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Jacques Blondel. William Blake, emerveillement 
et profanation. Paris: Archives des lettres 
modernes, 1968. 

Reviewed by Simone Pignard 

Retrospect ively, 1968 was an exceptional year fo r 
Blake c r i t i c i sm in France as i t witnessed the 
publ icat ion of valuable studies by Francis Leaud 
and by Jacques Blondel. Leaud's int roduct ion to 
Blake is r e l a t i ve l y wel l known as i t is published 
in a student co l l ec t i on . Unfortunately, Jacques 
Blondel's book remains neglected on the shelves of 
bookstores. 

Blondel has also published c r i t i c a l studies 
on Mi l ton as a B ib l i ca l poet in Paradise Lost, and 
on Bunyan's Pilgrim's Progress, which indicates the 
d i rec t ion of his l i t e r a r y in te res ts . 

Blondel f i r s t apologizes for the brev i ty of 
his book, and then considers the appropriateness 
of one more c r i t i c a l study on Blake. The concern 
about o r i g i n a l i t y leads him to select a spec i f ic 
approach, namely, "wonder and profanat ion," which 
he deems to be a re l i ab le thematic guide in to Blake's 
world. 

The author's main purpose is to give a few 
examples of Blake's treatment of cont rar ies , as 
based on Blake's own motto: "Without contraries 
i s no progression." As a r e s u l t , the book holds 
together only inasmuch as one assumes wi th Blondel 
that the words "wonder" and "profanat ion" are 
mutually exclusive. I t seems, however, that these 
words operate on d i f f e ren t leve ls . Indeed, the 
poet does not wonder at the given world. He 
wonders at his own creat ion , i . e . , the world seen " 
"through" and not "wi th" the eyes, as Blake puts 
i t . According to Blondel , "Profanation destroys, 
desecrates, yet at the same time gives b i r t h to 
strangeness; i t disrupts th ings, the established 
order, the church, the royal palace, matrimony." 
In other words, through "profanat ion" the poet seeks 
to reveal that which he can wonder at . But can one 
speak of desecration when nothing is sacred p r io r to 
the poet 's vision? "Everything that l ives is holy" 
Blake says again and again, but the l i f e he speaks 
of depends on Imagination. 

Blondel proceeds to support his views wi th a 
c lose, perceptive reading of The Songs of Innocence 
and of Experience. He undoubtedly deserves c red i t 
fo r his excel lent analysis of innocence as Blake 
conceives of i t . His next remarks then come as a 
surpr ise. Indeed, he relates Blake's a l lus ion to 
the Golden Age to some kind of "p r im i t i v i sm, " and 
ascribes Blake's celebrat ion of a "new age" to the 
poet's alleged "na ivete . " One only needs to 
return to the texts themselves in order to gain a 
clear understanding of Blake's conception of t ime. 

r e a l i t y and v is ion . This, in f a c t , brings us to a 
problem common to a l l Blake c r i t i c s , who are forced 
to choose between to ta l involvement and the 
detachment known as ob j ec t i v i t y . In taking the 
l a t t e r pos i t i on , Blondel can be commended fo r his 
penetrating discussion of Blake wi th references to 
the Gnostic t r a d i t i o n , to the h i s t o r i ca l context, 
and to other poets with s imi la r concerns. However, 
th is type of c r i t i c i sm may generate e r ro rs , which 
is the case here. 

The most b latant error in Blondel's approach 
l i es in his in terpre ta t ion of Albion as the mother 
goddess, the "female w i l l . " The er ror stems from 
his "explanation" of Albion's passiv i ty in the l i g h t 
of the d is t inc t ion between active (male) and 
passive (female) elements in most t r ad i t i ons . Such 
a reading b e l i t t l e s Blake's main purpose in the 
longer poems, which is precisely to account fo r 
Albion's long sleep on "the rock of ages." In the 
wake of his pecul iar in te rpre ta t ion of A lb ion , 
Blondel stresses the character is t ics of what would 
now be cal led "male chauvinism" in Blake's thought. 
We do not deny the violence of Blake's indictments 
of "the female w i l l " , but th is applies only to the 
fa l l en world. E te rna l l y , man is androgynous 
(something Blondel does not f a i l to mention), which 
makes impossible any hierarchy between male and 
female. 

A poet l i ke Blake requires an inherent 
acceptance of his basic tenets on the part of the 
reader. This acceptance involves a determination 
to re jec t any dua l i s t i c thought, hence the 
irrelevance of Blondel 's search fo r the s u i t a b i l i t y 
of Blake's v is ion to " r e a l i t y . " I t bears 
repeating that the only r e a l i t y f o r Blake is the 
one seen "through" and not "w i th " the eye. Thus, 
when Blondel grounds Blake's o r i g i n a l i t y on his 
being both a r ea l i s t and a v is ionary , i t should be 
pointed out that the "and" is unnecessary since 
both terms are interchangeable in Blake's 
universe. 

Another weakness appears in Blondel 's 
argument when he deals wi th the re lat ionship between 
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