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Abstract 

William Blake had an abiding interest in creating systems, and he saw this task as a 

matter of freedom. This thesis examines the characteristics of his educational system as 

manifested in his Songs of Innocence and Experience and The Marriage of Heaven and 

Hell. It posits that Blake often assumed the role of a teacher who is actively engaged in 

the cultivation of values, behaviors, and systems of thought in his readers. The thesis 

probes the influence of Blake’s autodidactic upbringing on shaping his unconventional 

ideas and his hostility towards the institutionalization of education. Blake’s pedagogic 

system, it demonstrates, characteristically empowers children, promotes engagement with 

nature, and encourages questioning what we often take for granted. 

 Furthermore, this thesis suggests the framework’s capacity to inform us about an 

educational motivation behind his choices of themes, styles, and literary techniques. It 

examines the books’ texts and pictures, looking for tensions and patterns in how Blake 

depicts educational symbols of his time such as books, schools, and teachers. While it is 

not the thesis’s intention to exhaustively examine the pedagogic theories in Blake’s time, 

it does discuss the major ideas and forces that shaped the debate about education in the 

eighteenth century in order to compare and contrast them with Blake’s epistemological 

tendencies. These will include primarily the theorists whom Blake read and engaged 

with, namely John Locke, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, and Mary Wollstonecraft. This thesis 

wishes to fill a gap in up-to-date studies that look into Blake’s writings on education and 

contribute to long-standing debates about his work’s audience, genre, and objectives. It 
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hopes to provide not only a framework for reexamining his work but also a new way of 

looking at Blake, the man––thus advancing his ever-evolving image. 
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Dedication  

To all the autodidacts mistaken for uneducated. 
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Chapter I. 

Introduction 

— A note on spelling and abbreviations: 

Throughout this thesis, I have modernized and regularized Blake’s irregular spelling and 

punctuation, as it is common practice in recent scholarship. Davis Erdman’s The 

Complete Poetry and Prose of William is referenced as (E), G. E. Bentley’s Blake 

Records as (BR). 

 

William Blake (1757–1827) has been referred to as a poet, an engraver, a painter, and 

even a prophet. But he is rarely reckoned as an educator. Blake was considered a 

madman by his contemporaries, a mad genius by later generations, and a canonized poet 

only in the last century. When he was at an advanced point of his career, a critic of the 

day famously scoffed at his work as “the ebullitions of a distempered brain” (BR 214). 

Indeed, Blake himself did not make the task of understanding him easy. Generations of 

critics have tried to make sense of Blake’s prophetic works, with success sometimes, but 

often leaving us with more questions than answers. Thus, he earned a reputation as an 

eccentric and unworldly “mystic” whose work is inaccessible. The relationship of two of 

his best-known works, The Marriage of Heaven and Hell and Songs of Innocence and of 

Experience, with education became a collateral victim of this reputation.         

 Scholars ascribe Blake’s interest in education to four major influences: his 

immediate historical context, his theological and philosophical readings, the circle of 
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friends and patrons who introduced him to the thriving market of children’s books, and, 

finally, his abiding concern with how the world works and how we perceive it. His 

biographers give us clear hints by showing us a man deeply concerned about humanity’s 

“fallen” state, one who tasked himself with creating systems to save “Earth’s lapsed 

soul.” And despite the explicit religious language, Blake’s system, as shown by scholars, 

has social, political, and moral dimensions: it has a message for this world and not only 

for the hereafter. This thesis builds on the scholarly investigation of these aforementioned 

subjects in order to emphasize Blake’s autodidacticism’s influence on shaping his 

pedagogic message as expressed in his opinions and as manifested in the Songs and the 

Marriage.   

     Blake did not go to school, and he was proud of that. “Thank God I never was sent to 

school,” he proclaims (E510). Alexander Gilchrist, his earliest biographer, tells us that 

“all knowledge” Blake acquired “beyond that of reading and writing was evidently self-

acquired” (6). Chapter II probes the hypothesis that the poet’s relationship to education 

can be best understood by considering this informal, autodidactic upbringing. Thus we 

survey Blake’s life looking for incidents of learning and teaching, starting from his 

parents’ influence in supporting his artistic vocation and introducing him to elements of 

radical religious milieus of London. We make the distinction between the types of 

technical knowledge Blake received and approved during his apprenticeship to the 

engraver James Basire (1730–1802), and those he rejected later in the Royal Academy. 

As will be discussed, his disagreement with his teachers at the Academy, notably Sir 

Joshua Reynolds, was not only a matter of taste, but a multifaceted personal, artistic, and 

epistemological rupture.  
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 Blake grew within what E. P. Thompson dubbed “informal traditions and 

collisions,” in contrast with the established “polite education” of his day (Witness xix). 

Even though he mingled with circles of radical minds, his informal education—or rather 

lack of conventional education—became a stigmatizing trait that defined how these other 

radical thinkers interacted with the poet and appreciated his work. As will be shown, 

people around him, including patrons and friends, referred to his autodidacticism as a 

“defect” in order to indicate or justify what they saw as defects in his work. 

 One of this study’s central premises is that Blake was not a conventional 

educator; he was a teacher who was also an autodidact. Conventional teachers teach what 

they have learned from books, schools, and their own teachers; autodidact teachers, 

however, draw mainly from what they have seen and experienced in life, as well as books 

they have read by choice and not as a part of a program. This is certainly the case of 

Blake, who was an avid and attentive reader. He learned also from visions, as he claimed 

to have acquired the principles of his invented printing technique (relief etching) from his 

deceased brother Robert in a dream. Blake, as chapter II argues, was thus transmitting a 

specific way of acquiring knowledge. This is not to suggest that all autodidacts think the 

same way, but rather that they are in a special position of freedom to form their own 

idiosyncratic systems. Chapter II concludes with a survey of instances where Blake 

assumed the role of a teacher. We discuss how he taught his wife, Catherine, to read and 

write and have visions. He also took apprentices and attracted admirers who looked at 

him with the respect due to a master—a fact often overlooked in Blake studies. 

Blake wrote his early work, including the Marriage and the Songs, in 

extraordinary times that spanned the Enlightenment and Romanticism. His also was an 
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age of upheavals, not least the American and the French Revolutions. And while he 

mostly applauded political tumult and demanded sweeping social change, he was always 

distrustful of intellectual turmoil. The question of education was entangled in all of this. 

Despite the propagation of education to reach classes who were deprived of literacy, the 

pedagogic initiatives and reforms in Blake’s time accentuated subordination and 

exploited methods such as catechism to maintain social and political arrangements. Alan 

Richardson tells us that the popularization of education in the eighteenth century 

promoted “passive literacy” to “discipline” the middle and lower classes in society (“The 

Politics of Childhood” 853). As chapter III suggests, Blake’s answer to this climate was a 

spirited, critical engagement with some of the foundational ideas that formed his era’s 

education systems.  

           While it is safe to say that Blake grappled with concepts that are within the 

philosophical domain, he himself was not a philosopher in the traditional sense. His ideas 

were not philosophical arguments expressed through conventional methods but were 

manifest instead in his poetry, his witty annotations, and his never-minced comments on 

his readings. For him, “There are always these two classes of learned sages, the poetical 

and the philosophical.” The hierarchy is evident in his mind: “Let the Philosopher always 

be the servant and scholar of inspiration and all will be happy” (E537). Scholars 

discussing Blake’s opinions about education, therefore, pay particular attention to the 

origins of his ideas. Their inquiries often point to Christian mystics like Jacob Boehme 

and Emanuel Swedenborg, from whom Blake got ideas that informed his spirituality. 

Others highlight Calvinism’s “powerful and pervasive influence” (Leader 5). Kathleen 

Raine and many others emphasize the poet’s debt to the Neoplatonic tradition as a result 
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of his reading George Berkeley and Thomas Taylor (258–59). The common—and 

questionable—implication of these readings, however, is that Blake’s autodidactic 

freedom can be ignored.  

           This thesis, therefore, will try to avoid readings that reduce the poet’s craft to 

impressionistic lyricizing of his philosophical readings and strip him of much of his 

originality as a thinker. It suggests that while many of Blake’s ideas and tendencies are 

not peculiar to him, they found in his informally formed mind a fertile soil in which to 

flourish, though not without inspection. As Martin K. Nurmi tersely puts it, “no ideas 

enter Blake’s thought unchanged” (Quoted by Thompson, Witness 45). Blake’s 

autodidacticism, as chapter III argues, provided him with the freedom to move from one 

school of thought to another, hardened his hatred towards static ways of thinking, and 

diversified his sources to a degree that was rare among his contemporaries. 

 Blake rejected the notions that the senses are the only source of knowledge and 

that all we know is separate items grouped together by language. This put him in direct 

opposition to British empiricists. They appear in his work as evil “Urizenic” powers 

looming over Europe’s schools, as we read in Jerusalem. Empiricists, for Blake, knew 

only half the truth. (He famously represented Newton fixated on his compass but 

oblivious to the cosmos.) They also accomplished only half of the task. Blake approved 

of empiricists’ efforts to destroy orthodoxy but disapproved of their methods of 

construction (Damrosch, Eternity 122). As shown by Northrop Frye, Blake’s theory 

interacts essentially with two Lockean ideas—the idea of “a general knowledge” and the 

principle of tabula rasa (“The Case Against Locke”). He rejected both, insisting that 

“Strictly Speaking All Knowledge is Particular” and that men are built with innate 
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dispositions. In chapter III, we will discuss Blake’s implicit and explicit dialogue with 

John Locke’s ideas while paying particular attention to another philosopher––Jean-

Jacques Rousseau. Although Blake hated the philosophe, their relationship needs to be 

examined with more nuance.  

