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R e v i e w e d b y D a v i d S impson . 

W i t h Blake of a l l wr i ters most aware of the 
posit ives and negatives of imposition in a l l 
i t s forms, does i t help, I wonder, to 

d is t inguish the poet read in B r i ta in from the poet 
read in North America? I f so, then B r i t i sh Blake 
is the function of an audience not en t i re ly sure 
that the i r poet "makes sense," and one which tends 
to i ns i s t that where he does make sense then i t is 
in terms of a d i r ec t l y embodied concrete image, 
h i s to r i ca l pressure, or social outrage. Conversely, 
American Blake might be cast as the apostle of 
visionary novelty and eternal h i s to ry , a poet there-
fore i n f i n i t e l y generative of fu r ther c r i t i c a l 
r iches, neither wanting nor daring to stop ( fo r there 
l i es standing water ) , and conformable thereby to a 
logic of the imaginative body and bodi ly discovery, 
one suggesting the secondary determinabi1ity of 
cul ture and h is tory by the devolutions of the 
indiv idual mind which is d iv ine. Blockages may 
appear, and repet i t ion invade creat ion, but the 
blockages are never qui te the same twice running. 

Complications of course ar ise. The best book 
on B r i t i sh Blake has been wr i t ten in America, by 
David Erdman, and i t may be that the above version 
of American Blake is to be related to the generations 
of the late 1960s. But I f ind the d i s t i nc t i on 
useful i f only as a way to say that there is \/ery 
l i t t l e of that American Blake in th is B r i t i sh book. 

Two versions of Blake, in the form of two questions 
addressed to him, may be speci f ied in i t . F i r s t , 
does he make sense? As usual, th is question tends 
not to question i t s e l f , never recognizing "sense" 
as ideological rather than universal . Fortunately, 
there is not too much of t h i s . Second, where does 
Blake stand in h i s to ry , and can we establ ish a 
h istory which en t i t l e s us to dismiss certain kinds 
of ambiguity or puzzlement as beside the po in t , 
while establ ishing others as central to "meaning"? 
This second question is more f i rm ly and useful ly 
addressed, i f not always with the self-consciousness 
one might hope for in the presentation of i t s 
impl icat ions. But then self-consciousness and 
d ia lec t i ca l a g i l i t y tend not to belong to B r i t i sh 
Blake, being matters ordered in France. 

Michael P h i l l i p s ' b r i e f introduct ion indeed 
t r ies to set the tone of what is to fo l low. He 
promises a series of "close analyses" helping us to 
"read and ob ject ive ly expla in" Blake's meanings. 
Indeterminacy is insinuated, but only under 
const ra in t : "Where in terpre ta t ion is concerned, an 
essential p r inc ip le has been observed that i t should 
not be imposed" (p. 1). No patience here, i t seems, 
with those who see only imposi t ion; or those who 
f i n d , as I myself do, a more troublesome and 
d ia lec t i ca l obl igat ion in the concept of " in te rp re ta -
t i o n , " one which questions or at least demands closer 
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d e f i n i t i o n o f the a s p i r a t i o n to " a r t i c u l a t e 

o b j e c t i v e l y . " The best essays in t h i s book do 

address themselves to t h a t a s p i r a t i o n . 

The antho logy opens w i t h E. P. Thompson's 

"London," a poem which is n o t o r i o u s l y c e n t r a l to 

the debate between h i s t o r y , v i s i o n , and v i s i o n a r y 

h i s t o r y . In i t s l eng th and closeness o f f o c u s , 

Thompson's read ing must be admi t ted to the canon o f 

"necessary r e a d i n g " f o r t h i s poem. The t h e s i s i s 

t h a t "London" i s a " u n i t a r y a n a l y s i s " (p . 20) o f a 

h i s t o r i c a l c o n d i t i o n , a poem whose "symbol ic 

o r g a n i z a t i o n is w i t h i n the c l e a r l y conceived and 

develop ing l o g i c o f market r e l a t i o n s " ( p . 2 2 ) . The 

s t r onges t p a r t o f t h i s case is the con tex t p rov ided 

f o r B lake 's use o f the word " c h a r t e r ' d , " which is 

I t h i n k o f undeniable impor tance. The o t h e r word 

on which Thompson spends a good deal o f t ime i s , 

p r e d i c t a b l y , "mark . " Though he g e n e r a l l y c la ims to 

accept "seventeen types o f amb igu i ty in B lake" ( p . 

1 5 ) , Thompson s t r o n g l y ob jec t s to any "ges ture 

towards an u l t e r i o r 'ambiva lence ' i n which Blake 

has a s s i m i l a t e d the damned to the e l e c t . " Such a 

read ing would "des t roy the poem" and i n t roduce " i n t o 

i t s hea r t a d i r e c t c o n t r a d i c t i o n o f i n t e n t i o n and o f 

f e e l i n g . " A p o s s i b l e re fe rence to Ezekiel i s 

d ismissed as t h a t to Revelation i s asse r ted . Blake 

is "not s e t t i n g marks on fo reheads , he i s observ ing 

them" ( p . 12) . 

I f i n d t h i s case i n t e r e s t i n g l y t e n d e n t i o u s . 

Perhaps the word " h e a r t " t e l l s a l l . Do poems have 

hear ts? No, the people who w r i t e them do. But 

cou ld not t h a t hea r t be d i v i d e d between i n t e n t i o n 

and f e e l i n g , and cou ld not t h a t d i v i s i o n i t s e l f be 

an impor tan t p a r t o f s o c i a l h i s t o r y ? For Thompson, 

i t seems t h a t the hea r t i s what g ives a u t h o r i t y to 

unambiguous p e r c e p t i o n , and to a s o c i a l ou t rage 

uncontaminated by s e l f - i m p l i c a t i o n . The l o g i c o f 

the hea r t i s an impor tan t theme i n n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y 

l i t e r a t u r e , and I hope my p o i n t does not seem t r i t e . 

