro m 
Blake's ;  moreover ,  i t  i s  th e mortalit y o f  Ada m an d Ev e tha t  h e emphasizes ,  thei r 
physica l  declin e i n ol d age ,  no t  th e perpetua l  youthfulnes s Blak e bestow s o n Ha r  an d 
Heva alon g wit h thei r  whit e hair .  Sinc e Bee r  add s tha t  Blak e "coul d hardl y hav e 
known"  Piero' s fresco ,  wha t  h e seem s reall y t o b e sayin g i s tha t  th e idea o f  th e deat h 
of  a n age d Ada m enable s him ,  th e commentator ,  t o lea p ahea d o f  hi s evidenc e an d iden ­
tif y th e white-haire d corpse s i n hi s Fig .  3 ,  th e titl e pag e o f  songs of Experience, a s 
Har  an d Hev a "lai d ou t  i n death, " 
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At  th e beginnin g o f  hi s specia l  commentar y o n th e illustrations ,  Bee r  speak s o f 
explorin g "th e relationship s betwee n Blake' s visua l  symbolis m an d th e image s o f  earlie r 
art. "  Unfortunately ,  suc h a n exploratio n i s precisel y wha t  i s missing ,  althoug h som e 
of  th e pairing s o f  Blake' s design s wit h likel y source s o r  model s ca n b e corroborate d 
by thos e o f  u s who ,  fo r  differen t  purposes ,  hav e bee n makin g simila r  investigations . 
A recognitio n o f  "resemblance "  o r  o f  Blake' s "differen t  treatment "  o f  a  them e share d 
wit h anothe r  artis t  i s  th e mos t  Bee r  ha s t o offe r  th e reade r  wh o i s no t  committe d t o a 
searc h fo r  symboli c meaning s bu t  wh o may b e curiou s abou t  th e picture s place d befor e 
hi m i n juxtaposition .  Thi s critica l  defaul t  damage s eve n th e bes t  an d mos t  suggestiv e 
exhibits ,  non e mor e strikingl y tha n Figs .  3 1 an d 32 .  I  agre e tha t  Michelangelo' s "Th e 
Fal l  Of  Phaethon "  wa s surel y Blake' s mode l  fo r  Plat e 5  o f  The Marriage of Heaven and 
Hell, an d tha t  th e particula r  versio n Bee r  ha s chosen--th e las t  o f  thre e drawing s o n 
th e sam e subject ,  mad e fo r  Michelangelo' s frien d Tommaso Cavalieri—wa s probabl y th e 
one Blak e knew .  (Bee r  publishe s a n engraving .  Th e origina l  drawin g i s i n th e Roya l 
Collectio n a t  Windso r  Castle. )  Somethin g i n th e graphi c imager y o r  th e compositio n 
of  th e tw o design s mus t  hav e impresse d Bee r  i n som e wa y whe n h e firs t  looke d a t  them ; 
th e relatio n h e note d betwee n the m mus t  hav e bee n base d o n somethin g mor e tha n th e ide a 
of  fail. Curiously ,  however ,  wha t  h e say s abou t  the m h e migh t  hav e sai d withou t  refer ­
ence t o a n illustratio n o f  an y kind .  I n th e tex t  (pp .  150 ,  154 )  th e fal l  o f  Phaethon , 
i n term s o f  th e myth ,  i s  mentione d onl y a s a  simile .  "Th e fal l  o f  visionar y desire " 
i s th e captio n assigne d t o MHH 5  a s Fig .  32 ,  an d i t  obviousl y come s fro m Blake' s cap ­
sul e readin g o f  Paradise Lost i n th e tex t  o f  th e sam e plat e ("I t  indee d appear' d t o 
Reason a s i f  Desir e wa s cas t  out") .  When Bee r  say s i n hi s pictur e commentary ,  "Th e 
Fal l  o f  Phaetho n i s fo r  Blak e a  stor y o f  th e failur e o f  Desir e unde r  th e Law "  (p .  372) , 
he i s forgin g a  las t  lin k o f  hi s ow n t o joi n th e subjec t  o f  Michelangelo' s drawin g an d 
Blake' s vie w o f  Mi l  toni c contrariety ,  an d th e resul t  i s  a  close d circl e o f  abstractio n 
whic h exclude s th e particularitie s o f  bot h narrative s n o les s tha n thos e o f  bot h de ­
signs . 

