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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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th e bes t  wa y o f  improvin g "sensua l  enjoyment "  {MHH 14 )  mad e combination s o f  th e art s 
especiall y appealin g t o him .  Improvin g sensua l  enjoymen t  i s improvin g spiritua l  pleas 
ur e becaus e th e sense s ar e "th e chie f  inlet s o f  Sou l  i n thi s age "  {MHH 4) .  Onl y whe n 
man i s "tremblingl y aliv e al l  o'er, "  t o us e Pope' s hyperbol e {An Essay on Man, 1.197 ) 
and perver t  hi s intention ,  ca n man sa y wit h Blake' s Isaiah ,  "m y sense s discover' d th e 
infinit e i n every thing "  {MHH 12) .  Blak e use d a  batter y o f  analogie s fro m se x (sensua l 
enjoyment) ,  religio n (miracle ,  Las t  Judgment) ,  an d chemistr y (corrosives )  t o sugges t 
th e cooperative ,  upward-striving ,  all-involvin g sensua l  dynamis m o f  th e artisti c ven 
tur e tha t  aim s t o cleans e "th e door s o f  perception "  {MHH 14) .  One wa y o f  understandin g 
"fourfol d vision "  i s a s a  recommendatio n t o th e artis t  t o combin e th e arts ,  an d there 
for e a s a n advertisemen t  fo r  Blake' s ow n medium ,  whic h mad e i t  possibl e fo r  th e reade r 
(hardl y a n adequat e word )  t o perceiv e poetry ,  painting ,  an d musi c simultaneously . 

Bronowski ,  Gardner ,  an d Bloom' s positio n wit h regar d t o illuminate d printin g i s 
base d o n a  revers e lin e o f  thought .  A s I  gathe r  i t  chiefl y fro m Bronowski' s William 
Blake and the Age of Revolution, pp .  24-27 ,  fro m th e Prefac e t o Gardner' s Blake i n th e 
Literatur e i n Perspectiv e series ,  fro m th e Prefac e t o Bloom' s Blake's Apocalypse an d 
fro m hi s essa y "Th e Visionar y Cinem a o f  Romanti c Poetry "  {partisan Review, 1968 ;  re 
printe d i n Rosenfeld ,  ed. ,  William Blake: Essays for S. Foster Damon), th e positio n 
i s  essentiall y  this :  Blake' s illuminate d book s ar e performance s o f  hi s poetry ,  a s a 
movi e i s a  performanc e o f  someone' s screenplay .  Bloo m say s i n effec t  tha t  h e doesn' t 
lik e Blake' s film ,  bu t  tha t  th e screenpla y i s sometime s th e bes t  poetr y sinc e Milton's . 
One implicatio n o f  thi s vie w i s tha t  someon e els e migh t  d o a  bette r  jo b o f  performin g 
th e poetr y tha n Blake .  Ginsberg ,  Benjami n Britten ,  an d Ralp h Vaugh n Williams ,  fo r 
example ,  eac h o f  who m ha s se t  som e o f  Blake' s poem s t o music ,  ar e simpl y readers ,  lik e 
you ,  o r  me ,  o r  Blak e himself ,  directin g thei r  version s o f  th e screenpla y tha t  Blak e 
provided .  Th e composer s happe n t o hav e chose n a  mediu m othe r  tha n illuminate d print 
in g i n whic h t o perform ,  bu t  thei r  choice s an d thei r  performance s ar e a s legitimat e a s 
Blake' s an d shoul d b e judge d o n th e sam e basis .  Sinc e thi s kin d o f  logi c i s offensiv e 
t o one' s critica l  sense ,  on e tend s t o prefe r  th e negativ e alternative ,  whic h i s t o re 
gar d al l  performance s a s equall y illegitimate .  Thi s accord s wit h Bloom' s incredulit y 
at  Blak e th e illustrator' s havin g isolate d a n imag e tha t  Blak e th e poe t  ha d bette r 
sens e tha n t o isolat e ("Visionar y Cinema") :  al l  performance s (th e argumen t  implicitl y 
goes )  hav e a n aspec t  o f  interpretativ e bias .  T o ge t  ri d o f  th e bia s an d fre e th e read 
er  fo r  hi s ow n imaginativ e effort ,  Blake' s poetr y mus t  b e strippe d o f  al l  accompani 
ments ( a wor d tha t  follow s fro m th e poin t  o f  view) ,  eve n o f  thos e provide d b y Blak e 
himself .  Thi s quintessentia l  Blak e i s t o b e foun d i n th e printe d editions ,  wher e th e 
"poetry "  i s leas t  biase d b y a n interpretativ e aspec t  tha t  may b e labele d "performance. " 