           An autodidact himself, Rousseau revolutionized the aims and methods of 

education in his treatise Émile, ou De l’éducation (Emile, or On Education), and his ideas 

were “taken up in England by Romantic poets who were suspicious of disciplinary modes 

of education” (Richardson, “The Politics of Childhood” 856). Blake, who was well aware 

of Rousseau’s theories, would approve of his ideas about the role of catechism, fables, 

and play in young children’s formation. Yet he criticized the philosophe’s theories as an 

evident result of their sharply differing worldviews: Rousseau’s centered on reason, 

body, and experience; Blake’s on prophecy, spirit, and imagination. Moreover, Blake 

distrusted Rousseau’s ethos because of the latter’s neglect of his own children (Schouten 

de Jel 2). Building on Zachary Leader’s Reading Blake’s Songs, these divergences and 

convergences between the two authors provide an interesting framework in which to read 

Blake. The pairing of the two is consistent with the view that juxtaposes Romantic poets 

and Enlightenment philosophes, but also serves to show the diversity of the “tradition of 

autodidact teachers.”  

           In addition to Locke and Rousseau, chapter III builds on recent work by scholars 

like Helen P. Bruder in her William Blake and the Daughters of Albion as well as her 

edited volume Sexy Blake to discuss Mary Wollstonecraft’s influence on the poet. 

Wollstonecraft, best known for her work A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792), 

was involved in the education debate of her time both in practice and in theory. She 
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worked as a governess and wrote and translated several books about the subject. Blake 

engraved the illustrations of two of these books, both related to education. He also had 

direct connections with her through his publisher and employer, Joseph Johnson. A close 

look at his drawings for Wollstonecraft reveals, as will be shown, an implicit criticism of 

the author’s conventional message concerning children as passive receivers of 

knowledge. Yet Blake’s divergence with the author is more pronounced in his radical 

views on issues related to morality and its centrality in his vision for the world.            

 Considering the historical development of ideas as outlined above, chapter III 

builds upon the work of scholars like Northrop Frye in his Fearful Symmetry and Leo 

Damrosch in Symbol and Truth in Blake’s Myth, both of whom refer to Blake’s theory of 

knowledge (Frye 14, Damrosch 26). As such, they denote the poet’s energetic 

engagement with questions of perception, the role of senses (seeing through the eye and 

not with it), reality’s duality (the sun being a finite “Disk of Fire” and infinite 

“Innumerable company of the Heavenly host” at the same time), and the question of how 

and from where we derive knowledge and truth.  

 Songs of Innocence and Experience is uniquely situated within Blake’s body of 

work. He published Songs of Innocence first, in 1789. Five years later, he joined it 

with Songs of Experience. Yet he is a poet who resists periodization. During the 

quinquennial gap between the two, Blake produced prophetic and lyrical works as well as 

commissioned engravings and paintings. After their publication, the Songs remained 

subject to his revisions, reaching a final shape in 1819, only seven years before his death 

(Haggarty, A reader’s guide 21). He kept changing the plates’ order, retouching the 

colors, and altering many visual elements. It is worth noting that many poems, like “Holy 
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Thursday,” appear in earlier books that preceded the Songs. This project, then, 

accompanied Blake for most of his career and became a pillar in his oeuvre. Despite this 

centrality, critics have often relegated the Songs to the background when addressing his 

position on philosophical and epistemological issues.    

 The book’s two sections and its subtitle, “Shewing the Two Contrary States of the 

Human Soul,” have led many Blake scholars to see the poems as a meditation on and a 

mirroring of the principle of duality in the human condition. Frye sharply separates the 

“childlike spontaneity” of Songs of Innocence from the “bitter disillusionment” of Songs 

of Experience (12). Yet Blake further complicates matters for such a reading when he 

claims that “when a Work has Unity it is as much in a Part as in the Whole” (E269). This 

thesis takes the stand that the two sections of the Songs are not to be thought of as 

contrasts but rather as one unit of a unique system. And while the difference between the 

piper in Innocence and the bard in Experience is vast––the former is in a docile tête-à-

tête dialogue with children, while the latter is on a global mission––these roles are not to 

be thought of as contradictory but as complementary of each other. Here we notice that 

Blake shifted poems from Innocence to Experience and vice versa, which might further 

indicate that Blake saw them as one collection (Cooper 88–100).  

 This study joins the Songs with The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, a book of 

importance both for its content and for its order in Blake’s canon. The Marriage 

represented a breakthrough in Blake’s work. Harold Bloom, in The Visionary Company, 

considers it the “greatest of his polemical works . . . [in which] he enters fully into the 

kingdom of his own thought and art” (60). Other scholars have also stressed its 

importance. Martin K. Nurmi describes the Marriage as a “philosophical manifesto” 
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(75); S. Foster Damon calls it “the first manifesto of modern psychology” (His 

Philosophies 751). For Marilyn Butler, in the Marriage Blake was “the spokesman of his 

group and his age” (45). These accolades for this fairly short work reinforce its centrality 

in informing us about Blake’s thoughts, including those about education. 

The date of the Marriage’s publication is disputed but is generally agreed to have 

occurred between 1790 and 1793. The problem arises from the Marriage being the only 

undated and unsigned work by the poet and the fact that its plates originated at different 

times over the mentioned period. Joseph Viscomi thoroughly discusses this latter notion 

in his trilogy of essays on the evolution of Blake’s Marriage (1995, 1997, 1999), in 

which he persuasively describes the order in which the plates developed. He concludes 

that plates 21–24 “played a significant role in generating the subsequent plates and units” 

(336). Blake, therefore, worked on this book in the period that separated the first 

publication of the Songs of Innocence (1789) and the combined Songs of Innocence and 

Experience (1794). The book is part of the early Lambeth books, which also 

include Visions of the Daughters of Albion and America: A Prophecy––a period of 

Blake’s work marked by a revolutionary spirit and by an overtly social message 

(Damrosch, Eternity 140).  

The Marriage is a book of dissent against a teacher and a way of learning. 

Scholars provide us with the historical context from which the book 

emerged. The Marriage reflects Blake’s disappointment in Emmanuel Swedenborg, 

whom he saw at first as a radical dissenter who centralized Jesus’s divinity and 

emphasized the role of visionary knowledge. However, by 1790, largely under the 

influence of Johnson’s circle, Blake accused Swedenborg of “priestcraft” and 
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unoriginality, and complained that his followers had regressed toward conventional 

Christianity. In addition, certain Swedenborgians also engaged in in-fighting with other 

dissenters like Joseph Priestley, who criticized them as irrational and unscriptural (Erle 

154). But unlike Priestley, Blake criticized Swedenborg “not because he talked to angels 

but because he believed them,” as Joseph Viscomi puts it (181).  

           Blake’s position on Swedenborg became milder over the years. In 1825, only two 

years before his death, He told Henry Crabb Robinson that Swedenborg “was a divine 

teacher—he has done much good, and will do much good—he has corrected many errors 

of Popery and also of Luther and Calvin.” Blake added a qualification: “Swedenborg was 

wrong in endeavouring to explain to the rational faculty what the reason cannot 

comprehend” (Damon 393). Blake was not anti-technology (as in ancient Greek’s technē 

meaning craft skill) as we see in his approval of Basire. He believed that everything is 

valuable when employed in its proper place. In his annotations on Swedenborg’s Divine 

Love and Divine Wisdom (1788), he comments: “Study sciences till you are blind, study 

intellectuals till you are cold. Yet Science cannot teach intellect. Much less can intellect 

teach affection” (E605). Blake’s stand on knowledge is discussed in more detail in 

chapter III. 

           Beyond its direct attack on Swedenborg, the Marriage is a satiric display of two 

ways of learning and teaching, symbolized in the angels and the demons. The book’s 

speaker is the arbiter of the two parties, often siding knowingly with the devil’s 

party. The Marriage’s structure, as will be suggested, is a movement between genres, 

styles, and themes that defies conventional ways of reading and writing. This movement 

invites an intellectual and spiritual conversion. While “Memorable Fancies” tell an 
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allegorical story of successful conversion, “The Proverbs of Hell” instructs on how one 

ought to learn and preserve the untouched, unpolished genius.  

 Blake was interested in making systems and saw in that a means of freedom. “I 

must create a system or be enslaved by another man’s,” he asserts in The Song of Los. 

With that in mind, chapter IV attempts to find identifiable threads of his pedagogic 

system through a close thematic reading of the Songs and the Marriage. As has become 

the standard practice in Blake criticism, this thesis examines Blake’s work as “composite 

art,” paying equal attention to both books’ visual elements not only as an ornamental 

component of the work but also as a second layer of meaning. As such, we examine, 

among other things, Blake’s textual and pictorial representation of conventional 

educational symbols like teachers, books, and schools, as well as his choice of outdoor 

rather than indoor settings, and his focus on movement instead of stillness.  
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Chapter II:  

“Untutored Youth:” Blake’s Autodidacticism 

William Blake had little formal education. The only academic formation he received was 

less than a year at the newly established Royal Academy of Art. His biographers have 

long noted the importance of this factor. Alexander Gilchrist, Blake’s earliest biographer, 

saw his lack of formal training as an “inestimable advantage for an original mind” (48). 

More recently, Leo Damrosch has noticed how Blake’s autodidacticism allowed him “to 

see the culture of his day from an outsider’s perspective, far more so than the other poets 

we remember as Romantics, who were educated more conventionally” (Eternity 9). Yet 

other than a few scant biographical references, the influence of Blake’s autodidacticism is 

overlooked by critics. Blake’s experience in education offers a natural entry to 

understanding his lifelong interest in education and why he had such hostile feelings 

toward its conventional forms. 

 It is safe to say, as we shall see, that Blake was driven by two immense desires: to 

learn and to teach. And to do both his way. In both, he was unwilling to submit to the 

accepted cloud of ideas that dominated his time. This is true for the religious dogmas that 

he invariably contested, for the theories of education that he criticized, and for the for the 

societal class structures that he worked to change. And unless we consider that he was as 

an autodidactic, free to move from one school to another, we neglect a major source of 

his ever-dynamic dissenting vitality.  