What i s the c r e d i b i l i t y , f o r example, o f the u n i t a r y 

hea r t w i t h which Dickens endows Esther Summerson in 

Bleak House? Can we not ask ques t ions about i t s 

s u f f i c i e n c y ? Are we not meant to? In making Blake 

an angry o u t s i d e r , commenting on a s i t u a t i o n w i t h 

which he has no th ing to do, and which he o b j e c t i v e l y 

t r a n s c r i b e s , Thompson removes him from membership o f 

t h a t c lass o f d i a l e c t i c a l l y cons t r uc ted Romantic 

s u b j e c t i v i t i e s who exper ienced a l i e n a t i o n not as 

something going on around them bu t a lso as something 

r e d u p l i c a t e d o r c rea ted within them. Thus Wordsworth 

is ab le to c h r o n i c l e , w i t h an honesty which a t t imes 

almost c reates incoherence, the problems o f power 

and exchange which occur i n the most s o l i t a r y 

encounters and the most spontaneous p e r c e p t i o n s . 

The mind i s inescapab ly s o c i a l even i n i t s 

a s s e r t i o n s o f separa teness , and a w ider read ing o f 

Blake might a t l e a s t suggest a poet very we l l aware 

o f the i n t e r s u b j e c t i v e de te rminants and consequences 

of ou t rage . I cannot q u i t e complain t h a t Thompson 

wants a Blake who i s pure o f hear t and eye (an un-

regenerated M i l t o n ? ) , devoted t o one law and one 

po lemic , w i t h o u t being uncomfor tab ly aware of the 

l i t e r a r y c r i t i c ' s b e s e t t i n g i n t e r e s t i n a m b i g u i t y . 

But I can w ish him t o be more aware o f the 

a l t e r n a t i v e history o f consciousness which I 

t h i n k he i s i g n o r i n g . 

Thompson's reading o f the l a s t two stanzas i s , 

to my mind , less c o n v i n c i n g l y ma in ta i ned . The idea 

t h a t there is a re fe rence to " the smoke o f expanding 

commerce" (p . 16) i n the word " b l a c k n i n g " needs 

r e f i n i n g . Commerce i t s e l f does not produce smoke. 

I ndus t r y does, and i t i s i n d u s t r y which helps to 

make commerce p o s s i b l e . Th is may seem a p e r n i c k e t y 

o b j e c t i o n , bu t t o ask what k ind o f industry Blake 

might have had in mind seems to me r a t h e r impor tan t 

f o r the poem. Erdman notes t h a t London in 1803 was 

not so much a s tandard f a c t o r y town as "a war arsenal 

and the hub o f the machinery o f w a r . "
1
 Could i t 

have been so e a r l i e r , a t the t ime "London" was be ing 

medi tated? I f so , then t h i s would s p e c i f y B l a k e ' s 

p o s i t i o n i n g o f commerce as hand- in -hand w i t h empire 

and war. Taken t oge the r w i t h Erdman's read ing o f 

t h i s poem, which suggests t h a t the "hapless s o l d i e r " 

could be e i t h e r the f o r e i g n mercenary o r indeed the 

now super f luous Eng l i sh yeoman made redundant by 

him (pp. 277 -78 ) , we can see an impor tan t issue here . 

The wea l th which enabled the k ing to a f f o r d 

mercenaries would have been r e l a t e d to commerce, 

and J . G. A. Pocock's work has shown us the 

importance o f t h i s debate i n the e i gh teen th c e n t u r y .
2 

Commerce erodes the r i g h t s o f f reeborn Englishmen 

by r e p l a c i n g m i l i t i a s w i t h s tand ing armies i n the 

pay o f the k i n g , as i t a l so erodes t h e i r capac i t y 

f o r c i v i c v i r t u e . Ins tead o f be ing s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t 

and s e l f - d e t e r m i n i n g , they now i n d i r e c t l y pay o the r 

people to f i g h t t h e i r wars . They t h e r e f o r e have no 

c o n t r o l over war , which can happen w i t h o u t t h e i r 

want ing i t , and in a d d i t i o n a fo rce has been c rea ted 

which can be tu rned aga ins t the people i t s e l f . I f 

t h i s s i t u a t i o n is indeed behind B lake ' s poem, then 

i t i m p o r t a n t l y d i f f e r e n t i a t e s him f rom an economist 

l i k e Adam Smi th , who had seen in commerce and f r ee 

t rade a c i v i l i z i n g and peacemaking f u n c t i o n . 

So ld i e r s too may be c h a r t e r e d , and hapless i n t h e i r 

express ion o f the a l i e n a t i o n imposed upon them by 

the d i v i s i o n o f l a b o r ; haplessness a f f e c t s both 

those employed and those d i sp laced and a f f r o n t e d . 

Thompson's essay concludes w i t h an account and 

eventual d ismissa l o f a Swedenborgian con tex t f o r 

the poem. F ind ing Swedenborg's w r i t i n g "remote f rom 

e x p e r i e n t i a l c o n t r o l s and a f f e c t i v e r e f e r e n c e s " 

( p . 2 6 ) , he concludes t h a t i t has l i t t l e to do w i t h 

"London." What he says o f Swedenborg i s , however, 

a usefu l p r e l i m i n a r y to Morton Pa ley ' s more extended 

account o f the r e l a t i o n between Swedenborg and 

B lake ' s w r i t i n g {Blake 50 ) . 

Focus i s widened somewhat i n Heather Glen 's 

essay, "B lake ' s C r i t i c i s m o f Moral Th ink ing in 

Songs of Innocence and of Experience." The argument 

i s t h a t the Songs both express and subve r t the terms 

and assumptions o f "contemporary e t h i c a l d i s c u s s i o n " 

( p . 32 ) , showing f o r t h a " d i s t r u s t o f moral t h i n k i n g 

i t s e l f " ( p . 33) . By "moral t h i n k i n g " Glen means no t 

on ly the a s s e r t i v e i m p o s i t i o n o r deduct ion o f v a l u e s , 

but a l so the more e l u s i v e l o g i c o f the f e e l i n g s -

c h a r i t y , p i t y , and so f o r t h . The case i s c a r r i e d 

on in a c lose read ing o f severa l among the Songs, 

paying p a r t i c u l a r a t t e n t i o n to the s t a t u s o f the 

speaking v o i c e , and to the m e t r i c a l p a t t e r n s and 

l oca l amb igu i t i e s t h a t en fo rce i t . I m p r e s s i v e l y , 

t h i s t r a d i t i o n a l l y " l i t e r a r y " way o f read ing is 

i nco rpo ra ted w i t h a h i s t o r i c a l s p e c i f i c a t i o n o f the 

a l l u s i o n s these poems demand or i n v i t e . Readings 
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o f "The Chimney Sweeper" o f Innocence , o f the two 