The Ginsber g dis c i s no t  fo r  thos e wh o tak e th e latte r  poin t  o f  view .  I n settin g 
The Songs of Innocence and of Experience t o music ,  Ginsber g i s consciou s o f  havin g 
take n hi s directio n fro m Blake ,  wh o calle d thi s grou p o f  poem s "songs "  an d i s sai d t o 
have sun g the m himself ,  an d wh o i n bot h theor y an d practic e promote d a n ar t  o f  expan 
sio n t o plenitud e rathe r  tha n on e o f  reductio n t o purity .  Th e Ginsber g recordin g wil l 
allo w an y reade r  wit h Blake' s attitud e towar d ar t  an d a  cop y o f  th e Triano n Pres s fac 
simil e o f  th e songs t o hav e no t  onl y th e whol e Blake ,  bu t  a n ultra-Blak e amalgamate d 
of  th e trinit y o f  primar y arts . 

But  onc e thos e wh o choos e t o g o s o fa r  ar e reading ,  looking ,  an d listenin g a t  th e 
same time ,  th e questio n wil l  arise ,  I  assur e them :  doe s thi s musi c deserv e a  plac e i n 
th e Trinity ? I  fea r  tha t  fe w wil l  thin k so .  I  woul d g o alon g wit h the m t o a  point , 
but  the n I' d hav e t o confes s tha t  i n my opinio n Ginsberg' s composition s ar e th e bes t 
of  an y ye t  writte n fo r  Blake .  Amonq th e others ,  th e composition s b y Benjami n Britte n 
(wit h text s selecte d b y Pete r  Pears )  an d Ralp h Vaugha n William s ar e th e bes t  known , 
but  I  fin d thos e notabl e composer s readin g blac k wher e I  rea d white ,  thoug h the y rea d 
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ver y wel l  i n th e conventiona l  way .  (Th e Britten-Pear s song s hav e recentl y bee n re 
recorde d b y Britte n an d Pear s o n Londo n OS 26099 ;  thei r  performance s ar e very fine . 
The Vaugha n William s songs ,  writte n fo r  th e fil m The vision of William Blake i n 1958 , 
th e yea r  o f  th e composer' s death ,  ar e poorl y performe d an d recorde d o n Dest o DC 6482 , 
th e onl y availabl e recording .  Ther e i s a  lon g bu t  incomplet e lis t  o f  musica l  work s 
relate d t o Blake--no t  i n every cas e poetr y se t  t o music--a t  th e bac k o f  Bentle y an d 
Nurmi' s Blake Bibliography, an d som e addition s i n th e "Checklis t  o f  Blak e Scholarship / 
June 1969-Septembe r  1970 "  i n th e las t  issue ,  Fal l  1970 ,  o f  th e Newsletter.) 

Ginsber g i s th e firs t  t o pu t  many o f  Blake' s songs togethe r  wit h th e form s o f  pop 
ula r  musi c (i n whic h I  a m includin g rock ,  country ,  folk ,  an d jazz) ,  thoug h th e Fugs ,  a 
New Yor k group ,  onc e trie d somethin g simila r  wit h a  son g o r  two .  Ginsber g place s hi s 
work i n musica l  histor y a s follows : 

Ma Rainey ,  Pound ,  Dylan ,  Beatles ,  Ra y Charles ,  E d Sander s &  othe r  singer s hav e re 
turne d languag e poes y t o Minstrelsy .  A s ne w generation s understan d &  deciphe r  po 
etica l  verse s fo r  gnostic-psychedeli c flashe s &  practica l  Artisti c messages ,  I 
hope tha t  musica l  articulatio n o f  Blake' s poetr y wil l  b e hear d b y th e Po p Roc k 
Musi c Mas s Medi a Electroni c Illuminatio n Democrati c Ea r  an d provid e a n Eterna l 
Poesy standar d b y whic h t o measur e sublimit y &  sincerit y i n contemporar y master s 
suc h a s Bo b Dylan ,  encouragin g al l  soul s t o trus t  thei r  ow n geniu s Inspiration . 