 This chapter aims to establish the importance of autodidacticism vis-à-vis Blake’s 

life and opinions on education. As I will show, education as a subject was central to 

Blake, from both theoretical and practical, everyday perspectives. People around him, 
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including his friends, looked upon his informal education as a defect in his character, and 

as a result, their judgments of his work were unfairly biased. Most importantly, though, 

Blake himself acknowledged his peculiar experience and took pride in it. Except when 

receiving instruction in his craft as an engraver during his apprenticeship, Blake could not 

tolerate the ideas of those who claim to own truth and he challenged them, whether they 

were humans, angels, or devils. In this chapter, we visit Blake’s early life, before Songs 

of Innocence and The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, to see him as a child with his 

parents, as an engraver apprentice, and as a restless student in the Royal Academy. We 

conclude with a brief look at a rarely investigated area to examine Blake as a teacher 

effectively imparting both practical and visionary knowledge. 

 The seeds of nonconformity were sown in Blake’s mind from an early age. Blake 

was born to a middle-class family. His father, James Blake, was a hosier and his mother, 

Catherine, a housewife. The truth is that we do not know much about Blake’s childhood, 

particularly about his parents, because he did not talk much about them. Yet we can think 

of the elder Blakes’ influence on their son’s education in two distinct ways: they 

introduced him to the religious and political dissenting culture; and provided him with the 

means to develop his artistic skills, leading to his apprenticeship.  

The family’s specific religious affiliation is contested. Scholars agree that they 

were dissenters but disagree on which group they belonged to. E. P. Thompson tells us 

that one of Blake’s first-ever encounters with mystic Christianity was through his mother, 

who had an affiliation with a small sect called the Muggletonians. This sect was among 

the most anticlerical movements and had no chapels or preachers (Thompson 67).  
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Recent scholarship since Keri Davies’s “William Blake’s Mother: A New 

Identification,” however, contends that she belonged to the Moravian Church. As such, 

Davies contends that Blake’s parents “were more conventional in their religion and 

political beliefs than some scholars have romantically envisaged” (49) and that, instead of 

the Muggletonians’ political radicalism, Blake’s mother may have transmitted to her son 

the Moravians’ radical ideas in the domains of morality and spirituality.  

Building on Davies’ work, scholars observe also the apparent similarities between 

Moravians’ hymns and iconography––the church’s emblem depicts an Agnus Dei and 

Catherine belonged to the “The Congregation of the Lamb”–– and the imagery of Blake’s 

early poems. And as Alexander Regier argues, the Moravian connection is particularly 

important in understanding Blake’s ideas about childhood. Regier shows how 

“Moravians paid more attention than was common to the role of children, both in relation 

to instruction, especially singing, and in understanding the child as a literal symbol for 

the human condition” (294). While A. C. Swinburne was not wrong when he asserted 

that: “[Blake] was born and baptized into the church of rebels,” we cannot underestimate 

the influence of Blake’s early Christian roots (3).  

The poet’s exposure to religious ideas in his childhood produced a man torn 

between two modes of thought: secular and religious. Blake would soon become in 

contact with one of the most robust secular movements England had ever seen, and a 

widespread determination to effect change in the here and now through reason and 

science. He would search for a way to stay faithful to his profoundly religious disposition 

and upbringing, even as he absorbed his era’s zeal for social reform. Therefore, 
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throughout his life, he searched for a radical middle way to synthesize these cross-

fertilizing yet opposed external and internal forces.      

 In this environment, and despite the popularization of public school in the 

eighteenth century, Blake was homeschooled. Davies argues that the Moravian belief that 

education at home “is the more natural way,” was the reason why Blake and all his 

brothers were taught at home (Intellectual Microcultures 300). At an early age, he 

received his knowledge from sources far removed from the schoolhouse. He was only 

four when he saw his first vision. The reaction when he told the story was hardly 

encouraging: “His father was so angry at first with his accounts that he treated them as 

falsehoods & severely whipped him several times” (BR10). At the age of ten he saw his 

famous Peckham Rye vision: “a tree filled with angels, bright angelic wings bespangling 

every bough like stars.” This time, his mother intervened to free the visionary child from 

his father’s beating (Gilchrist 7).  

 Thus, from the beginning he was in dialogue with his own unseen world. 

Throughout his life, he wanted to teach others to see what he saw: “to open the eternal 

worlds, to open the immortal eyes of man inwards.” At the age of eleven, he wrote his 

first poems in which we already hear a tender voice yearning for freedom and where we 

recognize the disparity between the child’s point of view and that of authority figures:  

He loves to sit and hear me sing, 

⁠Then, laughing, sports and plays with me; 

Then stretches out my golden wing, 

⁠And mocks my loss of liberty. (E413) 
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In these early lines, birds with their “stretched” and “drooping” wings become a 

metaphor for children, who like Blake, are often misunderstood or disbelieved.   

 His parents were unable to recognize his visionary side. What they did recognize 

clearly, however, was that he was an artist. When Blake was young, they bought him 

prints of famous works of art and gave him money to frequent bookshops and art 

galleries where adults called him “little connoisseur” (Gilchrist 10). Such a relatively 

happy and supportive environment gives us clues about Blake’s view of parents. As we 

will see in the following chapters, though he depicts the influence of parents negatively 

for most of the time, we do not see the hostility that we find in other authors like Jean-

Jacques Rousseau. We can venture that Blake respected his parents for their kindness and 

love but believed that the very role of parenting is intrinsically deforming. We see, thus, 

often in his work the patriarchal father and the possessive mother. This notion manifests 

in poems like “Infant Sorrow,” which we shall discuss in chapter IV.    

 The family’s relative affluence allowed him to become an apprentice engraver. At 

the age of fourteen, Blake’s father paid James Basire, an engraver with long family 

tradition in the craft, to teach young William. Blake completed seven years living and 

working with Basire. Their experience is perhaps a unique case study of Blake’s 

appreciation for a teacher. Blake often referred to him fondly as “Basire, my master” 

(E574). Here we can suggest, as we shall expand on in chapter 4, that in Blake’s mind 

there was a clear distinction between practical and theoretical knowledge. Said otherwise, 

he did not object to learning from others when that knowledge was confined to its 

appropriate place.  
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 It is from Basire that Blake got his taste for bold, firm outlines and his distaste for 

soft painterly techniques (Crosby 24). During this period, Basire assigned the sixteen-

year-old Blake to copy Westminster Abbey’s tombs and monuments for a commissioned 

book. There, he acquired an abiding passion for the Gothic style. As with his parents, we 

do not have a satisfying picture of his time with Basire. Gilchrist gives us hints of 

Basire’s traits: he was “a superior, liberal-minded man, ingenuous and upright; and a kind 

master.” But, as would become a pattern in Blake’s learning cycle, Blake soon diverged 

from his teacher by developing his own skills such as mirror writing and later his own 

working techniques, such as “relief etching.” Art critics like John Berger notice that 

“although he still relied upon the traditional conventions of drawing,” he strove to change 

their rules, showing in the process a profound understanding of the “meaning and 

limitations of the tradition” (93). And apart from one small incident, when Blake refused 

to stand with his master against his rebellious colleagues, his apprenticeship to Basire 

was effective, peaceful, and affectionately remembered. 

 Things started to change when Blake, at the age of twenty-one, joined the newly 

founded Royal Academy. When discussing this short period, scholars tend to focus on 

Blake’s attitude toward Sir Joshua Reynolds. Yet an incident with his first teacher at the 

Academy and one of the Academy’s founders, George Michael Moser (1704–1783), 

helps us understand why Blake did not last more than a few months in the celebrated 

establishment. Blake recounts how he was once looking at prints of works by Raphael 

and Michelangelo when Moser told him to wait until he showed him what to study. 

Moser then guided him to focus on the finished works of Charles Le Brun and Peter Paul 

Rubens. Blake tells us, “How did I secretly rage! I also spake my mind! I said to 
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Moser,—’These things that you call finished are not even begun: how then can they be 

finished?’” (Gilchrist 30). This anecdote reveals Blake’s readiness as a student to 

challenge teachers’ opinions—an attitude that keeps appearing in different shapes in his 

work. Blake’s conflict with Moser stands in sharp contrast with his time with Basire, 

when he was allowed to roam freely into Westminster Abby, studying and working on his 

own without close supervision. In the Academy, however, he found himself confined to 

what resembles a curriculum governed by rules and hierarchy. 

 His time at the Academy is encapsulated in his lifelong disagreement with its 

president and most prominent figure, Sir Joshua Reynolds. Blake’s hostility toward 

Reynolds was personal, artistic, and epistemological. Reynolds represented everything 

that Blake thought had hindered his success. Writing many years later, he summed up the 

overly personal side of this relationship: “Having spent the vigor of my youth & genius 

under the oppression of Sr Joshua & his gang of cunning hired knaves without 

employment […] the reader must expect to read in all my remarks on these books nothing 

but indignation & resentment” (E636). Nevertheless, we see that he does, though rarely, 

praise and agree with some of Reynolds’ statements. For example, when Reynolds 

recommended the precise observation of nature, Blake comments: “Excellent!” A bit 

further on the same page, the poet rhetorically exclaims: “This is admirably said! Why 

does he not always allow as much?” (E644).  

 Their artistic divergence has less to do with Reynolds and Blake and much to do 

with an age where oil painting and its styles such as Rococo and subgenres like “fancy 

pictures,” became hugely popular. Conversely, other styles, such as Gothic, fell out of 

fashion in the eighteenth century. As mentioned above, Blake was an enthusiast for the 



 

26 

style that he called the “Living Form.” Drawing on the term’s political history, recent 

scholarship, such as William Blake’s Gothic Imagination by, Christopher Bundock and 

Elizabeth Effinger (2018), provides intriguing suggestions of a political motivation for 

Blake’s preference of the style. Artistically speaking, he saw in the style a quality of line 

that is essential base for good art. Lines are “minute particulars” in which “all sublimity” 

is found. Blake was offended by Gothic’s decline and blamed Reynolds and “his gang” of 

painters for this. As David Bindman concludes, Blake’s rejection of painting with oils 

was a “fatal” error. It restricted him to the laborious, less lucrative technique of 

engraving, which was less esteemed than the work of painters (87). There’s, of course, an 

important class angle of the issue. Oil painting produces costly, one-of-a-kind artworks 

for wealthy patrons. Engraving produces works that can be easily and cheaply 

reproduced. This economic dynamic, and understandably so, was a determining factor in 

deciding what an institute like the Academy exhibited and promoted. By choosing to 

work as an engraver rather than a painter, Blake was aligning himself with the lower 

middle class and working class––as an artist with a mission he wanted his art to be 

available to everyone, not just the rich.  