"Holy Thursday" poems, o f "London, " and o f "The 

Human A b s t r a c t " are o f f e r e d . In general they 

c o n t r a s t u s e f u l l y and p r o v o c a t i v e l y w i t h Thompson's 

account o f "London," i n t h e i r argument f o r i n c l u s i v e 

r a t h e r than e x c l u s i v e re fe rence ( see , f o r example, 

Glen 's comments on "mark " ) . Thus the f i g u r e o f the 

sweep i s descr ibed as a "po ten t image o f subvers ive 

pass ion" (p . 42) in ways which are a t once s e x u a l , 

s o c i a l , and p o l i t i c a l . Not t h a t Glen presents 

ambivalence as i t s e l f a v i r t u e ; on the c o n t r a r y , 

she composes i t i n t o a more s o p h i s t i c a t e d concept 

o f the " u n i t a r y " than the one Thompson o f f e r s . In 

so d o i n g , she leads us c l o s e r to the p o i n t where 

s o c i a l and i n d i v i d u a l de te rm ina t i on co inc i de in the 

c o n s t r u c t i o n o f B lake ' s speakers. 

In t h i s achievement, i t might i n f a c t be s a i d 

t h a t Glen goes almost too f a r . The speaker o f 

"London" i s thus presented as " i m a g i n a t i v e l y 

bankrup t " ( p . 5 7 ) , one who i s "more deeply and 

consc ious l y i m p l i c a t e d i n the a b s t r a c t i n g modes o f 

h i s s o c i e t y than anyone e l s e " (p . 60 ) . Glen's 

general con ten t i on about the speakers o f Experience 

i s t h a t they revea l " the same a b s t r a c t i n g , d i s t a n c i n g 

s t r a t e g i e s which have produced the s o c i a l con-

sequences t h a t they seek to condemn" (p . 6 6 ) . Why, 

t h e n , should the speaker o f "London" be move deeply 

contaminated by t h i s h a b i t o f mind than o thers in 

h i s s o c i e t y ? This seems to me to go too f a r i n 

l o c a t i n g e s s e n t i a l r e s p o n s i b i l i t y w i t h the speaker ; 

i t f a i l s t o s t r e s s ( though i t i m p l i e s ) the degree 

to which h is op t ions about what to see are themselves 

f o r e c l o s e d and pressured by what i s around h i m , the 

rea l h i s t o r i c a l s i t u a t i o n whose terms we can adduce 

f rom Thompson and Erdman. ( I t depends, t o o , on an 

i m p l i c i t a n t i t h e s i s between the innocent and 

exper ienced speakers which we need n o t , I t h i n k , 

f o l l o w . ) The p o i n t may be t e s t e d aga ins t G len 's 

read ing o f the second o f the "Holy Thursday" poems. 

She admits t h a t t h i s i s a d i f f i c u l t case, and one 

is g r a t e f u l f o r an account o f t h i s o f t e n ignored 

poem. I t becomes who l l y a poem about the speaker , 

who is presented as t o t a l l y cu t o f f f rom what i s 

really around him i n a gesture o f h y s t e r i c a l moral 

i n s c r i p t i o n . He "reduces th ings to t h e i r moral 

q u a l i t i e s , and robs them o f t h e i r r i c h r e a l i t y " ; 

he is r espons ib l e f o r a l i n g u i s t i c v a p i d i t y which 

g ives no sense o f "a r e n d i t i o n o f a rea l scene, the 

express ion o f a moment when the speaker saw what was 

be fo re him w i t h more than usual v i v i dness and 

c l a r i t y " ( p . 54 ) . Glen 's read ing i s more s o p h i s t i -

cated than I suggest h e r e , and i s to be taken 

s e r i o u s l y , but I want to p i ck out t h i s c o n t e n t i o n 

to h i g h l i g h t a q u e s t i o n : i s t he re r e a l l y a " r i c h 

r e a l i t y " which the speaker s imp ly cannot see because 

o f s t r i c t l y s u b j e c t i v e l i m i t a t i o n s ? This suggests 

t h a t the speaker 's view is i n f a c t not s o c i a l l y 

de te rmined , and does not a t a l l rep resen t what i s 

there. Thompson might we l l comp la in , and I would 

complain w i t h h im, t h a t t h i s view does not a l l ow 

f o r any c r e d i b i l i t y o r c o n v i c t i o n a t a l l i n the 

vo ice o f o u t r a g e . Sure ly the d e t a i l s o f the w o r l d 

o f Experience are not j u s t "a s e r i e s o f s e l f -

produced a b s t r a c t i o n s " ( p . 56)? I t is in the na tu re 

o f s o c i a l i n s t i t u t i o n s t h a t they are a l ready the re 

when a new genera t i on opens i t s eyes, and i t i s a 

f a c t o f p a r t i c u l a r s o c i e t i e s t h a t they produce 

p a r t i c u l a r forms o f d e f i n i n g the human c o n d i t i o n , 

d i f f e r e n t l y indeed f o r d i f f e r e n t peop le . Chapels, 

pa laces , and arsenals were and are b u i l t , and 

c o n s t i t u t e what i t would not be ambi t ious to c a l l a 

reality. I t h i n k t h i s i s a p o i n t a t which Glen 

cou ld a f f o r d to make the assumptions i m p l i c i t in 

her t h e s i s more c l e a r , and indeed more h i s t o r i c a l . 

Is Blake a Godwinian i d e a l i s t who be l i eves t h a t 

r e v o l u t i o n s o f the mind precede and determine s o c i a l 

s t r u c t u r e s , and does he then r e l y on the same 

prospectus f o r " t r u t h " as Godwin does, t h a t once 

put abroad i t w i l l spread and conquer by i t s own 

e n e r g i e s , w i t h o u t r e v o l u t i o n a r y e f f o r t ? Or i s he 

a more devious and d e f l e c t e d s p i r i t , consc ious , 

l i k e Wordsworth, o f a l l t h a t i n t e r f e r e s w i t h the 

development o f the mind (perhaps i n i t i a l l y i n n o c e n t , 

perhaps no t )? My own sense i s t h a t Blake par takes 

o f both these f i g u r e s ; he o f t e n i m p l i e s t h a t the 

s u b j e c t i v e imag ina t i on is a way beyond the 

c o n s t r a i n t s o f imposed ways o f s e e i n g , but those 

c o n s t r a i n t s are there to be reexper ienced again i n 

the per iods when the c la ims o f h a b i t u a l pe r cep t i on 

acc rue . This mediated view o f Blake becomes i t s e l f 

" h i s t o r i c a l " when we recogn ize a l l t h a t came in the 

way, i n the 1790s, o f openly expressed r e v o l u t i o n a r y 

f e r v o r , and understand the pressures toward the 

advocacy o f p r i v a t e exper iences as redempt ive . (No 

one has done more than Thompson, i n The Making of 

the English Working Class, to make t h i s i n f o r m a t i o n 

a v a i l a b l e . ) In the communication o f t h a t p r i v a c y , 

I t h i n k t h a t Blake made a p lace f o r a l l t he vers ions 

o f p a t h o l o g i c a l and s o c i a l o p p o s i t i o n which occur 

when i n t e r e s t s c lash in the forum o f "meaning" and 

a u t h o r i t y . Glen 's i s a f i n e essay, bu t i t would be 

the poorer i f i t were not se t aga ins t what i s o f 

wor th i n Thompson's more t renchan t pronouncements. 

Taken t o g e t h e r , they present a use fu l t e n s i o n t o help 

us decide between a u t h o r i t a t i v e l y s i n g l e - h e a r t e d 

and h y s t e r i c a l l y a l i e n a t e d speakers i n B lake ' s Songs. 

Frank M. P a r i s i ' s "Emblems o f Melancholy : For 

Children: The Gates of Paradise," s h i f t s the focus 

who l l y f rom the verbal to the v i s u a l aspect o f 

B lake ' s work. Concen t ra t ing on the f i r s t issue o f 

these des igns , P a r i s i seeks to recover what Blake 

" o r i g i n a l l y i n t e n d e d " ( p . 71) by them, which he 

argues to be an embodying o f and response to 

e i gh teen th cen tu ry convent ions o f me lancho ly : 

My conc lus ion is t h a t the Gates presents the 

l i f e o f f a l l e n man as a melancholy cyc le t u r n i n g 

on f r u s t r a t i o n , de fea t and d e s p a i r , the more 

i n s i d i o u s f o r be ing s e l f - r e n e w i n g . At the same 

t ime the Gates goes f a r beyond contemporary 

ana logues, f o r i t po in t s unequ i voca l l y to a 

way one may break out o f the cyc le i n t o a 

v i s i o n a r y and c r e a t i v e s t a t e , ( p . 74) 

Let me say a t once t h a t I am i n no sense q u a l i f i e d 

to o f f e r a proper assessment o f the success or 

f a i l u r e o f t h i s argument. But I w i l l say t h a t I am 

not g iven much i n f o r m a t i o n on which t o base a 

judgment . For an essay which discusses e n t i r e l y 

v i s u a l c o n t e x t s , i t i s pe r ve r se l y u n d e r - i l l u s t r a t e d . 

One might perhaps pass over the absence o f B l a k e ' s 

own des igns , which have o f t e n been reproduced 

e lsewhere , though t h i s i s a t the l e a s t an i ncon -

venience. But I f r e q u e n t l y f i n d t h a t re fe rence is 

made t o , and arguments b u i l t o n , p i c t u r e s o r 

engrav ings which are no t reproduced. For example, 
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Durer's Melenoolia I is often c i ted as of great 
importance: but we have to head for a l i b ra ry to 
confirm that importance. Exhaustive descriptions 
of things which depend for conviction on being 
seen make th is essay very hard to fo l low. Other 
f rus t ra t ions appear in an occasional lack of 
evidence, or lack of consideration of a l te rna t i ves . 
What is the force of seeing the " b u t t e r f l i e s " of 
plate 7 as "the female aspect of nature" (p. 73), 
and of Blake's conversion of a t rad i t i ona l moti f 
in to anthropomorphic images? Why is the insect of 
the f ront isp iece a "worm" rather than a c a t e r p i l l a r 
(p. 76)? I t is about as obvious a c a t e r p i l l a r as 
one could hope f o r , and c lear ly d i f fe ren t ia ted from 
the worm of plate 16. Points l i ke th is matter 
because they threaten to qual i fy the whole d r i f t of 
Par i s i ' s argument, making the designs look more 
l i ke what Erdman saw as a "series i l l u s t r a t i n g the 
progression of contrar ies" (p. 204). Against t h i s , 
Parisi wants to argue that plate 13 is the only one 
which of fers a pointer beyond the constraints of 
earth ly melancholy. The rest belong to a "closed 
cycle" and present a "problematic view of l i f e " (p. 
108). See the worm as a c a t e r p i l l a r , however, and 
i t is hard not to think also of the b u t t e r f l y , and 
of i t s immanence as an emblem of the soul . Moreover, 
i f plate 13 rea l ly is au thor i ta t ive in the way 
Parisi suggests, "the most a r t i cu la te event in the 
ser ies" (p. 110), why does i t not come at the end? 
At leas t , one might ask fo r some discussion of the 
point of i t s not being f i n a l . 

There are good things in th is essay. The 
context provided for resolving (or beginning to 
resolve) the nature of Blake's response to G i l l ray 
(noted by Erdman, pp. 202-04) in plate 9 is w e l l -
constructed, taking us through Ar ios to , Milton and 
Burton. Indeed, on every design Paris i has something 
new and ins igh t fu l to say. There seems to be no 
doubt that Blake invokes reference to desire and 
melancholy at key points in the ser ies. However, I 
remain unconvinced that the invocation of melancholy 
const i tutes the unitary message of these designs. 
There is an obvious problem with visual images in 
that the i r s ign i f i ca t i ons are natura l ly less deter-
minate than verbal ones often are; I am l e f t wanting 
a stronger case, with more evidence i l l u s t r a t e d , to 
convince me that the essay does a l l that i t says i t 
does. But, with th is essay more than the others, I 
must plead a measure of incompetence. 

Harald A. K i t t e l ' s "The Book of Urizen and An 
Essay Concerning Human Understanding" poses a 
d i f fe ren t kind of d i f f i c u l t y . There is much here of 
real value and i n te res t , but i t s leading ideas are 
not emphasized with su f f i c i en t force. This produces 
an argument of considerable densi ty, l i k e l y to 
inform at f i r s t only those already very fami l ia r 
wi th the special vocabularies Locke uses. I t lacks 
the declaration of p r i o r i t i e s which makes the f i r s t 
chapter of Frye's Fearful Symmetry so memorable. 
There is also some confusion about what kind of 
re la t ion is being argued for between the two tex ts ; 
th is becomes problematic because of the closeness 
of the correspondences apparently being adduced. 
Is Blake rea l ly reading Locke c lose ly , and incorpor-
at ing point-by-point responses to his arguments, or 
is there in Urizen a general sa t i re on the rat ional 
t rad i t i on which Locke's Essay happens, in exemplary 

ways, to embody? K i t t e l reads Urizen as "sat i re 
directed against John Locke's theory of knowledge" 
(p. I l l ) — i n other words, p r inc ipa l l y against the 
second book of the Essay--but i t is only at the end 
of his account that he admits that "Urizen is 
neither a systematic nor an e x p l i c i t c r i t i que of 
Locke's Essay. Nevertheless, elements of Locke's 
theory of knowel dge af fect theme, symbolism and 
structure of the poem" (p. 143). Had th is declara-
t ion come e a r l i e r , i t might have suggested to the 
author that he look elsewhere in the r a t i o n a l i s t 
t r ad i t i on for suggestions informing the argument 
and imagery of the poem. Newton, for example, is 
not mentioned, and yet Donald Ault has published a 
^jery important book on the Blake-Newton r e l a t i o n , 
with s ign i f i can t reference to Urizen.

3
 For example, 

K i t t e l glosses the "globes of a t t r ac t i on " [Urizen 
3:36) as specifying reference to Locke's primary 
qua l i t i es - -bu l k , f i gu re , tex ture , and motion of 
parts--whereas a much more obvious a l l us i on , to my 
mind, is to atomism (planets as atoms involves the 
fami l ia r Blakean conjunction of microcosm and 
macrocosm) and to i t s exponents in s c i e n t i f i c 
method, Newton and perhaps Boyle, whose account of 
forms and qua l i t i es i t s e l f informed Locke's argument 
but was stressed by Locke in a d i f fe ren t way. 
Globes of a t t rac t ion are the primary par t ic les of 
matter or body which are variously composed into 
form, whether through names alone (as suggested by 
Boyle) or through some form of f i gu ra t i ve perception. 
As such, they do indeed l i e behind Locke's account 
of q u a l i t i e s , but in a way which brings out the 
mental element in the apprehension of " th ings" (an 
element stressed also by Hobbes). Locke is here 
much more sophist icated than he was often seen to 
be by la te r readers who saw in him merely the 
apologist of mater ial ism, and K i t t e l ' s over -br ie f 
statement of the connection misses the complexity of 
Locke's account, as i t deals wi th the way in which 
qua l i t i es are assembled into " th ings" (which things 
Hobbes had actual ly cal led "phantasms"). He thus 
does not stress the rad ica l l y unstable element in 
Locke's epistemology, which in fact could be taken 
to inform a much more thoroughly "Romantic" notion 
of how we perceive. Ault (p. 59) argues in th is 
context for a d iscont inu i ty between Newton and Locke 
over how " r e a l i t y " is knowable, and over what i t is 
that is cal led " r e a l . " What matters most for Locke 
is how we share perceptions. Although information 
comes to us through the senses, i t takes mental 
processes to convert i t into ideas, and i t is the 
nature of that conversion which was so widely argued. 
I f i t is done through names , which impose unitary 
iden t i t y on assemblies of ideas, and thus insinuate 
the idea of substance, then K i t te l passes over a 
useful angle on his own case for Urizen as imaging 
Locke's complex idea of substance (p. 128). For 
the name "Urizen" is i t s e l f i n f i n i t e l y decomposable 
(you reason, your reason, hor izon, e t c . ) , j us t as 
the iden t i t i es of Los and Urizen consistent ly merge 
and overlap throughout the book. Locke argues for 
personal iden t i t y in consciousness, not in substance 
( .�� . , I I , ch. 27, 19); Urizen f inds that both body 
and consciousness s h i f t and d iv ide , or impose 
impossible pressures on themselves in t ry ing not to . 
Urizen's f a i t h in one law, and one name, then 
becomes a sat i re on something Locke's theory might 
i t s e l f s a t i r i z e ; a be l i e f in the substantial i den t i t y 
of something which has a name. 
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I t h i n k t h a t the reader who does not a l ready 

know Locke w i l l f i n d t h i s essay very hard to f o l l o w ; 

and the reader who does might w ish f o r f u l l e r 

exp lana t i ons o f some o f the s u b t l e t i e s o f Locke 's 

p o s i t i o n s . His r a t h e r evas ive use o f arguments 

f rom d i v i n e sanc t i on ( "our Maker") and i t s r e l a t i o n 

to the coherence o f the s o c i a l c o n t r a c t might be 

seen to i n fo rm Ur i zen ' s parod ic c o n s t r u c t i o n o f a 

community, one which a t tempts to be a s e r i e s o f 

s e l f - i m a g e s . Does Blake mean to imply the inner 

i d e n t i t y o f consent and a u t h o r i t a r i a n mandate? " I 

am your reason"? K i t t e l ' s account o f the U r i z e n i c 

vers ions o f space and t ime a lso needs, t o my mind , 

s t r onge r emphasis. They are c l e a r l y very impor tan t 

to the poem, and A u l t has much to say o f them. They 

have a sugges t i ve r e l a t i o n , moreover, t o the 

quest ions o f n a r r a t i o n ( t e x t / t i m e ) and pe rspec t i ve 

(des ign /space) which are d e l i b e r a t e l y put i n t o 

c r i s i s in t h i s poem. Perhaps d i f f e r e n t readers w i l l 

f i n d t h i s essay h e l p f u l in d i f f e r e n t ways, and 

impose emphases f o r themselves. I t h i n k the no t i on 

o f U r i zen ' s w o r l d be ing composed o f pr imary 

q u a l i t i e s (pp . 127, 136) i s an i n t e r e s t i n g one 

(though I would then want some a n a l y s i s o f h i s 

r e l a t i o n to the E t e r n a l s , which need not be read as 

s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d l y n e g a t i v e ) , and I am f a s c i n a t e d by 

the suggest ion t h a t the bas is o f the U r i zen i c mode 

i n d e f e r r a l by r a t i o n a l dec i s i on (pp. 118, 140) 

might comef rom Locke. This suggests no th i ng less 

than a taxonomy o f d e s i r e , which was o f g rea t 

importance to the e i gh teen th c e n t u r y : w i t n e s s , f o r 

example, i t s p lace in Adam Smi th ' s The Theory of 

Moral Sentiments. Locke's d e l i n e a t i o n o f r a t i o n a l 

doubt , whereby "we are ab le to suspend the present 

s a t i s f a c t i o n o f any d e s i r e " ( I I , ch . 2 1 , 5 2 ) , i s 

f u l l o f p rophe t i c f u t u r i t y i n t h i s respec t . Thus 

do sun and moon go o u t . 

Peter B u t t e r ' s c o n t r i b u t i o n , "Milton: The 

F ina l P l a t e s , " i s o f a k ind which makes me wonder 

whether o p p o s i t i o n can r e a l l y be t r u e f r i e n d s h i p , 

and leaves me a f f i r m i n g a case f o r r e f u s i n g to meet 

ha l fway . I t belongs to the "Does i t make sense?" 

aspect o f B r i t i s h B l a k e , but u n f o r t u n a t e l y sense 

i t s e l f i s no t ques t ioned o r r e c o n s t i t u t e d . B u t t e r ' s 

c u r i o s i t y emanates from a genre o f l i t e r a r y 

c r i t i c i s m which nowadays tends not to read Blake a t 

a l l . Thus h is comments w i l l s t r i k e readers 

v a r i o u s l y as r e f r e s h i n g bu rs t s o f common sense o r 

as g ro tesque ly out o f p lace appeals to an i n h i b i t i v e 

consensus. Of course , one must beware o f demanding 

t h a t every reader o f Blake shou ld approach w i t h 

reverence and take o f f h is shoes be fo re wa l k i ng on 

the p u r p l e s . And, i n one way, t h i s essay par takes 

o f some o f the nega t i ve v i r t u e s o f L e a v i s ' c l a s s i c 

mis read ing o f She l ley ,
1
' which by the very p r e c i s i o n 

o f i t s d i sm issa l s a l e r t s us to an u l t e r i o r mot ive 

i n S h e l l e y , and an a l t e r n a t i v e way o f r ead ing . Thus 

B u t t e r looks f o r "an immediate appeal to the senses" 

( p . 147) , f o r something " t ouch ing and e f f e c t i v e " 

(p . 148) , and f o r what helps us to " v i s u a l i z e . . . 

c l e a r l y " (p . 149) . His wa r - c r y i s indeed the c l a s s i c 

one o f " f u l l y r e a l i z e d presence" (p . 157 ) , and 

needless to say i t does not come up w i t h much to 

admire i n t h i s poem. When B u t t e r says t h a t Blake 

too o f t e n " leaves the reader w i t h o u t f i r m ground 

under h i s f e e t " ( p . 157) , I am reminded o f a whole 

t r a d i t i o n o f f i r m n e s s , c o n c r e t i o n , g rasp ing and 

embodying ( d i f f e r e n t from Thompson, who a t l e a s t 

prov ides the h e a r t ) . I t belongs to the browbeat ing 

school o f c r i t i c i s m which asser ts t h a t " p o e t i c 

q u a l i t y " ( p . 145) i s an e n t i t y mys te r i ous l y removed 

from i deas , and to be e l u c i d a t e d f rom the loaded 

comparison o f good poets and bad poe ts . 

S u b s t a n t i a l l y , the cen te rp iece o f B u t t e r ' s 

account i s the argument t h a t Satan i s presented 

i n c o h e r e n t l y , and t h a t i s perhaps the issue on which 

readers might most p r o f i t f rom h is essay. However, 

I hope i t would not be a d j u d i c a t e d w i t h e x c l u s i v e 

re fe rence to the end o f Milton, which even the most 

d i l i g e n t readers are u n l i k e l y to r e s o r t to w i t h 

expec ta t i ons o f immediate t ransparency . Blake might 

have expected a reader who had seen the r e s t o f the 

poem, and perhaps knew something o f John M i l t o n ; he 

undeniably would have expected a reader who saw 

be fo re him a composite a r t , and not j u s t a t e x t on 

a page. Remarkably, B u t t e r manages to d iscuss the 

end o f Milton w i t h o u t any re fe rence to the designs 

(which by now should ha rd l y s u r p r i s e us in t h i s 

a n t h o l o g y ) , and w i t h o u t any mention o f s e x u a l i t y . 

Who are the naked f i g u r e s on the rock in the famous 

f u l l - p a g e p l a t e , reengraved f o r copy D? A lb i on and 

Jerusalem/Babylon? M i l t o n and Ololon? Blake and 

C a t h e r i n e , waking f rom a dream? Prometheus, now 

j o i n e d by a fema le , and w i t h the eagle o f Zeus now 

a l so bespeaking prophecy i n dismemberment? Had he a t 

l e a s t looked a t the p l a t e s , i n some modest acknowledg-

ment o f what Blake a c t u a l l y " w r o t e , " B u t t e r might 

have found some c lues t o the problem of i d e n t i t y 

which bothers him when he f i n d s ( e . g . , p. 152) more 

than one persona o f f e r i n g i t s e l f f o r the ownership 

o f a pronoun. 

The t e s t o f t h i s k ind o f essay must be , I 

t h i n k , whether the impos i t i ons are generous o r n o t . 

U l t i m a t e l y , i t i s not the t h i ngs o f which I have 

w r i t t e n above which I f i n d myse l f r e s e n t i n g most 

s t r o n g l y ; i t i s the t a c t i c o f f a l s e modesty. In 

the same paragraph we f i n d the conven t iona l c r i t i c a l 

h u m i l i t y - - " W i t h more unders tand ing I s h a l l p robab ly 

w i thdraw some o f the c r i t i c i s m s in t h i s essay " - -and 

the f i r m d ismissa l which i t i s used to i n s i n u a t e : 

Blake becomes one "whose command o f language i s not 

equal to the reach o f h i s i m a g i n a t i o n " ( p . 163) . 

As p roo f o f t h i s , we have a g a l l e r y o f the d i r t y 

t r i c k s which are the embarrassment o f the t r a d e . 

A comparison i s i n t r oduced - - "These l i n e s remind one 

o f H o p k i n s " - - o n l y to be t u rned immediate ly i n t o a 

j udgmen t - - "Hopk ins ' l i n e s convey g r e a t e r i n t e n s i t y 

than B lake ' s longer and s l a c k e r o n e s " - - w i t h o u t the 

re levance o f Hopkins ( o r anybody e l s e ) ever be ing 

e s t a b l i s h e d . L i t e r a r y h i s t o r y e x i s t s here as an 

unanalyzed spectrum o f the e f f e c t i v e and the less 

e f f e c t i v e , the one f u n c t i o n i n g as a s t i c k w i t h which 

to beat the o t h e r . B u t t e r centers h i m s e l f as the 

a r b i t e r o f t a s t e , the " l i t e r a r y c r i t i c " who is 

" e n t i t l e d to ask the q u e s t i o n s " ( p . 161 ) , hav ing 

d ismissed (as i t happens) Haro ld Bloom as a c r i t i c 

" t e l l i n g h i s own s t o r y " ; something w h i c h , we are 

t o l d w i t h coy humor, i s " q u i t e common in Blake 

s t u d i e s " ( p . 155) . 

I f o p p o s i t i o n i s to be f r i e n d s h i p , then t he re 

i s no p lace i n i t f o r the s m i l e r w i t h the k n i f e 

under the c l o a k . Th is i s B r i t i s h Blake a t i t s 

w o r s t , a p roduc t o f d i f f i c u l t y and embarrassment 

which has gone h a r d , so t h a t i t i s no longer f e l t 
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or thought out. Like those who complain of the 
l im i ted number of o r i f i ces in the human body, Butter 
f inds in the prophetic books an "obsessive return 
to a rather small number of ideas, repeated sometimes 
without enough var ia t ion or addit ion to make the 
repet i t ion acceptable" (p. 157). This essay, to my 
mind (and I am a par t ia l reader), has no ideas at 
a l l . 

James Ferguson's "Prefaces to Jerusalem" sets 
out to show that the four prefaces to the four 
chapters of the poem provide s t ructura l guidelines 
for reading i t . The themes he selects for emphasis 
are in terest ing in themselves, but they do not 
provide what we seem to be promised, which is a f i rm 
ant ic ipat ion in the prefaces of the most important 
ideas in the poem. Moreover, themes are selected 
from each of the prefaces, which are thus in no 
sense completely expounded or in terpreted. From 
the f i r s t , Ferguson takes up the issue of s ty le 
(mildness and ruggedness), but explores i t in a way 
which is neither h i s to r i ca l (as an analysis of the 
conventions Blake reacts to might be) or i n t r i n s i c 
in any f u l l y sustained way. S t y l i s t i c p l u r a l i t y 
and many-voicedness are undoubtedly very important 
in Jerusalem, but in much deeper ways than Ferguson 
seems to specify. Ruggedness, for example, is 
explained almost by apology, as "by no means the 
most important of the diverse poetic sty les to which 
Blake refers in his defence" (p. 169), instead of 
being recognized as an integral part of meaning and 
idea, which is how Blake might well have meant i t 
to be seen. The accounts of Reuben, Rahab and 
Ezekiel (very useful in themselves) which form the 
substance of the rest of the essay seem to be very 
loosely connected to the prefaces to chapters 2, 3, 
and 4, so that I begin to wonder i f Ferguson has 
forgotten his own thesis. Scholars concerned with 
the in terpre ta t ion of those f igures should cer ta in ly 
not miss th is essay, but Ferguson's claim to set 
for th a new st ructura l patterning does not convince 
me. The essay is thus not quite an author i ta t ive 
introduct ion for people coming to the poem for the 
f i r s t t ime, but i t does i l luminate certa in special 
items in i t . 

The book concludes with John Beer's "Influence 
and Independence in Blake," which not only summarizes 
and (very modestly) answers many of the posit ions 
taken up by other authors in the volume, but does 
so without d is t rac t ing at tent ion from i t s own subject 
matter. The essay presents a synopsis of problems 
encountered and methods adopted in reading Blake fo r 
inf luences, and proceeds under the control of a most 
admirable self-consciousness. Beer states his 
posit ions and declares his assumptions. The tact 
is genuine, informing the arguments themselves 
rather than remaining a preliminary ploy. Seeing 
Blake as an a r t i s t whose response to influence was 
"dominated above a l l by his own obsessive concerns" 
(p. 202), Beer examines a series of ways in which 
we might f ind Blake to have been inf luenced. 

Dealing f i r s t wi th visual sources, he produces 
one of the few arguments in th is book which is 
adequately i l l u s t r a t e d . Two kinds of influence are 
examined. F i r s t , that of a general context, in th is 
case the iconoqraphic conventions surrounding the 
"Ugolino" scene in late eighteenth century a r t . A 

very convincing case is made for Blake being aware 
of a reading of the incident as depict ing "the 
tyranny of the priesthood" (p. 207). Second, the 
possible bearing of the engraving of C ip r ian i ' s 
"Perseus and Andromeda" on the f ront isp iece to 
'Visions of the Daughters of A lb ion ' is rehearsed. 
Here, the influence ( i f i t is there) is more spec i f ic 
and d i rec t . 

In the account of possible modes of verbal 
in f luence, Beer's comments on the word "mark" in 
"London" (pp. 218-21) o f fe r a response to Thompson 
and Glen, and also add something e lse , a possible 
Shakespearean echo. He sees the range of choices 
open to the reader of the poem as rather wider than 
the other two authors do, but at the same time he 
communicates a sense of the urgency of choosing. 
Ambivalence is not avoidance, but a form of c r i s i s . 
In general, the remarks on verbal influence open 
up an area of possible influence on Blake which is 
comparatively new (at least to me); that composed 
by seventeenth century l i t e r a t u r e . Al lusions he 
finds to Donne and Herbert are especial ly i n te res t -
i ng , and there is a convincing account of the 
neoplatonic background to Blake's use of the word 
" i n t e l l e c t u a l " (pp. 221-23), and of the philosophical 
contexts for the word " i n l e t " (pp. 223-27). Of 
par t i cu la r relevance to K i t t e l ' s case is Beer's 
reading of Blake's "minute par t i cu la rs " (pp. 227-29) 
in the context of spec i f ic passages in Locke's 
Essay. He sees a posi t ive impl icat ion ( fo r Blake) 
in Locke's descript ion of "minute pa r t i c l es , which 
open out a source of l i g h t that would otherwise be 
i nv i s i b l e to the eye . . . br inging out the visionary 
nature of every deta i l while remaining f a i t h f u l to 
the i r own nature" (p. 229). Locke becomes, in th is 
way, a precursor of imaginative v is ion . 

Having described and embodied ways of p l o t t i ng 
spec i f ic influences in both visual and verbal 
contexts, Beer passes on (p. 237f.) to an assessment 
of "extensive in f luences," those which may be thought 
to have been behind Blake's work over an extended 
period of time. Three successive pages of 
Whichcote's Aphorisms are seen to appear in various 
forms and at various points in Blake's w r i t i n g s , 
and a s imi la r "c luster of words and expressions" 
(p. 241) is discovered in Pope's "Eloisa to Abelard." 

The f ina l section of the essay makes a case for 
the importance of alchemical imagery and reference 
in Tiriel. The resul t of the whole is to suggest 
the highly ec lect ic and spec i f i ca l l y motivated nature 
of Blake's phi losophica l , l i t e r a r y , and a r t i s t i c 
borrowings or s t i m u l i . The coherence which ensues 
then beomes a function of "Blake's o r ig ina t ing 
a r t i s t i c i den t i t y " (p. 261), which is able to react 
to a wide range of influence without ever merely 
repeating a preestablished doctr ine. Influence is 
neither anxious nor burdensome; i t provides a f i e l d 
of in te l lec tua l and imaginative experience for 
redisposi t ion and in te rp re ta t ion . I t is imagination, 
not g u i l t or shame, which determines Blake's 
reconstruction of the past. I m p l i c i t l y , Beer frees 
Blake from some of the l im i t s imposed upon him by 
other authors in the book who have more monothematic 
p r i o r i t i e s . 

I f one were to ask "What is the audience for 
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these essays?" then Beer's essay comes through with 

the clearest answer. In i t s wealth of local 
observation and spec i f ic attent ions (which I have 

not done j us t i ce t o ) , i t w i l l be of use to any 
spec ia l i s t . At the same t ime, because of the c l a r i t y 
and selfconsciousness of i t s format and taxonomy, 
i t comes over as a very recommendable s tar t ing point 
f o r , say, a graduate student reading Blake for the 

f i r s t t ime, and wanting to know what methods and 

approaches are possible. I t has both scholarly and 

pedagogical v i r tues , and as such i t sets a standard 

which few of the other essays a t t a i n . Glen and 

Thompson, to my mind, come closest to i t , but they 
are best taken as a pa i r , with in terest ing questions 
ar is ing from the in teract ion of the two accounts. 
The teacher who wishes to suggest to students a mode 

of close reading which is both l i t e r a r y and h i s t o r i 
cal could conf ident ly recommend Glen's essay, in 

par t i cu la r . 

For essays which took so long in coming in to 

p r i n t   f i v e years between the Edinburgh conference 

and the appearance of the bookmany parts of the 

other essays have an unfinished qua l i t y , as i f the 

passage from f i r s t draf t to reworked statement has 
not been made. This may appear as an omission of 
the emphasis helpful to a reader in fo l lowing an 

argument, or as the ignoring of al ternat ive 

poss i b i l i t i e s supplied by the work of other c r i t i c s . 
More ser iously , the book as a whole is lamentably 
under  i l l us t ra ted . This applies to Par i s i ' s essay, 
which depends upon i l l u s t r a t i o n , but i t also re f lec ts 
the lack of at tent ion paid to composite art by most 
of the other authors, John Beer aside. Thompson, 
Glen, and Butter do not discuss i t at a l l ; nor do 

Ki t te l and Ferguson, though t he i r arguments do not 
as obviously suggest that they ought to do so. I 
do not mean to assert that th is emphasis away from 

design is any kind of f a u l t , for i t w i l l always be 

appropriate fo r some essays to concentrate on aspects 

of Blake's work. But i t may be s ign i f i can t in view 

of the declared ambitions of the anthology 
(object ive ar t i cu la t i on without imposition) that the 

visual side of the composite design is so often 

el ided. Conviction is often easier to come by when 

one considers the text alone; the relation of text 
to design often sets up re f lec t ions which are less 
stable, and not ve r i f i ab le in the conventional ways. 
In many cases, in th is act of r e l a t i on , there seem 

to be no obvious " in f luences." I t thus becomes 
hard to "read" i t without confronting the more 

indeterminate aspects of Blake's aesthet ic. 

Even in the realm of the verbal , i n t r i n s i c a l l y 
considered, i t may be a peculiar j us t i ce that "mark" 
emerges as in many ways the fugal word of the book. 
The variant readings offered by Thompson, Glen, and 

Beer would serve as a means of a r t i cu l a t i ng some of 
the questions generated by the chosen t i t l e word, 
" I n te rp re t i ng . " I have found that i n te rpre t ing 

Blake is an ac t i v i t y ca l l i ng for thought about 
i n te rp re ta t ion . That element is bu i l t into Glen's 
essay, and into Beer's. But I have the sense, 
perhaps un jus t ly , that such a concern would be 

dismissed by some of the other authors as a piece 

of fashionable nonsense. I f so, then I am l e f t 
wishing that Br i t i sh Blake might set out to be a 

l i t t l e less author i ta r ian , and perhaps thereby 
s ta r t to explore the evidence for the histovicality 

of the various aesthetic indeterminacies in Blake's 
work. Meanwhile, some mark with the eye, some 

through i t , and some with red pens. 

■ David V. Erdman, Blake: Prophet Against Empire, 3rd ed. 
(Pr inceton: Princeton Univ. Press, 1977), p. 396. See also 

p. 60. Where I re fe r to Erdman, i t is to th is book. 

:
 I am thinking part icularly of The Machiavellian Moment: 

■:tine Political Thought and the Atlantic Republican 
Tradition (Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 1975), chs. 13 & 14. 

' Donald D. Au l t , Visionary Physics: Blake's Response to Newton 

(Chicago & London: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1974). I am also 

surpr ised to see no reference to Ernest Lee Tuveson's The 

.ition as a Means of Grace: John Locke and the Aesthetics 

of Romanticism (Berkeley & Los Angeles: Univ. of Cal i fo rn ia 

Press, 1960). 

'* F. R. Leavis, Revaluation: Tradition and Development in English 
Poetry (London: Chatto &Windus, 1936), ch. 6. 
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