"Th e symboli c meanin g i s a  guid e t o th e interna l  organizatio n o f  th e design. "  I t 
i s  thi s principle ,  evidently ,  tha t  enable s Bee r  t o mak e wha t  i s i n effec t  hi s ow n pro ­
pheti c boo k ou t  o f  hi s seventy-eigh t  heterogeneou s illustrations ,  fo r  whic h th e cap ­
tion s an d th e specia l  commentar y see m intende d t o perfor m muc h th e sam e functio n a s 
Blake' s engrave d inscription s fo r  th e copie d figure s o f  Laocoo n an d th e pseudo-Josep h 
of  Arimathea .  I n th e instanc e o f  th e desig n fro m MHH 5 ,  th e captio n actuall y make s i t 
unnecessar y fo r  th e reade r  t o devot e mor e tha n a  glanc e t o th e illustratio n itself ,  if , 
lik e th e exegete ,  h e i s impatien t  t o uncove r  it s "symboli c meaning. "  Ye t  th e desig n 
fro m MHH 5 ,  i n particular ,  i f  i t  wer e adequatel y see n an d full y explore d i n relatio n 
t o bot h Michelangelo' s drawin g an d Paradise Lost, migh t  demonstrat e tha t  "interna l  or ­
ganization "  an d "visua l  effect "  ca n hav e a  significanc e o f  thei r  ow n whic h i s no t  de ­
penden t  o n th e kin d o f  symboli c meanin g Bee r  deduces ,  bu t  whic h i s no t  a  matte r  o f 
merel y technica l  descriptio n o r  th e annotation s o f  a n ar t  historian .  A n exploratio n 
of  thi s kin d migh t  i n fac t  hel p t o establis h a  concrete ,  practical ,  an d definabl e 
meanin g fo r  "vision "  i n Blake' s art . 

NOTES 

1Biake Newsletter, 4  (Augus t  1970) ,  15ff .  A  neutra l  bystande r  migh t  not e o f  thi s 
particula r  disput e tha t  i f  Beer' s "visio n o f  th e Boo k o f  Revelation "  tend s t o dissolv e 
th e image s o f  th e paintin g int o th e pros e o f  th e Kin g Jame s Bible ,  Grant' s "minute " 
description s threate n t o replac e th e carefull y organize d whol e b y a  Urizeni c su m o f 
it s parts ,  an d th e part s o f  a  numbe r  o f  othe r  Blak e pictures .  Perhap s th e emphasi s o n 
compositio n promise d fo r  th e Warner-Simmon s essa y wil l  b e a  corrective . 
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20n Europe 4 ,  se e my "Th e Presenc e o f  Cupi d an d Psyche "  i n Erdma n an d Grant ,  eds. , 

Blake's visionary Forms Dramatic (Princeton :  Princeto n Univ .  Press ,  1970) ,  pp .  218-19 . 

Alle n Ginsberg ,  ALLEN GINSBERG/WILLIAM BLAKE.- "SONGS OF INNOCENCE AND EXPERIENCE" 
BY WILLIAM BLAKE, TUNED BY ALLEN GINSBERG. Wit h Pete r  Orlovsky ,  variousl y accom ­
panied .  [MG M "Verve "  FTS-308 3 $5.98. ]  Sid e 1 ,  Songs of innocence: "Introduc ­
tion, "  "Th e Shepherd, "  "Th e Ecchoin g Green, "  "Th e Lamb, "  "Th e Littl e Blac k Boy, " 
"Th e Blossom, "  "Th e Chimney-Sweeper, "  "Th e Littl e Bo y Lost, "  "Th e Littl e Bo y 
Found, "  "Laughin g Song, "  "Hol y Thursday, "  "Night. "  Sid e 2 ,  songs of Experience: 
"Introduction, "  "Nurse s Song, "  "Th e Sic k Rose, "  "Ah !  Sun-Flower, "  "Th e Garde n o f 
Love, "  "London, "  "Th e Human Abstract, "  "T o Tirzah, "  (an d i n addition )  "Th e Gre y 
Monk. " 

Reviewed by Morris Eaves, University of New Mexico 

This i s a ful l stereo package in the new sty le of providing a single disc in double 
covers (as the record companies used to do for two-disc sets only), leaving room to 
reproduce some of the p lates from the songs outs ide, pictures of Ginsberg and Orlovsky 
ins ide, along with an extra sheet of l y r i c s, and--unusual these days—a whole page of 
\/ery densely printed l iner notes. Mr. Ginsberg has wery kindly allowed us to repr int 
the l iner notes here (see "To Young or Old Listeners" in COMMENTARY following th is re­
view, pp. 98-103). 

J 

I  shal l  begi n wit h a  lon g an d mor e o r  les s "theoretical "  digressio n an d com e bac k 
t o th e performance s later .  Th e reade r  may wan t  t o ski p fro m her e t o Sectio n II . 

Ther e ar e tw o way s o f  thinkin g abou t  Blake' s wor k i n illuminate d printing .  One 
i s Blake' s way ,  an d th e othe r  fo r  convenienc e I  shal l  cal l  Jaco b Bronowski ,  Stanle y 
Gardner ,  an d Harol d Bloom' s way ,  recognizin g howeve r  tha t  Bronowski ,  Gardner ,  an d 
Bloo m hav e sai d ou t  lou d wha t  many other s hav e silentl y believed ,  an d tha t  neithe r 
Bronowski ,  Gardner ,  no r  Bloo m ha s extende d hi s argumen t  a s fa r  a s I  exten d i t  here . 
I t  may b e faires t  fo r  th e reade r  t o regar d my "Bronowski, "  "Gardner, "  an d "Bloom "  a s 
stra w men .  A t  an y rate ,  th e tw o way s o f  thinkin g abou t  Blake' s wor k i n illuminate d 
printing ,  their s an d Blake's ,  hea d of f  i n opposit e directions . 

Blak e asserte d tha t  "Poetr y Paintin g &  Music "  ar e "th e thre e Power s i n Man o f 
conversin g wit h Paradis e whic h th e floo d di d no t  Swee p away "  {VLJ, i n Erdman' s editio n 
Of  The Poetry and Prose of William Blake [hereafte r  E ] ,  p .  548) .  He wa s obviousl y 
prou d o f  hi s abilit y t o combin e th e firs t  tw o Power s i n hi s inventio n o f  "Illuminate d 
Printing "  (prospectus 1793, E 670 )  an d hope d tha t  th e publi c woul d fin d hi s combina ­
tio n a n improvemen t  ove r  th e separat e arts :  "I f  a  metho d o f  Printin g whic h combine s 
th e Painte r  an d th e Poe t  i s  a  phenomeno n worth y o f  publi c attention ,  provide d tha t  i t 
exceed s i n eleganc e al l  forme r  methods ,  th e Autho r  i s  sur e o f  hi s reward "  (E 670) . 
Althoug h i n illuminate d printin g h e coul d no t  easil y combin e th e Musicia n wit h th e 
Painte r  an d th e Poet ,  Blak e nevertheles s like d t o thin k o f  musi c a s bein g ther e t o 
make a  thir d wit h poetr y an d painting .  He calle d attentio n t o th e presenc e o f  musi c 
i n th e songs simpl y b y namin g th e collection ,  an d later ,  t o th e presenc e o f  musi c i n 
al l  poetr y b y speakin g o f  poetr y a s "sound s o f  spiritua l  music "  wit h "accompanyin g 
expression s o f  articulat e speech "  (Desc cat 1809, E 532) .  Blake' s belie f  i n ar t  a s 
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