 More generally, Blake saw his conflict with Reynolds as essentially 

epistemological. He tells us: “It is not in terms that Reynolds & I disagree […] I say taste 

& genius are not teachable or acquirable but are born with us. Reynolds says the 

contrary” (E659). Elsewhere he elaborates: “Reynolds thinks that man learns all that he 

knows. I say on the contrary that man brings all that he has or can have into the world 

with him. Man is born like a garden ready planted & sown. This world is too poor to 

produce one seed” (E656). Blake believed in individual genius because “innate ideas are 
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in every man, born with him; they are truly himself” (E648). This position can be read as 

a self-defense against an educational mill that was designed to produce artists through 

practice and hard work but to do so without taking into consideration the individuality of 

people like Blake. As we shall see in the next chapter, Blake’s firm innatism alienated 

him not only from the Academy but also from the influential theories of education of his 

time.  

 At the heart of the matter, what Blake rejected in Reynolds’ Academy is the 

condescending view of people like him who “spake their minds.” He accused the 

institution of promoting and rewarding submission. On his annotations on Reynolds, he 

declares: “The enquiry in England is not whether a man has talents & genius — but 

whether he is passive & polite & a virtuous ass” (E642). He resented these qualities both 

in his life and his work. When Reynolds died, Blake wrote, half-spitefully and half-

hopefully: 

When Sr Joshua Reynolds died 

All nature was degraded; 

The King dropped a tear into the Queen’s ear; 

And all his pictures faded. (E641) 

The fading part was actually true. Reynolds kept experimenting with pigments, and some 

of his portraits did fade quite a lot over the years (Paley 220). As we will see in chapter 4, 

in Blake’s work, teachers, priests, and kings are almost always on the same side––

namely, the side against innocence.  
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 Such brief yet troubling experience with conventional education engendered in 

the poet a lasting resentment of the kind of teachers he met there. As such, Blake felt 

proud of being an autodidact.  

Thank God I never was sent to school  

To be flogged into following the style of a fool. (E510) 

For Blake, education and freedom are intertwined. To be free, you have to create your 

own system; to make your own way. “I must create a system or be enslaved by another 

man’s,” he asserts (E153). As we shall see in chapter 5, this notion reverberates 

throughout Blake’s work in his choices of themes and in his depiction of the symbols of 

education in his time.  

 Education carried great social significance in the eighteenth century, and the 

autodidact’s stigma followed Blake beyond his formative years. Blake found himself in 

an age that was fascinated by science, industrialization, and material progress. And even 

within the radical milieu with which Blake became involved people confounded 

autodidacticism with a lack of education to which they attributed what they saw as 

defects in Blake’s work. When John Flaxman gifted a copy of his work to another friend, 

William Hayley he felt the need to point out Blake’s background: “I have left a pamphlet 

of poems […] they are the writing of a Mr Blake you have heard me mention, his 

education will plead sufficient excuse to your liberal mind for the defects of his work” 

(Erdman, Prophet Against 502). Flaxman, unlike Blake, was an accomplished student 

and became an associate and full Academician at the Royal Academy. One cannot but 

imagine what such a comment by Flaxman, whom Blake called “dearest friend,” would 

have made Blake feel about the subject and how people in his age evaluated their friends. 



 

29 

We find a similar attitude in other friends and patrons, such as the Reverend 

Anthony Mathew and his wife Harriet. The Mathews enthusiastically supported and 

advertised Poetical Sketches, Blake’s earliest work (1783). In the book’s advertisement, 

Rev. Mathew described the work and the man: “The following sketches were the 

production of untutored youth.” Like Flaxman, he adds: “Conscious of the irregularities 

and defects to be found in almost every page, his friends have still believed that they 

possessed a poetic originality, which merited some respite from oblivion” (Haggarty, 

“Reader’s Guide” 11). While David Duff suggests that this apology is designed to tap 

into the growing market for juvenile literature, it nonetheless reveals the stigmatization of 

Blake as uneducated (Duff 192). Others, like Benjamin Heath Malkin, referred to Blake 

similarly as an “untutored proficient” (Haggarty 27). 

Even long after Blake’s death, critics have kept using the same measure to 

evaluate the poet. T. S. Eliot observed in Blake “a certain meanness of culture.” Like 

Flaxman and Mathew, Eliot saw the fact “that Blake was not compelled to acquire any 

other education in literature than he wanted” as a cause for defects in the work. In 

discussing Blake as nontraditionalist, Eliot advances the poet’s lack of “ordinary 

processes of society which constitute education for the ordinary man” to be the reason of 

the “crankiness” and the “eccentricity” of his work and character (317–23). Such a failure 

to appreciate Blake’s unordinary—or rather, extraordinary—path is what Blake was 

perhaps warning against in The Marriage of Heaven and Hell when he aphorized: 

“Improvement makes straight roads, but the crooked roads without improvement, are 

roads of genius” (E38).  
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 These persistent references to Blake’s informal education reveal that it was seen 

as a defining feature of his character. It also explains the frequent resentment he found in 

his heart for his friends, who, though they tried to help him, were unaware of their 

prejudice against the self-taught artist. It is not implausible to see his expressed opinions, 

as well as his literary and artistic works that touch upon this subject, as a reaction to a 

society that belittled those who had not received what Thompson calls a “polite 

education.” This is especially true within the milieu where Blake found himself. His 

friends and patrons were mostly highly educated individuals. And while scholars 

commonly stress that Mathew’s and Johnson’s circles leaned towards radicalism and 

dissention that marked their members’ nonconformity, an examination of their profiles 

reveals that many of them were, nevertheless, products of institutionalized education. 

Joseph Priestley, for example, was a graduate of Daventry Academy, a dissenting 

institution. Priestley helped establish another institution, Warrington Academy, where 

prominent members of Blake’s circle such as Anna Laetitia Barbauld and Thomas 

Malthus studied and worked. 

Attention to the deficits in Blake’s education tends to overlook the remarkable 

extent of his self-directed studies. As Damrosch notes: “Blake was unschooled but not 

unlearned” (8). He read in several languages, including Hebrew. In a letter to his elder 

brother James, he writes: “I go on merrily with my Greek & Latin: am very sorry that I 

did not begin to learn languages early in life as I find it very easy. [I] am now learning 

my Hebrew. I read Greek as fluently as an Oxford scholar” (E272). The reference to the 

elite institution shows Blake’s awareness of the expectation of his society we discussed 

earlier. He read widely about philosophy, literature, and religion. In particular, he read 
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the Bible with intense attention, and the Bible’s style, characters, and themes are 

ubiquitous in much of his work. But in describing his biblical studies, he stressed his 

autonomous way of reading. “Both read the Bible day and night / But thou read’st black 

where I read white” (E524). Blake effectively reversed the orthodox biblical roles. His 

God, Christ or the imagination, is an attainable status for all humans, and not the 

transcendent God of the Bible who he comically represented in poems like “To 

Nobodaddy” (E471). Moreover, he criticizes the angels for their condescension and self-

righteousness, and he sides with the devil, whom he finds to be more ready for dialogue 

and change.  

 Blake did not read passively, and as with the angels in the Marriage, he quarrels 

with his authors. As Thompson notices, “he took each author (even the Old Testament 

prophets] as his equal, or as something less” (xx). As a result of the advancement of 

printing technology and the ease of reproducing books, the eighteenth century witnessed 

a great increase in the annotating and commenting in the margins of books. The poet 

Coleridge called it marginalia. As we saw in his annotation on Reynolds, Blake, too, 

embraced the practice. His annotations, as Sarah Haggarty notices, are a “witness to the 

kind of critical reading advocated within Dissenting culture” (50). Blake was purposeful 

in his act of annotations: “On every one of these books I wrote my opinions” (E660). It 

has been suggested that he and his friends would show each other their marginalia in 

books, and that a book might have annotations of more than one writer (E883, Damrosch, 

Eternity 35). It is as if he were writing for future readers of his comments.  

 That said, scholars show that his opinions overlapped with those of many of his 

sources. Blake’s independent mind was influenced both by “those whom he admired 
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[and] those whom he despised” (Gourlay 288). Yet it is Blake’s autodidactic formation 

that preserved his liberty to veer––sometimes even a little––from his sources. As such, 

one would be hard-pressed to find a case in which Blake had taken a position identical to 

that of any of the existing schools or theories of his time.  

 In addition to books, Blake frequently claimed to learn from visions. It would be 

wise to ponder for a moment on the nature of this Blakean claim. Blake was not a mystic, 

as some scholars have thought him to be. A close examination of his work and life 

evinces his involvement in people’s affairs and a concern for humanity’s “Futurity”—not 

in the hereafter but here in this world. In his engagement spanning religious, political, 

and social domains, Blake is much closer to utilitarian thinkers than reclusive hermits. 

Wayne White notices this when he points out that: “Unlike most mystics he took the 

prophetic role in ethical condemnation of social evils” (285). Damrosch in Symbol and 

Truth in Blake’s Myth suggests that we can distinguish between two kinds of mysticism. 

One kind, which Blake rejected, regarded this world as an illusion and aspired to escape 

it into some higher realm. But the other kind, to which he belonged, saw this world as 

spiritually alive and a mystical experience as a richer and more profound connection with 

the world (47-50). 

