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AMERICA AND ATLANTIS: 
BLAKE'S AMBIVALENT MILLENNIALISM 

Dennis M. Welch 

Eminent Blakeans l i k e S. Foster Damon and Northrop 

Frye believe the Atlantean passage in America (10: 
5­10) expresses mi l lenn ia l hope.* In her discus­
sion of the same passage, Kathleen Raine recal ls a 

reference in "A Song of Liber ty" to At lan t i s as 

Ore's b i r thp lace , def ining the al lus ion as "para­
d i se . " 2 She ignores, however, the less Atlantean 

and more ominous aspects of Ore's b i r t h described 

in America (5 :1 ­5 ) , where Blake's association of 
Ore with Mars, the god of war, cannot in any way 

be construed as opt imis t ic or hopeful. Moreover, 
her emphasis on Ore's re la t ionship to At lan t i s 

does not conform with Ore as the "rebel form that 
rent the ancient / Heavens" (9:14­15). 

F ina l l y , and most important ly , she and the 

other c r i t i c s miss the negative elements within 

the Atlantean passage i tsel f—elements revealed in 

the imagery and allusions, of the stanza's l as t two 

l i nes . In America At lan t i s i s a dubious achieve­
ment because of i t s one­sided mate r i a l i t y . I t is 

" b u i l t in the forest of God / By Ariston . . . fo r 
his stolen br ide" (10:9­10). The i rony of Blake's 

reference to God, the giver of commandments caus­
ing men and women to pine " in bonds of [ na tu ra l ] 
r e l i g i on " (15:23), is compounded by the image of 
a fo res t . From "the forests of the night" in "The 

Tyger" to the hor r ib le oak groves and trees of 
mystery in Jerusalem, Blake's imagery of forests 

is symbolic of hopelessly entangled mate r i a l i t y , 
closed to l i g h t and v i s ion . Both Raine and Frye 

assert that the poet's Atlantean al lusions came 

from his f am i l i a r i t y with Plato's Critias , where 

Ariston is rea l l y Neptune, who set t led A t l a n t i s . 5 

Raine adds that in the golden world Neptune became 

enamored with a beaut i fu l woman, Cle i t o , and sto le 

her by i so la t ing her with his shores ( j us t as Ore 

hopes to i so la te America as an At lan t i s through 

his sexual assaul t ) . These c r i t i c s also real ize 

that Blake's use of the name Ariston came from 

Herodotus' h is to ry , wherein Ar is ton , the king of 
Sparta, sto le a bride as Neptune d id . But Frye 

and Raine have l i t t l e explanation fo r Blake mixing 

his al lusions to Herodotus and Critias. As Raine 

wr i t es , "Why Blake has changed the name of Neptune 

fo r that of Ariston i t is impossible to say . . . 
the relevance of the story to the myth of At lan t i s 

passes my comprehension."4 
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Subst i tut ing Ariston*s name fo r Neptune's was, 
however, Blake's way of connecting Atlantean sen­
sualism (v ia Ore and the hidden al lus ion to Nep­
tune) with the springs of endless po l i t i c a l st rug­
gle (v ia the al lus ion to Ar is ton ) , fo r in Herodo­
tus ' history Ar is ton 's stolen bride gave b i r t h to 

a son, Demaratus, and the l a t t e r was denied his 

kingdom by Cleomenes, his r i v a l , because he was 

mistakenly thought to be the son of the stolen 

br ide 's former husband, Agetus.5 Such machinations 

led to a l l the ev i ls Blake detested, most of a l l 
to the corruption of re l i g ion by p o l i t i c s , since 

Cleomenes bribed a prophetess of the Delphic Oracle 

to declare that Demaratus was not Ar is ton 's son. 
Ore's sexual aggression in America resembles Ar i s ­
ton ' s desire to possess Agetus' w i f e , the most 
beaut i fu l woman in Sparta, that she might bear him 

a son because his other wives f a i l ed to do so. The 

king's passion was dest ruct ive, f o r , in gra t i f y ing 

i t in order to keep Sparta's r u l e , as the story 

impl ies , in his own household, he discharged his 

l a tes t wi fe , alienated his f r i end , Agetus, and 

began a series of conf l i c ts and in t r igues that 
upset Sparta fo r many months.5 Hidden in the 

beaut i fu l Atlantean symbolism of America is Blake's 

fear of revo lut ion 's potent ia l f o r violence and 

i n s t a b i l i t y . The poet's doubts are subtly re f lected 

in Ore's questionable heritage and in the imagery 

and al lusions of the poem's mi l lenn ia l passage. 

1 William Blake: His Philosophy and Symbols (1924; r p t . New 

York: Peter Smith, 1947), p. 336"; "Fearful Symmetry: A Study of 
William Blake (Boston: Beacon Press, 1962), p. 126. In Blake's 

Apocalypse (Garden Ci t y , N. Y.: Anchor Books, 1963), p. 132, 
Harold Bloom, who l i ke Frye i s aware of much i rony i n America, 
says that the reference to At lan t i s reveals the poet 's re luc­
tance " to assign the American Revolut ion, symbol ical ly more 

essent ia l to him than the French, merely to the organic world 

of cyc l i c energy's react ion to repress ion." 

2 Blake and Tradition (New York: Princeton Univ. Press, 
1968), I , 339­40. 

3 Raine, I , 424, n. 19; Frye, p. 126. 

4 Raine, I , 424, n. 19. Frye, p. 440, n. 27, simply says 

that Blake's al lus ions to Herodotus and Plato suggest a reversed 

form of the Menelaus s to r y , expressing "Blake's be l i e f i n the 

der iva t i ve nature of Greek cu l t u r e . " 

5 The History of Herodotus, t rans . A. D. Godley (1922; r p t . 
London: Heinemann, 1950), I I I , Bk. V I , pp. 207­35. The History 

is qui te clear about the reason fo r Cleomenes' eventual i nsan i ty 

and death: " . . . i t was f o r what he did to Demaratus that he 

was punished thus" (p. 235). 

6 Blake alluded to Ar is ton only two other times i n his ca­
reer , once in The Song of Los, where the king "shudderd" at the 

prophet's work ( 3 : 4 ) , and another time i n a fragment (141:763) 
of The Four Zoas , where man's f a l l en condi t ion is descr ibed, 
according to John Beer [Blah '■■ Hex ■■•■ry Universe [New York: 
Barnes and Noble, 1969], p. 101). Ar is ton 's f a l l en passion 

seems to be suggested by Beer (p. 102) when he equates Ar is ton 

to the "gen i ta l s " of the Eternal Man, whose f acu l t i es separated 

wi th the loss of v i s i on . 

1 An illustration by Blake to Robinson Crusoe. Pen and India-ink wash over pencil, about 31 x 43 
cm. Reproduction by permission of the City Museum and Art Gallery, Birmingham, England. 


	NOTE
	America and Atlantis: Blake’s Ambivalent Millennialism
	Dennis M. Welch