Actually ,  Ginsberg' s ow n musi c resemble s non e o f  th e musician s h e name s s o muc h a s i t 
does th e Incredibl e Strin g Band .  A t  an y rate ,  h e i s relyin g o n th e experienc e o f  a 
generatio n tha t  ha s take n it s popula r  musi c seriously ,  mor e seriousl y tha n i t  ha s take n 
any othe r  ar t  excep t  th e cinema ,  which ,  however ,  doe s no t  len d itsel f  easil y t o th e 
same kin d o f  popularity ,  since--t o name onl y on e reason—i t  canno t  manufactur e a  port 
abl e environmen t  i n whic h virtuall y al l  one' s busines s ca n b e conducted .  S o Ginsber g 
i s "imagining "  thi s musi c ("afte r  2 0 summer s musing s ove r  th e rhythms, "  h e says )  i n th e 
term s o f  a  generatio n tha t  recognize s Bo b Dyla n an d th e Beatles ,  Ma Raine y an d E d 
Sander s a s honest-to-Go d artist s competin g fo r  excellenc e wit h al l  composer-performer s 
i n musica l  history . 

But  fo r  th e criti c  wh o want s t o tal k abou t  them ,  th e popula r  art s presen t  a  tre 
mendous proble m tha t  w e hav e no t  begu n t o solve .  Recentl y a  reviewe r  fo r  on e o f  th e 
musica l  monthlie s sai d tha t  eve n thoug h h e i s a  professiona l  reviewe r  o f  popula r  music , 
most  popula r  musi c canno t  b e discusse d i n "musica l  terms, "  onl y i n sociologica l  terms . 
He couldn' t  se e tha t  wha t  h e call s "musica l  terms "  ar e th e critica l  vocabular y o f  conven 
tiona l  music ,  an d the y ar e adjuste d t o it s values .  Bu t  th e value s o f  moder n popula r 
musi c ofte n see m t o insul t  conventiona l  values ,  an d usin g th e ol d critica l  vocabular y t o 
tal k abou t  th e popula r  art s give s onl y a  parod y o f  musi c criticism .  Th e close r  th e 
popula r  musi c unde r  scrutin y i s t o som e for m o f  conventiona l  music ,  th e mor e sensible -
soundin g th e criticis m i s ap t  t o be :  th e roc k musi c tha t  i s mos t  lik e th e jaz z musi c 
tha t  i s mos t  lik e classica l  musi c i s easies t  fo r  th e criti c  t o discuss .  Thi s ha s noth 
in g t o d o wit h th e excellenc e o f  th e music . 

Ther e ar e element s o f  popula r  cultur e (a s i t  i s  sometime s called )  i n Blake .  Tak e 
th e simples t  o f  th e Songs, sa y "Th e Lamb "  an d "Th e Blossom. "  Th e innocen t  reade r  im 
mediatel y notice s th e resemblanc e o f  bot h t o nursery-rhyme s an d t o "Jesu s Love s Me, " 
and th e studen t  ofte n want s t o kno w jus t  wha t  i s s o grea t  abou t  poem s tha t  soun d lik e 
a Methodis t  Mothe r  Goos e wit h crud e illustrations .  Th e experience d reader ,  wh o ca n 
tal k a t  lengt h abou t  "London, "  i s  a t  a  los s fo r  word s whe n h e confront s "Th e Lamb " 
directly ,  an d s o h e resort s t o explainin g it s meanin g chiefl y i n it s relatio n t o othe r 
poems i n th e collection .  A t  thi s stag e th e progres s o f  criticis m ha s ceased ,  an d n o 
passag e fro m experienc e t o a  highe r  innocenc e ha s reveale d itsel f  t o th e critic .  Of 
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cours e I  includ e my ow n helplessnes s I n thi s description . 

Ginsber g place s hi s musi c righ t  ther e i n th e critic' s sores t  spot ,  sor e fo r  Blak e 
and sor e fo r  popula r  music .  Ginsber g an d Orlovsk y hav e outrageou s voices ,  Orlovsky' s 
more outrageou s tha n Ginsberg's .  Ginsberg' s rabbinica l  chan t  an d Orlovsky' s asthmati c 
squawk coul d hav e bee n voice s behin d a  cartoon .  N o one ,  includin g th e professiona l 
sideme n (ther e are a  numbe r  o f  well-know n musician s present) ,  stay s consistentl y i n 
tune ,  an d th e rhythm s ar e seldo m fir m fo r  mor e tha n a  measur e o r  two .  Th e amateu r 
skill s  o f  th e amateur s an d insufficien t  rehearsa l  fo r  th e professional s caus e a  lo t  o f 
stumbling .  Ginsber g an d compan y deman d o f  th e listene r  a  child' s indifferenc e t o con 
ventiona l  musica l  values .  Sincerity ,  simplicity ,  an d spontaneit y ar e th e word s tha t 
come t o min d i n suc h a  critic' s emergency . 

But  b y th e tim e I  ha d listene d t o th e recor d a  tim e o r  tw o an d my ski n ha d stoppe d 
crawlin g a t  th e misse d note s an d my toe s ha d stoppe d curlin g a t  th e tentativ e rhythms , 
I  ha d begu n t o notic e a  tru e char m i n Ginsberg' s music .  B y th e tim e I  ha d listene d a 
doze n o r  s o time s more ,  I  ha d realize d tha t  Ginsberg' s musi c an d Blake' s Songs posses s 
correspondin g powers ,  an d tha t  th e powe r  o f  th e musi c reinforce s th e powe r  o f  th e 
songs. Both—thi s i s th e powe r  I  a m speakin g of--wan t  t o rende r  thei r  audience s naive . 
Thi s i s no t  th e en d o f  Blake' s art ,  bu t  i t  i s  th e necessar y beginnin g fo r  th e chang e 
of  visio n tha t  h e insiste d upon .  Blake' s i s a n ar t  o f  rebirth ,  an d th e powe r  o f  naiv -
in g tha t  th e illuminate d book s posses s i s responsibl e fo r  th e precedin g deat h o n whic h 
any suc h ar t  i s  based .  Th e progressio n fro m innocenc e t o experienc e t o a  highe r  inno -
cens e tha t  reader s hav e foun d i n th e songs i s amon g othe r  thing s a n aestheti c formula , 
tha t  is ,  a  descriptio n o f  th e reader' s changin g respons e t o a  wor k o f  ar t  i n illumi 
nate d printing .  Neithe r  Ginsber g no r  Blak e build s o n wha t  th e audienc e ma y alread y 
know.  Instead ,  havin g see n wit h Jesu s an d Wordswort h "Custo m starvin g Truth ,  /  An d 
blin d Authorit y beatin g wit h hi s staf f  /  Th e chil d tha t  migh t  hav e le d him "  {The Pre
lude III) ,  the y deman d tha t  th e audienc e abando n it s educatio n an d loo k wit h ne w eye s 
at  wha t  the y hav e t o offer .  Anyon e wh o i s lookin g a t  on e o f  Blake' s illuminate d book s 
fo r  th e firs t  tim e i s consciou s o f  bein g powerfull y urge d t o becom e on e o f  th e chil 
dre n who m Blak e sai d understoo d hi s wor k best .  Blak e referre d t o thi s aspec t  o f  hi s 
wor k whe n h e Wrot e Of  JeSU S i n The Everlasting Gospel, 

When th e ric h learne d Pharise e 
Came t o consul t  hi m secretl y 
Upon hi s hear t  wit h Iro n pe n 
He wrot e Y e mus t  b e bor n agai n (E 510 ) 

Blake' s illuminate d printing—whic h i s Jesu s writin g upo n th e hear t  o f  th e convention 
all y learned ,  "Y e mus t  b e bor n again"--i s aime d a t  th e deat h o f  th e ol d sleep y sense s 
of  conventiona l  knowledg e an d thei r  rebirt h i n a  sensua l  awakening .  T o tha t  en d ar e 
directe d al l  Blake' s reveille s fo r  drowsin g artists ,  suc h a s th e Prefac e t o Milton. 

Ginsber g ha s trie d an d t o my min d succeede d i n addin g t o th e naivin g powe r  o f 
Blake' s songs. Th e listene r  ma y recogniz e thi s powe r  a t  firs t  a s a  vagu e feelin g o f 
embarrassmen t  a t  witnessin g suc h a  publi c displa y o f  childis h musicianshi p fro m a 
forty-tw o yea r  ol d ma n whos e vocatio n i s poetry .  Bu t  th e maker s o f  cartoon s hav e al 
ways bee n grow n men ,  an d Ginsberg' s musi c i s cartoonlik e i n th e bes t  sense ,  tha t  is , 
th e sens e i n whic h Blake' s songs ar e als o cartoonlike .  Th e animatio n o f  nature ,  fo r 
example ,  ha s alway s com e naturall y t o cartoonists ,  whos e technique s fre e the m t o mak e 
everythin g com e alive ,  an d whos e mediu m urge s childlik e act s o f  th e imaginatio n suc h 
as homemakin g animals ,  sic k flowers ,  an d chora l  hills ,  al l  alie n t o ordinar y cinema . 
Alon g wit h th e animisti c natur e g o equall y childlik e view s o f  man' s conduc t  an d hi s 
relatio n t o nature .  Thi s doe s no t  impl y a  child' s foolishnes s a s oppose d t o a n adult' s 
wisdom ,  o f  course ,  bu t  th e clearsightednes s o f  Jesu s a s oppose d t o th e sophistr y o f  th e 
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Pharisee ,  t o who m Jesus '  maxim s soun d lik e innocen t  an d commonplac e wishfu l  thinking , 
unsuited't o th e comple x rea l  worl d o f  affairs . 

The bes t  musi c o n th e Ginsber g dis c ha s th e powe r  t o corrod e one' s resistance -
no matte r  ho w grea t  th e sou r  forc e o f  one' s learne d wit--t o th e furthe r  corrosiv e 
power s o f  illuminate d printin g i n Blake' s songs. Thi s undressin g o f  th e wit ,  thi s un 
learning ,  i s  a s fundamenta l  t o Blake' s artisti c strateg y a s t o Christia n salvation . 
I t  i s  my opinio n tha t  Ginsber g i s th e firs t  compose r  t o understan d Blake' s strateg y 
and t o strengthe n i t  wit h music .  Bu t  man y readers ,  eithe r  upo n readin g wha t  I  hav e ha d 
t o sa y or ,  unfortunately ,  upo n listenin g t o thei r  ne w purchas e fro m th e recor d store , 
wil l  thin k my opinio n o f  Ginsberg' s music-makin g power s an d my understandin g o f 
illuminate d printin g rathe r  over-subtl e an d eccentric .  Certainl y man y wh o rea d Blak e 
wit h pleasur e an d profi t  wil l  dislik e Ginsberg' s music ,  o r  the y wil l  fin d i t  simpl y 
amusing. 

Regretfull y then ,  an d prayin g h e remembe r  tha t  I  wishe d hi m n o disappointments ,  I 
must  leav e th e reade r  t o hi s ow n device s an d t o th e followin g brie f  comment s o n indi 
vidua l  composition s an d performances . 

II 

The nex t  fe w paragraph s ar e fearfull y impressionistic .  I  couldn' t  hel p that ,  bu t 
I  hav e don e th e reade r  wha t  I  thin k i s a  favo r  b y balancin g my impression s (i n roma n 
type )  a s ofte n a s possibl e wit h th e counter-impressions  (i n parenthese s an d itali c 
type )  o f  on e wh o know s Blak e an d popula r  musi c well ,  an d wh o als o generall y like s th e 
Ginsber g recording .  Togethe r  th e tw o set s o f  commentar y shoul d giv e th e reade r  a  full 
er  pictur e o f  th e recordin g tha n eithe r  se t  alone . 

SIDE 1, SONGS OF INNOCENCE (Generally I prefer Ginsberg's Songs of Experience, parti
cularly "The Sick Rose" and "Ah! Sunflower," to his Songs of Innocence. I think this 
is because it is very hard to convey pure joy to jaded human ears: it's better left 
to the aural imagination. Ginsberg's diction is quite odd and self-conscious in, for 
example, "The Ecchoing Green" and "The Lamb." And Orlovsky's voice does not add any
thing in the duets.): 

(1 )  "Introduction "  wil l  b e a  surpris e t o al l  bu t  th e mos t  blas e listene r  (an d 
what  i s  a  blas e listene r  doin g listenin g t o Ginsber g perfor m Blake?) .  Thi s i s  a  goo d 
introductio n t o th e album ,  sinc e mos t  o f  th e qualitie s tha t  characteriz e Ginsberg' s 
treatmen t  o f  Blak e ar e present ,  bu t  th e compositio n i s no t  on e o f  Ginsberg' s best . 

(2 )  "Th e Shepherd, "  whic h i s  bor n o n th e dyin g wron g note s (insistentl y wrong ) 
sustaine d fro m th e "Introduction, "  i s  a  failure .  I t  drag s an d stumble s terribly ;  Or 
lovsky' s insensitiv e voic e seem s t o cu t  throug h everythin g else . 

(3 )  "Th e Ecchoin g Green "  begin s wit h stron g gospe l  pian o chord s an d neve r  lose s 
it s power .  Ginsberg ,  wh o accompanie s himsel f  i n 3/ 4 tim e o n th e finge r  cymbals ,  fo r 
th e firs t  tim e show s th e clarit y o f  hi s  voic e an d it s  sensitivit y t o th e changin g verse . 
Not e especiall y tw o lines :  "Such ,  suc h wer e th e joy s When w e al l  girl s an d boy s .  .  . " 
and "An d spor t  n o mor e see n o n th e darkenin g green. " 

(4 )  "Th e Lamb "  i s  anothe r  disappointment ;  it s  rhythm s ar e Sunday-Schoo l  stif f  an d 
monotonous . 
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(5 )  "Th e Littl e Blac k Boy "  ha s splendi d moments ,  chiefl y towar d th e last ,  whe n 
Jon Sholle' s guitar ,  Ginsberg' s voic e an d eve n Orlovsky' s raspin g voca l  orga n (i like 
"The Little Black Boy" very much except for Orlovsky's voice, which to me seems out of 
tune, though maybe it's supposed to be harmonizing.) hi t  a  not e her e an d ther e i n per 
fec t  unison ,  an d th e effec t  (sor t  o f  oriental )  show s tha t  th e metho d Ginsber g ha s use d 
t o se t  mos t  o f  thes e songs t o musi c coul d b e very successful ,  thoug h non e o f  th e songs 
se t  b y thi s metho d ar e amon g th e bes t  o n th e disc .  Th e metho d I  a m referrin g t o i s 
describe d a t  lengt h b y Ginsber g i n th e line r  notes ;  i t  ha s t o d o wit h th e effor t  t o 
"articulat e th e significanc e o f  eac h hol y &  magi c syllabl e o f  [Blake's ]  poems. "  Gins 
ber g say s h e "trie d t o hea r  meaning s o f  eac h lin e spoke n intentionall y &  Interestedly , 
& follo w natura l  voic e tone s u p o r  dow n accordin g t o differen t  emphase s an d emotion s 
vocalize d a s i n dail y intimat e speech :  I  dre w th e laten t  tunes ,  u p o r  down ,  ou t  o f 
talk-tone s suggeste d b y eac h syllabl e spoke n wit h norma l  feeling . 

Pipin g 

Down th e 
ey 

Vai l 

Wi 

Id : 

Thus th e flut e pipe s note s dow n fro m th e hil l  int o th e dee p valle y floo r  wit h accurat e 
melody. "  Thi s i s  clearl y a  poet's ,  no t  a  musician's ,  method .  Th e resul t  i s  usuall y 
somethin g betwee n chan t  an d recitative ;  th e chan t  t o bin d th e recitativ e t o a  rhyth m 
patter n laten t  i n th e poem ,  an d t o hol d th e recitativ e withi n a  voca l  rang e whos e pro 
portion s see m t o deriv e fro m ordinar y speec h (tha t  is ,  n o roo m i s  lef t  fo r  virtuos o 
voca l  effects ;  Pete r  Pear s woul d no t  b e a t  hom e here) .  A s I  sai d earlier ,  th e resul t 
i s a  musi c lik e th e Incredibl e Strin g Band's .  I f  th e song s o n thi s dis c ar e t o b e tak 
en a s evidence ,  th e chie f  dange r  o f  th e metho d i s  monotony .  On e migh t  expec t  th e suc 
ces s o f  th e metho d i n performanc e t o depen d mor e tha n i t  actuall y doe s o n precision . 
I t  seem s t o hol d u p yery wel l  unde r  a  grea t  dea l  o f  huntin g an d peckin g fo r  pitche s 
and rhythms ,  an d I  woul d eve n g o s o fa r  a s t o sa y tha t  on e o f  th e mos t  interestin g ef 
fect s o f  th e metho d i s th e listener' s pleasur e whe n ou t  o f  th e obscur e crosscurrent s 
of  voice s an d instrument s come s a  moment  o f  clarit y wit h unity .  Blake' s late r  wor k i n 
illuminate d printin g sometime s lend s itsel f  t o simila r  effects ,  (i basically like the 
album for its homemade sound'—see Ginsberg's remarks about modern minstrelsy in the 
notes. I think weird primitivism is the right way to do Songs of Innocence and of Ex
perience, though it inevitably flounders in the truly innocent songs. I do think the 
album is to be classified as primitivism rather than over-simplification. When i-t 
falls into over-simplification, it's at its worst.) 

(6 )  Harpsichord ,  finge r  cymbal s (playe d thi s tim e b y Do n Cherry ,  a  well-know n 
jaz z trumpeter) ,  flute ,  bass ,  an d Ginsber g withou t  Orlovsk y imitat e seventeenth-centur y 
musi c wit h gusto--almos t  a s thoug h the y ha d invente d i t  o n th e spot--an d mak e "Th e 
Blossom "  on e o f  th e tw o o r  thre e bes t  song s o n th e disc . 

(7 )  "Th e Chimney-Sweeper "  i s  poorl y performed ;  Orlovsk y i s  overbearing ,  an d thoug h 
i t  gathers  som e forc e a s i t  goes ,  ther e i s  scarcel y a  moment  o f  unity ;  bu t  th e composi 
tion ,  a s fa r  a s I  ca n tell ,  i s  muc h better ,  an d deserve s anothe r  chanc e i n anothe r  per 
formance .  ("The Chimney-Sweeper" is very interesting. Ginsberg reads it as sincere 
rather than ironic and speaks in his notes of "vision of the Heaven Desire we can ima
gine once we do accept our soul feelings as more real than the material fix we have 
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been trapped in," His musical setting of i t , especially the vision of the Heaven De
sire in the second half, seems to be a Protestant hymn. The instrumentation and the 
enthusiasm of Ginsberg and Orlovsky at the beginning of the fourth stanza give the im
pression of a ragged congregation suddenly coming through loud and clear and triumphant, 
with the power all in the human voice rather than an organ. This idea of using a 
hymn, assuming that's what Ginsberg had in mind, strikes me as a much more interesting 
way of fitting historically appropriate music to the songs than the music preceding 
"The Blossom.") 

(8)(9 )  "Th e Littl e Bo y Lost "  an d "Th e Littl e Bo y Found "  ar e simpl y an d perfectl y 
combined .  Th e rhythm ,  lik e th e chil d an d searchers ,  walk s insistentl y 4/4 ,  occasion 
all y syncopate d i n th e bass . 

(10 )  When I  hea r  "Laughin g Song "  wit h sleig h bells ,  Do n Cherry' s strang e trumpet , 
and a  choru s o f  laughers ,  I  thin k o f  thos e festive ,  bu t  no t  altogethe r  pleasing ,  scene s 
of  swayin g an d singin g trees ,  plants ,  animals ,  insects ,  an d rock s i n Wal t  Disne y car 
toons .  Disne y wa s les s successfu l  tha n Blak e an d Ginsber g an d company .  (One musical 
touch I do like; that's the use of the flute on Side 1 and not on Side 2, except in 
"Tirzah," which is a special case. I prefer the simple competent flute-playing to the 
flipped^out trumpet and french horn in "Laughing Song.") 

(11 )  Ginsberg' s line r  note s o n "Hol y Thursday "  indicat e wha t  t o expect :  "—space d 
out  Orlovsk y singin g agains t  Do n Cherr y o n Flut e an d trumpe t  Zappe d th e tun e u p t o ec 
stati c jo y instea d o f  a  tende r  lamblik e choru s i t  migh t  als o suppose d t o be. "  (The 
instrumentation of "Holy Thursday" is a mystery to me. Ginsberg claims he's trying to 
achieve "ecstatic joy," but I don't think he does.) 

(12 )  Fo r  th e firs t  tim e Orlovsk y add s mor e tha n h e take s away .  Hi s contributio n 
i s t o kee p th e childishnes s i n th e spiritua l  myster y o f  "Night. "  I n eac h stanz a 3/ 4 
tim e i s  alternate d wit h somethin g lik e recitative . 

SIDE 2, SONGS OF EXPERIENCE: 

(1 )  Th e appropriatel y harsh ,  ominou s ton e o f  "Introduction "  i s  broke n occasion 
all y b y th e ras p o f  Orlovsky' s voice ,  whic h i s  otherwis e effective . 

(2 )  "Nurse' s Song "  i s  cartoo n dar k an d quiete r  tha n an y othe r  son g o n th e re 
cord .  I t  lose s a  grea t  dea l  o f  it s  effec t  b y bein g sun g twic e through . 

(3 )  "Th e Sic k Rose "  display s Ginsberg' s priestl y voic e a t  it s  best .  Hi s  metho d 
of  compositio n (describe d above )  ha s worke d bette r  o n "Th e Sic k Rose "  tha n o n an y 
othe r  son g i n th e collection .  I t  i s  als o sun g twic e through ,  bu t  t o n o harm .  ("The 
Sick Rose" is my favorite cut, and to me it seems about half Blake, half Ginsberg. I 
prefer Ginsberg as a chanter to Ginsberg as a singer. I am also impressed with his 
use of organ and harmonium on this album, and I especially like the organ in "The Sick 
Rose" because it comes through as pure energy. The harmonium has a more powerful ef
fect: it has a droning sound that rearranges the brain. But it is used a little 
cornily, somehow: perhaps it is so direct as to be unfair. It works best in "Ah! 
Sunflower" because that's a short song; it wears thin in "The Little Black Boy," 
though it's effective at first.) 

(4 )  "Ah !  Sunflower "  show s al l  th e danger s o f  Ginsberg' s method . 

(5 )  Ginsber g sing s "Th e Garde n o f  Love "  sol o t o a  3/ 4 quasi-hillbill y  back 
ground .  Th e hillbill y  mod e i s  eithe r  jus t  righ t  o r  absolutel y wron g (se e italic s be -
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low) .  T o my ear s an d my understandin g o f  th e poem ,  th e mod e i s right ,  althoug h I 
thin k a  bette r  hillbill y  tha n Ginsber g woul d hav e foun d a  bette r  melod y an d woul d hav e 
take n a  slowe r  tempo .  Th e imager y o f  th e poem ,  excep t  fo r  th e Priest s i n th e las t 
stanza ,  i s th e imager y o f  thwarte d lov e i n a  lo t  o f  countr y music ,  righ t  dow n t o th e 
use o f  th e '"Tho u shal t  not '  wri t  ove r  th e door. "  Th e lesso n o f  Blake' s poe m i s th e 
revers e o f  th e lesso n o f  th e (hypothetical )  correspondin g hillbill y  song ,  bu t  that' s 
th e point .  Th e insistenc e o f  th e 3/ 4 tim e suit s th e rhyth m o f  Blake' s lin e perfectly . 
(The worst thing in the album is "The Garden of Love." I'm tempted to explain it by 
saying that it's obviously ghosted by Ed Sanders. Why Ginsberg decided to go hill
billy here is beyond me-—i t would make much more sense to treat a really innocent song 
that way ("A Cradle Song"? "The Divine Image"?). Sanders does it beautifully in "How 
Sweet I Roam'd" on the first Fugs album.) I  shoul d answe r  thi s b y sayin g tha t  rea l 
Blakea n Innocenc e i s no t  th e subjec t  o f  wery muc h goo d hillbill y  music ,  whic h i s made 
of  unrequite d an d forbidde n love ,  misery ,  jealousy ,  hate ,  crime—song s abou t  lif e gon e 
sour ,  usuall y tol d fro m th e poin t  o f  vie w o f  blin d Experience . 

(6 )  Thoug h Ginsber g sing s "London "  b y himself ,  poo r  ensembl e playin g an d hi s ow n 
falterin g sens e o f  rhyth m spoi l  it . 

(7 )  "Th e Human Abstract "  i s  anothe r  son g i n th e chant-recitativ e manner ,  thi s 
tim e a  sol o b y Ginsber g ove r  a  singl e sustaine d not e o n th e harmonium .  Thi s i s a s 
good a s "Th e Sic k Rose. " 

(8 )  I t  i s  followe d b y anothe r  grea t  success ,  Ginsber g singin g "T o Tirzah "  wit h 
harpsichord ,  organ ,  flute ,  an d guita r  accompaniment .  Singin g ove r  sustaine d chord s i s 
alternate d wit h stric t  3/ 4 time . 

(9 )  "Th e Gre y Monk "  i s a  tou r  d e force ,  wit h Ginsber g an d Orlovsk y an d th e frenc h 
hor n o f  Juliu s Watkin s al l  wailin g whil e th e percussio n o f  Elvi n Jone s drive s severa l 
ol d friend s fro m othe r  cut s o n th e album .  Th e son g build s wit h militar y forc e lik e 
th e marc h o f  a n occupyin g army ,  an d goe s ou t  i n a  barrag e o f  drums . 

I n a  lette r  t o me Ginsber g ha s writte n tha t  "Befor e recordin g I' d visite d S .  Fos 
te r  Damon &  sun g wha t  I' d don e t o him .  He sai d h e use d t o tun e on e son g a  yea r  a t 
Xmas.  I' m workin g o n ahea d &  hav e finishe d anothe r  te n song s includin g schoolboy, on 
Another's Sorrow, an d cradle Song ("Swee t  Sleep ,  fro m a  Shade") .  .  .  .  I'l l  mak e a 
secon d recor d thi s spring ,  recorde d mor e simply--lik e th e metho d o f  quie t  lo w vibra 
tio n 'Nurse' s Song.' "  When I  wonde r  ho w Blak e migh t  hav e sun g hi s songs, I  someho w 
fin d i t  har d t o believ e tha t  i t  wa s i n th e styl e o f  Benjami n Britte n an d Pete r  Pear s 
or  Ralp h Vaugha n Williams ,  thoug h the y hav e certainl y caugh t  a  sid e o f  Blake' s poem s 
i n thei r  music .  I  ca n hea r  th e spiritua l  Cockne y voic e o f  Blak e himself ,  though ,  i n 
th e Ne w Yor k voic e o f  Ginsberg .  Th e poe t  an d amateu r  musicia n ha s mad e bette r  musi c 
fo r  Blak e tha n th e professiona l  compose r  s o far .  I  loo k forwar d t o th e sprin g an d 
th e secon d stag e o f  Ginsberg' s tuning . 
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