 As Northrop Frye explains, Blake “had an intense desire to communicate” (12)—

with people and not with God, we might add for clarification. He sought—deservedly, his 

admirers might add—professional and literary popularity. In his spirit, we see the blazing 

radical fire, not the tame saintly embers. As with all spiritually inclined authors, Blake’s 

beliefs should be given serious consideration; they cannot be easily discarded or 

discredited just because they may seem unusual or awkward in our “fallen” eyes. We 
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simply believe that he believed what he claims to have seen or experienced. When he 

claims, for instance, that he learned the printing technique of “relief etching” from his 

beloved deceased brother Robert, this claim should be taken seriously. Blake operates on 

a level that is detached from the normal reality: it is a truth of different kind and warrants 

different proofs. A productive engagement with Blake necessitates a hermeneutic of 

belief, not of suspicion.  

 In this vein, on many occasions, he claimed to converse and learn from angels and 

devils and his favorite long-dead Italian artists. What we need to establish here is that, for 

Blake, the act of learning is not limited to humanly produced knowledge but involves 

other sources to whom we do not often give enough credit. This is why, in the Songs, we 

find children acting as transformative teachers for animals and adults.  

 It is this sense that we wish to consider how Blake, despite his “crooked road,” 

was able to teach effectively. When he married his wife Catherine, she was virtually 

illiterate. At the age of twenty-one, she signed their wedding certificate with an X 

(Regier, Exorbitant Enlightenment 167). The Blakes had a relatively happy though 

childless marriage, and she was willing to put up with Blake’s deep absorption in his 

work. She describes her experience: “I have very little of Mr. Blake’s company, he is 

always in paradise.” He taught her how to read and write, and she learned the techniques 

of engraving well enough to assist him in coloring after the plates were printed. Gilchrist 

describes the outcome of Catherine’s Blakean education: “Not only was she wont to echo 

what he said, to talk as he talked, on religion and other matters—this may be accounted 

for by the fact that he had educated her; but she, too, learned to have visions” (BR237). In 

Blake’s understanding of visions, they can be willful products of the imagination, not just 
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mysterious, unexpected visitations from the supernatural world. Visions can be learned; 

“and most people could learn to see [them] if they would only try” (Damrosch, Symbol 

14). 

 But Catherine was not Blake’s only pupil. We have evidence of him teaching his 

aforementioned brother Robert to draw. We also have Thomas Owen, who apprenticed 

himself to Blake and lived in his house between 1788 and 1790. In their contract, Blake 

pledged “to teach and instruct” Owen in “the art and mystery” of his craft. Bentley 

suggests that perhaps the first lesson Blake taught him was that “engraving is eternal 

work” (The Desolate Market ch. 4). The point here is that Blake approved and practiced 

both visionary and practical types of teaching.  

 Later in his life, a group of young admirers who called themselves “the ancients” 

gathered around Blake and saw in him a friend, but also a teacher and a mentor. Among 

them we have, for example, Samuel Palmer, the prominent Romantic painter. Blake’s 

influence on Palmer represents a case study of what he perceived a teacher ought to 

provide––the transformation of someone’s way of perceiving the world. Palmer, only 

nineteen, met an ailing Blake sometime around 1824, three years before the latter’s death. 

Despite their age difference, Blake left an indelible influence on Palmer’s art and his 

vision. Palmer later recounted Blake’s promenades in nature and his love of children. He 

described the elder artist in revealing details: “A man without a masque […] To walk 

with him in the country was to perceive the soul of beauty through the forms of matter 

[…] His eyes … flashed with genius, or melted in tenderness” (Gilchrist 301–2). A look 

at Palmer’s paintings, especially early ones such as “Coming from Evening Church” 

(1830) shows us exactly the type of art Blake might have wished he had learned at the 
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Academy. In this painting the lines are clear, the style is Gothic, and the content is 

dialectical. In this painting we have the familiar figures we find in a Blake work such as 

the Songs––the blind old man, the bearded patriarch, and the woman with her fatherless 

children. The expressions (or the lack of them) on the faces of the villagers, especially the 

children, remind us immediately of those we find in Blake’s Songs. Children contradict 

the work’s assumed message and send a different one––a message from the realm of 

innocence. As a Romantic painter, Palmer’s later landscapes and rural 

scenes, however, had more naturalistic detail than Blake’s pictures ever did, and more 

three-dimensional perspective as contrasted with Blake’s iconic “illuminated” style. 

 What the society of Blake’s time missed was that education comes not only 

through school. And we can safely say that Blake spent much of his energy trying to 

debunk the widespread belief that formal education is the only education. As we have 

seen, Blake’s theoretical engagement was not separated from his hard-won practical 

knowledge of the world: there exists a deep connection between Blake’s work and his 

lived experience as a self-taught poet. In the next chapter, we examine some of the 

influential theories that made Blake’s age an age captivated by scientific and empirical 

knowledge. 
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Chapter III:  

“The School of Imagination:” Epistemological and Philosophical Concerns 

William Blake lived in a time when education was crucial to the political, religious, and 

social debates. Alan Richardson, in his Literature, Education, and Romanticism: Reading 

as Social Practice, 1780–1832, tells us that Britons of the time saw “intense concern with 

education” (4). Education was seen “as a topic for debate, as a vehicle for social change, 

as a locus for political fears” (2). For Blake, too, education was inseparable from these 

aspects. As Kathleen Raine argues, education for Blake meant finding the answer to the 

ancient question “What is man?” For Blake, education was the formation of a human 

being who can accept life with its contraries and who perceives the spiritual world 

beyond his physical senses.  

           This chapter explores the main theories of education in Blake’s time. It focuses on 

three theorists who advocated diverse views on education and with whom Blake engaged 

and entered in implicit dialogue, namely John Locke, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, and Mary 

Wollstonecraft. This overview’s aim is not an extensive comparative investigation of 

Blake’s ideas and those of the mentioned authors; serious and excellent ones already 

exist. Instead, we aim to build upon the scholarly work to ask what Blake’s positions in 

these points of contact can tell us about his theory and praxis of transmitting knowledge. 

The choice of these particular theorists stems from the fact that they cover and reveal 

different aspects of Blake’s thoughts on the subject. We hope to show, through Locke, 

Blake’s epistemological opinions and what he wanted to achieve through education; 

through Rousseau, his ideas on teaching methods; and through Wollstonecraft, his 

radically progressive ideas about childhood and gender roles.  
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           Moreover, we will try to reveal through this investigation the kinds of questions 

that Blake’s engagement with education raised, how he reacted to these ideas, and where 

he stood amidst these epistemological and philosophical debates. As we shall see, though 

dependent on many of these ideas, Blake was always ready to dissent, keeping his 

autodidactic distance. In all his epistemological positions, Blake takes a stand consistent 

with self-education and immediate learning without teachers. 

           The eighteenth century claimed to be the “Age of Reason” and saw itself as the 

rightful heir of the Enlightenment. It witnessed the popularization of education in 

response to a demanding Industrial Revolution (1760–1840) and political upheavals that 

rocked Europe and America. Education became available to many classes that did not 

have access to it before. The literacy rate among the poor rose between 1780 and 1840 

from 40 percent to 60 percent, and Sunday schools for the children of the poor had almost 

half a million students (Richardson 45). Yet many of these efforts, especially those with a 

religious purpose, were, as per E. P. Thompson, a “direct indoctrination” (375). As 

Richardson argues in his essay “The Politics of Childhood: Wordsworth, Blake, and 

Catechistic Method,” education was instrumental in preserving the moral code and the 

social status quo during the “education crisis” in England in the 1780s.  

           Along with these developments, several competing theories shaped the thinking of 

education in Blake’s time. Chief among them are those by John Locke in various books, 

namely: An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1689, henceforth Essay), Some 

Thoughts Concerning Education (1693 henceforth Some Thoughts), and his 

posthumously published Conduct of the Understanding (1706, henceforth Conduct). 
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Locke is often seen as a founding figure of the British Empiricists credited for their 

emphasis on sensory experience in acquiring knowledge. 

           In the Blakean context, however, Locke is part of a trio of denounced 

philosophers: Francis Bacon, Isaac Newton, and Locke. Blake refers to Bacon as “Little 

Bacon” and considered his “philosophy [to have] ruined philosophy.” As for Newton, 

Blake depicts him in a well-known engraving with his back bent and his eyes fixed on his 

compass, oblivious to the “universe of starry majesty” that surrounds him. Blake’s 

mission against these philosophers is summed up in two lines of his epic poem Milton: 

To cast off Bacon, Locke, and Newton from Albion’s covering, 

To take off his filthy garments and clothe him with Imagination . . . 

(E142) 

           This overt hostility invites us to become cautious of conflating what Blake thought 

about these thinkers with the truth of their ideas. For example, as Northrop Frye shows, 

Blake accused Locke of being an enemy of imagination, when he had, in effect, “a 

profound respect for the imaginative communication of truth in allegory and parable” 

(188). In his life, Blake was confronted on this very point by his young admirer Henry 

Crabb Robinson, who pointed out that Locke was religious and not an atheist, as Blake 

paints him to be (Robinson 29). Blake would have said of Locke what has been said of 

Descartes, who was a good Catholic but whose philosophy had no need for the 

hypothesis of a deity. 

 Besides, recent scholarship on Locke encourages even more restraint. Michael 

Ayers, in The Cambridge History of Seventeenth-Century Philosophy, argues that the 

philosopher converged with certain Neoplatonist tenets of thought in many of his ideas 
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and that he approved “that we can have ideas and knowledge dispositionally” (1093). 

Others, like Roger Scruton, show his inconsistency in applying the concepts of intuitive 

and demonstrative knowledge in the question of proving the existence of God, about 

which Blake leaned toward admitting intuitive knowledge (87). With that said, what 

concerns us here are Locke’s ideas as perceived by Blake. In many cases, we have to 

consider that Blake, as a poet, often read with his heart and not with his mind, and he was 

not concerned with the ideas themselves but with their implications for the human soul.  

           In addition, it is the underlying argument of this thesis that we should not 

underestimate the link between Blake’s lived experience and his opinions on education. 

While Blake was not a philosopher in the traditional sense, “His favorite authors were 

(apart from the Bible) philosophical poets like Milton and poetic philosophers like Plato 

and Boehme” (Damrosch, Symbols and Truth 7). Yet he explicitly believed in the 

superiority of poets over philosophers, declaring that “there are always these two classes 

of learned sages, the poetical and the philosophical.” He arbitrates: “Let the philosopher 

always be the servant and scholar of inspiration and all will be happy” (E537). This was 

not, however, his zeitgeist. As we have seen in the last chapter, Blake decried many of the 

prevailing theories and education methods, especially those he encountered in the Royal 

Academy. His mind, with its imaginative inclinations, faced a world increasingly 

captivated by science and material progress:  

The idiot Reasoner laughs at the Man of Imagination, 

And from laughter proceeds to murder by undervaluing calumny. (E131) 

This spirited involvement helps explain his charges against the philosophers and their 

ideas. 
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 Locke’s writings on education represented progress from the Calvinists’ and 

Puritans’ strict notions of education (Leader 12). His epistemological ideas were 

revolutionary in stimulating scientific research and experimental innovation. But for 

Blake, Locke’s ideas were dangerous and promoted a view that led inevitably to doubt 

and reductionism by shifting the focus from the freedom of human perception of the 

domination of the perceived objects. Humans are no longer, Blake feared, the creators of 

truth but passive recipients of a mathematically explained natural world. Locke was a 

beast “whose Woof rages dire,” and a shadow “looming” over England’s schools and 

universities wherever Blake turned his eye. 

           Locke’s epistemological opinions are thorough and multifaceted. We shall limit 

our discussion to his best-known doctrine, that of the tabula rasa (“blank slate”). This 

principle will help us see Locke’s and Blake’s divergence on three distinct areas of 

investigation: how do we know, what do we know, and why do we learn. The Lockean 

idea is thoroughly developed in Essay’s Book One. It is also expressed in Some Thoughts, 

where the philosopher famously declares: “In reference to the main end and aims in 

education, and those designed for a gentleman’s son, whom being then very little, I 

considered only as white paper, or wax, to be molded and fashioned as one pleases.” The 

immediate outcome of the ideas is that humans are born without any a priori knowledge. 

Anticipating objections, Locke asks: “Let us then suppose the mind to be, as we say, 

white paper, void of all characters, without any ideas: how comes it furnished?” His 

answer is that all our ideas have their origins in sense experience.  

      It bears noting that the metaphor also exists in Aristotle and Thomas Aquinas, who 

contends that our minds are born “like a clean tablet on which nothing is written” (Kerr 
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27). Aquinas differs from the later empiricists in assuming that God has equipped our 

minds with the necessary tools to develop a fully Christian philosophy of existence. In 

Locke’s theory, there are no such tools. In the Enlightenment context, however, the 

consequence of this idea on religion, though not explicit, is evident. John Yolton shows 

how Locke’s tabula rasa was seen as a support for Socinians who rejected the doctrine of 

“Original Sin,” in which humans arrive at the world not as blank, but with slates already 

inscribed in sin (62). It is noteworthy, too, that though we might associate this belief with 

the Calvinists of that time, it was also widespread among the Catholics, thanks to the 

influence of Jansenism. As an antinomian, Blake would have sided with Locke in this 

regard.  

           The doctrine of seeing children’s minds as “blank slates” waiting to be inscribed 

by experience takes direct aim at the belief in innate knowledge––fundamental to the 

Platonic tradition and long incorporated into Christian doctrine as early as St. Augustine. 

Innate knowledge is a natural corollary of the belief in the immortality of the soul and, 

therefore, the existence of a pre-mortal world, or a pre-fall Eden so enshrined in these 

traditions. Berkeley tells us: “It is a maxim of the Platonic philosophy, that the soul of 

man was originally furnished with native inbred notions.” In this view, we are 

preprogrammed to understand the world, and our senses trigger the intellect to make 

“innate knowledge explicit.” (Ayers, “Was Berkeley an Empiricist”). The doctrine got 

impetus in the seventeenth century when Descartes resurrected St. Augustine’s question, 

“How do we search for God unless we already know him?” and proposes innate ideas to 

justify the existence of God. In the same period, Leibniz summed the epistemological 

side of the doctrine by declaring, in his Discourse on Metaphysics (1686), that “Nothing 
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can be taught us of which we have not already in our minds the idea” (87). Knowledge 

here is not acquired through the senses but is a recollection of preexistence knowledge. 

           Blake was an ardent innatist. As it is commonly the scholarly practice, it is useful 

to start by situating him within the Neoplatonic tradition–––the major philosophic 

movements that reacted to Locke in the eighteenth century. The poet read approvingly of 

this school through Bishop George Berkeley (1685–1753) and Thomas Taylor (1758–

1835) and converged with them in many instances. Sometimes his positions are verbatim 

those of Berkeley, including those regarding the subject at hand. Berkeley says, for 

example, that “there are innate Ideas, i.e., Ideas created with us.” Blake uses the same 

words, as we have seen in the last chapter in his annotations on Sir Joshua Reynolds, 

arguing: “Innate ideas are in every man born with him.” As for Taylor, Frederick E. 

Pierce argues that it is possible to trace Blake’s Neoplatonist growth in tandem with the 

dates of the publications of Taylor’s translations of Plotinus and Proclus and other 

Neoplatonists (1122). It has also been speculated that Blake had likely attended a series 

of twelve lectures on Plato delivered by Taylor at the house of their common friend, John 

Flaxman, in 1789 (Givens 242). Kathleen Raine, a strong proponent of this link, argues 

the existing connection between Taylor’s ideas and those of the Romantics in general. 

Some, like Coleridge, acknowledged the influence, others, like Blake, used these ideas 

without acknowledging their source (244).    

           The caveat here is that we should not use this influence to underestimate Blake’s 

originality as a thinker or to reduce the poet to “a vehicle to a philosophy,” as Raine does 

at times (272). If Blake were a Platonist, he was of the Platonic party without knowing it. 
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Like most philosophers, Plato was a frequent target of Blake’s hostility, due to such 

Platonic beliefs as the duality of body and soul, and Plato’s association of desire with sin.   

           Nevertheless, Blake made many Platonic ideas his own. For example, he 

appropriates the Platonic concept of the “intellect” into his own concept of 

“imagination.” He retained from the Platonists the ideas of preexistence and of the 

imagination as Eternity manifesting itself to humanity. Yet, as Raine shows, in addition 

to the new denomination, Blake Christianized the concept by introducing Jesus as the 

essence of the imagination. This diversity of sources is why imagination as a concept can 

be confusing. It means a plethora of things. Imagination is a faculty, a status that can be 

attained, and a person—Jesus or the Real Man. In a practical sense, as Steve Clark notes, 

imagination can be seen “as an expansion of the innate capacity to form correct intuitive 

judgement” (139). Yet that is precisely the essence of Blake’s philosophy: one thing can 

be different things at the same time. Unless we free ourselves from the prison of duality 

and see the similarities in the opposition, we will not be able to enter the gates of Blake’s 

system.  

           We see the Neoplatonist influence on Blake when he defines his aim: “The nature 

of my work is visionary or imaginative. It is an endeavour to restore what the ancients 

called the golden age” (E555). Restore is a curious word. Here, it denotes the Platonic 

longing for an idyllic world, but it is also a call for the imaginative faculty to reach its 

potential. What differentiates Blake from the Platonists is that his philosophy is a call to 

action. As he famously puts it, the mission must not stop “Till we have built Jerusalem / 

In England’s green and pleasant land” (E96). 
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 According to Raine, what Blake and Taylor “held against the mechanists is the 

purely passive role assigned to mind and spirit in their philosophy” (259). In other words, 

in the empiricists’ view we are mere recipients of what nature projects to our senses. 

Blake is advocating what Frye calls “mental experience,” which allocates the senses to 

what he believes to be their proper uses and what they are capable of achieving. Senses 

are capable of partial reporting of truth, but to achieve a full perception of the truth we 

need more than sensory experience—we need “mental experience” in which the 

perceiving subject and the perceiving object enter in a state of unison.  

 Blake’s theory of knowledge makes the act of perception entirely the 

responsibility of the perceiver. Objects do not yield their reality to those who do not try to 

see or look in the right way. The whole world is out there waiting for us to use the 

imagination to reunite with it. You cannot know the truth unless you deserve the truth. It 

is, therefore, concealed from the “idiot reasoners.” But to earn it, you need to activate 

your “inward eye.” The question becomes: How practical is this vision in education? Is it 

for everyone, or only the “genius”? Blake often speaks of humanity. He believed that 

improvement is possible, yet through the betterment of ourselves and not through others’ 

intervention. The method is as follows:  

Man has an inward sense of consequence––of all that is pertinent. This 

sense is the essence of humanity: this, developed and determined, 

characterises him––this, displayed, is his education. The more strict you 

are in observing what is pertinent and impertinent, (or heterogeneous) in 

character, actions, works of art and literature––the wiser, nobler, greater, 

the more humane yourself. (E596; emphasis added)             
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In addition to sensations, Locke affirms that we also learn from memory. We 

retain an afterimage of the forms (reflections) and create from them our ideas. This 

happens when the mind “reflect[s] on its own operations within itself” (44). The resulting 

ideas are either simple ideas independent of our perception, complex ideas formed by 

associating an idea with another, or abstract general ideas formed by the mind from 

particulars stripped from their context. The third category was particularly offensive to 

Blake. 

 Instead, the Blakean system encourages immediate engagement with the natural 

world and discourages reliance on memory because that cannot provide the same 

knowledge level. In his annotations on Berkeley, Blake announces: “Knowledge is not by 

deduction but immediate by perception or sense at once.” In Blake, the senses are 

passive, but not the mind. The eyes are not culpable; the mind, however, can be charged 

with misusing them. “I question not my corporeal or vegetative eye any more than I 

would question a window concerning a sight. I look through it & not with it.” As 

Damrosch notices, this memorable phrase by Blake might well have been influenced by a 

formulation in Taylor’s translation of Plato in which we read: “It is more proper to 

consider the eyes and ears as things through which, rather than as things by which, we 

perceive” (Eternity 283). 

 Blake’s recommendations are not to close our eyes or to doubt them, but to train 

them to see clearly, to engage with the immediate world, and not to “generalize among 

[the] stock of visual memories” (Frye 32). Distinction, particularity, and infinitude are 

always superior to generalization, reflection, and memory (23). Memory in Blake is often 
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presented as an antonym to inspiration and clarity. “Imagination has nothing to do with 

Memory.” 

 What is at stake here is the limits of what we can know. Empiricists believe that 

all we perceive through sense and reflection are forms grouped into humanly made 

classifications. Language creates an illusory representation of reality that does not 

necessarily stand in nature. For instance, Locke believed that when we think of trees and 

horses to be distinct, it is because we are limited to the connections we make between 

their external appearances. Our knowledge is partial and is limited to a small number of 

things. In the empiricists’ view, the world is all generalities particularized only by 

language. In this sense, a “tree,” for example, is a generalization that only seems specific 

because we have grown accustomed to it. Such generalization applies to concepts like 

justice and beauty. Blake despised Reynolds’ empiricist assumption that beauty is a 

generalization from multiple examples of people or things that can be considered 

beautiful. 

 The Empiricists’ objective is finding laws that can be applied and generalized in 

the natural world. Blake vehemently denounced any attempt to limit the infinitude of the 

cosmos. And for him, everything, no matter how small, is a cosmos in its own right. 

“How do you know but every bird,” he wrote in The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, “is an 

immense world of delight, closed by your senses five?”  

  In The Blue Book, Ludwig Wittgenstein sides with Blake in attacking “the craving 

for the generality” which led the philosophers “into complete darkness.” Discussing the 

methods of science, the logician criticizes those who try to reduce: “the explanation of 

natural phenomena to the smallest number of primitive natural laws; and, in mathematics, 
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of unifying the treatment of different topics using a generalization.” This approach stems, 

as per Wittgenstein, from the philosophers’ “contemptuous attitude towards the particular 

case” (18). Blake believed that “Strictly Speaking All Knowledge is Particular” (E648). 

 To further elucidate Blake’s position, we can turn to another contemporary 

philosopher, Emmanuel Kant. Blake’s idea of “the eye altering, alters all,” become less 

eccentric to our modern minds when addressed through the Kantian’s distinction between 

phenomena and noumena. In this framework, since we are surrounded by time and space, 

Kant admits the unavoidability of a priori elements. In terms of perception, we can 

imagine Blake to be working from the phenomenal realm, considering the way objects 

present themselves to us, while Empiricists are trying to operate from the noumenal 

realm, looking for how objects exist in themselves. Kant suggests—as can scarcely be 

denied today—that we can only know the objects as they present themselves to us in a 

given moment. This is essentially Blake’s position. For him, too, “what is called 

corporeal knowledge, nobody knows of its dwelling place.”  

 Blake went only halfway with the idealists. He did not fully embrace what Kant 

defined as “the thesis of all genuine idealists, from the Eleatic School up to Bishop 

Berkeley,” that “all cognition through the senses and experience is nothing but sheer 

illusion, and there is truth only in the ideas of pure understanding and reason” (162). 

Despite Blake’s incendiary declaration against the corporeal perception in statements 

like: “We are led to Believe a Lie / When we see not Thro the Eye,” his position is not 

that eyes are useless, but rather that they are not enough to see the truth. Through the 

forms, we have the chance to connect with the imagination. Blake’s position on the role 

of senses, as Frye has noticed, runs on two levels. He accepts them as “inlets of the soul,” 
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yet what counts in the production of knowledge is the “mental attitude of the 

experimenter” (25). 

           This view finds resonance with Existentialists who, like Sartre, admit that “the 

phenomenological aspects of any object are determined by the needs, desires, and values 

of each consciousness” (Ellis 212). Compare this to Blake’s aphorism: “As a man is so he 

sees” (E702). Or even more, with Blake’s contention in the Marriage that “the desires & 

perceptions of man untaught by any thing but organs of sense, must be limited to objects 

of sense.”       

These salient epistemological differences led to a sharp contrast between Blake’s 

and Locke’s pedagogic ends. The question is not how and what do we learn, but why do 

we learn? In the Conduct, Locke asserts that “the first thing [children] should learn to 

know” is “that they were not to have anything, because it pleased them, but because was 

thought fit for them.” This is what Locke had meant by molding children’ minds. Not 

independent from his political theories, Locke’s goal is to make children virtuous 

members of society: “It is virtue then, direct virtue, which is the hard and valuable part to 

be aimed at in education.” Blake saw virtues differently, claiming that: “the whole Bible 

is filled with imaginations & visions from end to end & not with moral virtues” (E664). 

He is conscious of the problems that can arise when virtue is used as a weapon against 

others who are perceived to be less virtuous or as an excuse for seeking to dominate 

them: “The moral virtues are continual accusers of sin & promote eternal wars & 

domineering over others.” Blake, though not typically appreciated for his political 

theories, was remarkably attentive to issues of peace and war. In his annotations to 

Bacon’s Essays Moral, Economical, and Political, he declares: “The increase of a State, 
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as of a man, is from internal development or intellectual acquirement. Man is not 

improved by the hurt of another. States are not improved at the expense of foreigners” 

(268). Blake anticipated the populism and totalitarianism that would arise from theories 

that promoted a moralizing education and abandoned people’s internal development.  

The debate between the innatists and the empiricists is far from being settled. As 

psychologist Susan E. Carey tells us, both parties find support from modern science. Yet 

when it comes to mental development, she argues that “both philosophers and 

psychologists have abandoned [the empiricists’] theory as hopeless” (494). She expands 

on this by explaining that “with respect to the initial state, contrary to the British 

empiricists […] the innate stock of primitives is not limited to sensory, perceptual or 

sensory-motor representations; rather, there are also innate conceptual representations” 

(448). The explicit Platonic or religious aspect of innatism has been substituted by 

genetic and neuroscientific language, and the nature of our a priori knowledge is as 

ambiguous as it has been ever. Today, psychologists like Howard Gardner talk of “frames 

of mind,” and education theorists like Jerome Bruner talk about “predispositions that 

require only shaping by exposure to some communally shared notational system like 

language” (17). Cognitive psychologist Steven Pinker, in his Blank Slate (2002), defends 

innatism and succinctly sums up the position of many recent pedagogic theories: 

“Education is a technology that tries to make up for what the human mind is innately bad 

at” (222). The outcome of Bruner’s constructivism is not far from what Blake hoped for–

–“improving […] the human capacity for construing meanings and constructing realities” 

(Bruner 19).  



 

50 

           We can safely say that Blake was unimpressed by the Enlightenment and by the 

“Age of Reason.” While such sobriquets fascinated the eighteenth-century as progressive 

and radical, Blake saw them as “manacles” of the mind and blindness of the eye. Though 

he may seem reactionist, traditionalist, and uninterested in Enlightenment values, it is 

because of the limits of those values. As Damrosch noticed, Blake was unimpressed by 

the Enlightenment critique of religion “because it is not nearly radical enough” 

(Eternity 100). Blake believed that Locke’s and the Empiricists’ philosophy led to two 

results: doubt and atheism. He rejected doubts in the strongest terms. And, as Frye shows, 

he asks the doubter: What if the objects started doubting themselves? “If the sun & moon 

should doubt, / They’d immediately go out” (E492). His alternative is a philosophy of 

mental belief.  

           Modern philosophy seems to understand Blake’s concern about the destructive 

nature of endless doubts. Wittgenstein remarks: “If you tried to doubt everything you 

would not get as far as doubting anything. The game of doubting itself presupposes 

certainty” (On Certainty 114–15). Therefore, imagination is both liberty from doubt and 

also trust in one’s own capabilities to control one’s own mental freedom. As Frye puts it: 

“The imaginative mind […] is the one which has realized its own freedom and 

understood that perception is self-development.” The unimaginative mind, on the other 

hand, “is paralyzed by its own doubt […] and by the dread of going beyond the least 

common denominator of the ‘normal.’”  

           In Blake’s epistemology, as Damrosch tells us, “belief is knowledge” (35). And 

this is precisely what makes Blake’s writings closer to the point of view of children and 

not an imitation of children. Because, like children, Blake believed that the act of 
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imagination creates reality. From the artist’s outlook, this is a liberating concept; from 

the logician or mathematician’s view, it is madness. Locke operates from the latter vision 

of the world when he asserts: “Breaking loose from the conduct of reason [...] if that is 

liberty, true liberty, then madmen and fools are the only free men!” (147).  

           Soon it becomes clear that there is a link between Blake’s indictment of Reynolds 

and his criticism of the empiricists: the denial of genius. In his annotations, he condemns 

the “coldness” of Reynolds, who denied divine inspiration. “Enthusiastic admiration is 

the first principle of knowledge and its last. […] The man who never in his mind and 

thought travelled to heaven is no artist.” In Blank Slate, Pinker claims that the direct 

daughter of Locke’s associationism is behaviorism, in which “an infant’s talents and 

abilities didn’t matter because there was no such thing as a talent or an ability.” 

According to Pinker, one of the modern era’s best-known articulations of the Blank Slate 

philosophy is the statement by John B. Watson, behaviorism’s founder: “Give me a 

dozen healthy infants, well-formed, and my own specified world to bring them up in, and 

I’ll guarantee to take any one at random and train him to become any type of specialist I 

might select—doctor, lawyer, artist, merchant-chief, and yes, even beggar-man and thief, 

regardless of his talents, penchants, tendencies, abilities, vocations, and race of his 

ancestors.” This is exactly what Blake accused Reynolds and the empiricists of trying to 

do. Their education “is particularly Interesting to Blockheads as it endeavors to prove 

That there is no such thing as inspiration & that any man of a plain understanding may by 

thieving from others, become a Michel Angelo” (E646).  

           For Blake, innatism and the belief in the multiplicity of visions are essential 

notions for a system in which individual talents and radical ideas are encouraged—a 
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system where the lion does not need to abide by the ox’s law. He dryly denounces Bacon: 

“This is like what Sir Francis Bacon says: that a healthy child should be taught and 

compelled to walk like a cripple, while the cripple must be taught to walk like healthy 

people. Oh rare wisdom!” He wanted a system where all the external elements outside the 

mind are irrelevant, and therefore, the visionary is allowed to see more than what the 

idiot sees: “When the Sun rises do you not see a round Disk of fire somewhat like a 

Guinea[?] O no no I see an Innumerable company of the Heavenly host crying Holy Holy 

Holy.” There is a sociohistorical aspect of choosing the guinea’s example––people see 

what they value most, and for many of Blake’s contemporaries, that was money. 

 Blake was an artist who sought a system that would value his mode of thinking 

and working. He wanted to show that such a system is possible. It is this desire that led 

him to confront these prevailing ideas and to suspect their aims and methods. It is the 

inspired poet, the visionary artist’s defense of his way of perceiving the world, and his 

working methods. 

This epistemological overview prepares us to delve into Blake’s thoughts about 

educational practices with the help of a philosopher who resembled Blake in his life and 

many of his ideas, Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Like Blake himself but unlike Locke, who 

spent two decades as a student of law and medicine at Oxford, Rousseau was an 

autodidact. The philosophe included most of his pedagogic opinions in his book Émile ou 

De l’Éducation (1762), in which Rousseau invents a tutor who takes the responsibility of 

raising a boy––Émile––immediately after his birth, through a series of experiments that 

he considers fit for each stage of his life. Though Rousseau acknowledges parental roles, 

the mother being “the true nurse” and the father “the true preceptor,” Émile is an orphan 
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and his tutor inherits the child’s parents’ rights and duties (45, 60). Émile thus is a 

thought experiment probing the question “what if a child did not have to be brought by a 

parent?” In this sense, it has affinities with Plato’s Republic, where children are brought 

up by the state. 

           Rousseau’s ideas on education were influential to the point that parents in the 

eighteenth-century brought their children up à la Jean-Jacques, adapting his approach to 

children’s formation (Damrosch, Restless Genius 345). The book includes, however, 

some elements that would by our measures today seem arbitrary. When choosing his 

Émile, Rousseau makes sure that he is average, because geniuses are capable of teaching 

themselves (46), and French because “neither the Negroes nor the Laplanders have the 

sense of the Europeans” (52)—not because of racial difference but rather the 

pseudoscientific belief that moderate weather produces a more organized brain (47). The 

boy has to be fit because the tutor “would not take on a sickly and ill-constituted child”; 

teaching a disabled person would change his occupation from “governor to male nurse” 

and thereby waste the lives of two members of society (53). Despite these misguided 

views, Rousseau’s book represented an advancement of how people viewed children and 

treated them. 

           But just like Locke, Rousseau was the target of Blake’s harsh criticism. The poet 

refers to Rousseau fifteen times in his works, all negatively, and often joined Rousseau 

with Voltaire. The philosophers appear as hypocrites, followers of Natural Religion, or 

what Blake calls the “impossible absurdity.” Blake addresses them directly in an 

unpublished poem: “Mock on Mock on Voltaire Rousseau / Mock on Mock on! tis all in 

vain!” (E477). Yet Blake’s hostility towards Rousseau stems also from what he saw as 
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the incongruity between Rousseau’s teachings and his abandonment of his own children 

at orphanages. Schouten de Jel argues that Blake’s negative view of the philosophe was 

nettled by the question of “why did he fail to educate his own children?” (4). Frye tells us 

that Blake believed self-contradiction to be an unforgivable sin, eliciting “one of 

[Blake’s] most contemptuous comments.” Despite this hostility, as we will see, Blake 

intersected and often even converged with Rousseau more than with any other education 

theorist.  

           At the heart of the tutor’s mission is the determination to protect Émile from being 

corrupted by civilization. Rousseau believed that children come to the world with certain 

natural inclinations and a set of innate dispositions. If Blake had imagination as the 

measure of all that is good, Rousseau had conscience as the “innate principle of justice 

and virtue according to which, in spite of our own maxims, we judge our actions and 

those of others as good or bad” (296). In Rousseau, children begin with innocence, but 

society robs them of it. Children are already attuned to goodness and to the functions they 

are going to gradually undertake in life. We have only to allow them to achieve this 

potential by avoiding filling their young minds with knowledge and duties unfit to their 

age. Blake noticed the optimistic undertone of Rousseau’s view of childhood. He 

disapproved of it. “Rousseau thought men good by nature; he found them evil & found no 

friend” (E201). Unlike Rousseau and later Freud, “For Blake childhood or Innocence is a 

state to pass through, not a permanent foundation for all later behavior” 

(Damrosch, Symbols and Truth 4). Transformative knowledge in Blake is not associated 

with age––children have it innately; others have to acquire it.  
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           Both authors express their philosophy in terms of freedom. Rousseau believes that 

chains, physical and mental, are “the first gifts [children] receive from” society (42). 

Blake echoes this idea, but the chains he warns against are “invisible,” restraining the 

mind and the intellect. As he puts it in “London,” they are “the mind-forged manacles.” 

Both authors, each in his way, sought people’s emancipation. Pierre Berger, in 

his William Blake, Poet and Mystic, argues that despite the discrepancy of expression and 

origins, there is a strong affinity between Rousseau’s message to “follow Nature” and 

Blake’s “to follow impulse” (196). Here it bears noting that while Rousseau idealizes 

“Nature” as a shaping and teaching guide, in Blake’s philosophy, nature is “fallen,” hence 

his constant criticism of that theme in Romantic poetry. 

 Yet agreeing on the diagnosis does not mean concurring on the cure. Blake 

wanted to free men from the prison of their senses; Rousseau wanted to preemptively 

protect them from the prison of their society. The poet’s ideal man is the one who 

reconnects with eternity and dwells with angels; the philosophe’s man can reason for 

himself independently from society’s influence and expectations. When a child graduates 

from Rousseau’s system, “he will not be a judge or a soldier or a priest, but a human 

being” (40).  

           Rousseau warns against instilling the fear of authority in children. The child 

should be “governed by no authority except his own reason.” Children should learn 

instead to fear the consequences of their deeds and “to grasp ethical principles through 

concrete experience” (Damrosch, Restless Genius 335). Blake would have approved. Yet, 

as Leader remarks, Rousseau believed that the “blessing of liberty” is a worthy cause 

even “when freedom entails suffering.” As such, in Émile Rousseau tells stories of 
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himself using what might be considered by modern standards as child abuse. One time he 

conspired with the neighbors to frighten a disobedient boy; in another, he locks the boy in 

a closet because he insisted on lighting the candle. Moreover, he encourages exposing 

children gradually to “ugly, disgusting, peculiar animals,” like “toads, snakes, crayfish” 

(63). The objective of these methods is to teach children through experience resilience 

and reason as well as responsibility for their actions.  

           Here we must notice before condemning the philosophe that, at least in theory, 

Rousseau often allows the child to suffer––a little or a lot––by nature but never at the 

hands of other people. The former teaches courage, the latter servility. This is because 

“the sentiment of the just and the unjust [are] innate in the heart of man,” and children’s 

“fury and despair” when snubbed by their nurses are the proof (66). (For his part, Blake 

was a true Romantic, immensely sensitive to human suffering and especially that of 

children, as we shall see clearly in the Songs in the next chapter.) 

           Rousseau’s Émile advocates a suspicion of conventional education systems, 

denying the value of public education and calling colleges “laughable institutions” (41). 

As Susan Manly notes, Rousseau saw conventional education as a system designed to 

produce a child who is “both ‘slave and tyrant, crammed with knowledge but empty of 

sense,’ obedient to adult authority, but utterly dependent.” He encourages children’s 

direct engagement with the natural world and sees reading of any kind as “the plague of 

childhood.” By canceling reading and any type of study, Rousseau claims that we have 

lifted a heavy burden from the child’s shoulders. Émile will not know what a book is 

before the age of twelve and will not learn reading until it proves beneficial to him (116). 

The only exception is Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe, which he does not want Émile to 
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read passively, but “to think he is Robinson himself” with the ceaseless urgency of 

survival.   

 This negative view of school and books found resonance in Blake’s pictorial and 

textual expressions. Louise Joy cites as examples of outdoor educational settings the title 

page of Innocence and “The Little Black Boy” plates. She notices that “Blake’s children 

bask directly in the sunlight.” Yet Joy helpfully points out that, despite the affinity with 

Rousseau’s views, “Blake’s organic classroom [. . .] runs directly counter to the move 

towards mass education […] at the turn of the nineteenth century.” As we shall expound 

in chapter 5, this idea manifests clearly in the Songs’ “The School Boy.” In this poem, the 

child-speaker complains about not having any delights in his books, and the poet makes a 

comparison between “the little one’s dismay” in school and the natural world’s “sweet 

company.”   

           Rousseau particularly discourages all kinds of didactic readings, including 

religious catechistic books and secular fables. His position can be summed up in his 

distinction between children’s and adults’ capabilities and their respective psychological 

readiness to benefit from such stories. Adults can enjoy fables and understand them; 

children can enjoy them but are never ready to comprehend their proper meaning or act 

upon their moral instructions. The use of fables as a method for education, therefore, 

produces counterproductive results. For example, amour-propre or self-love is too 

powerful an innate sentiment to overcome. It prevents children from apprehending—let 

alone acting upon—the moral maxims they learn from these stories. Their love of 

themselves drives them to identify not with the moral but with the story’s winner. In 

Émile, Rousseau gives the example of the fable of the fox and the crow. A child, the 
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philosophe contends, will always sympathize with the clever fox who outwits the crow, 

and aspire to be cunning and manipulative himself. Rousseau differs from Blake and, 

more generally, from the idea of the Romantic Child in his suspicion of children’s 

susceptibility to authority and evil.  

           Another significant difference between Blake and Rousseau is the latter’s distrust 

of the imagination. