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I t is hard fo r me to believe that th i s could 
be an idea whose time has come. In two taped 
lectures of about f o r t y - f i v e minutes each, 

a B r i t i s h schoolmarm wi th a good BBC Third Programme 
accent leads us on a docent tour of the Songs Of 
Innocence and Of Experience. Along the way she 
of fers us a l i t t l e h is to ry , a l i t t l e biography, some 
judic ious glosses from other works by Blake, and a 
glimpse of the Major Themes: Energy, Imagination, 
Contraries, Apocalypse, Revolution, Rat iona l i t y , 
P r ies tc ra f t—a l l described c l e a r l y , succinct ly and 
soberly. The tape i s , in e f f ec t , a kind of low-
tech Cliff Notes. 

This is not to say that i t is without mer i t . 
As an in t roduct ion , one can hardly f a u l t i t . 
Professor Bo t t ra l l is an epitome of Anglo-American 
c r i t i c a l common-sense, and she covers an impressive 
amount of t e r r i t o r y . She sees Blake's work in his 
career and his career in his century. She deals 
f a i r l y e f f ec t i ve l y with re lat ionships between tex t 
and i l l u s t r a t i o n s . She knows about textual a l t e r -
ations in copies of the Songs. She is skeptical of 
reading Blake as a doctr inal mystic. She keeps i t 
simple, but not at the expense of irony and enigma. 
And she only occasional ly lapses into sententious-
ness, as when she claims that "Blake restores to us 
our los t innocence. . . . Ar t can make good that 
loss, but l i f e cannot"; or when she gently dismisses 
the la te r work because Blake's "schemes are too 
a r b i t r a r y , his nomenclature too i n d i v i d u a l i s t i c , 
ever to commend his reading of superhuman nature to 
the general i ty of men." One wishes, at such 

moments, that she were on hand, so that one could 
ask a pointed question about genera l i t y , or remind 
her that Blake was not interested in that which 
could be made e x p l i c i t to an i d i o t . 

The problem is not r ea l l y wi th Professor 
B o t t r a l l ' s in te rp re ta t ions , which are good enough 
for an in t roduct ion. Indeed, the perspectives she 
maps out are probably much the same as those with 
which many of Blake's most sophist icated readers 
began. The problem is rather one of medium, of 
appropriate form, of pedagogical v i a b i l i t y . How 
are students to l i s t e n to this? With t he i r hands 
folded on the i r desks? Cer ta in ly , sl ides of the 
relevant plates could be shown wi th the lec tu re , 
but would that be enough? The tape is designed to 
be heard by high school and beginning college 
students, but i t is r e a l l y for teachers who have to 
teach Blake but feel they know l i t t l e or nothing 
about him. Professor Bo t t ra l l serves them, as a 
guest lecturer or subst i tute teacher. 

I f teachers believe they need th i s tape, they 
should l i s t e n to i t at home and work out some 
posit ions on the Songs for themselves. But no 
student should be forced to endure i t . Professor 
Bo t t ra l l wants to in terest students in Blake, but 
to do that you need to involve them in an act ive 
encounter wi th the t ex t s , to interrogate them and 
be prepared for t he i r questions. You should not 
j u s t point out and explain d e t a i l s , but show a s l ide 
and get the students to discover for themselves 
s ign i f i can t p i c t o r i a l and textual de ta i l s . You 
should not t e l l them that the language of the 
Songs i s simple and musical, but get them to rec i te 
the Songs u n t i l they experience at least something 
of t he i r s imp l i c i t y and music. You should not t e l l 
them that the nomenclature of the la te r work is 
complex and formidable, but encourage them to 
explore, say, "T i rzah, " in a kind of paranomastic 
free association u n t i l at least some of the name's 
a l lus ions are c lea r l y experienced. I f i nd i t hard 
to believe tha t , in a tape-and-sl ide show of the 
Songs, students would be l i k e l y to p r o f i t from or 
re ta in much of Professor B o t t r a l l ' s short course; i t 
would, I suspect, be the f i e r y images of the plates 
themselves into which the students would be drawn. 
And i t is that a t t rac t i on which should be encouraged 
and developed. 
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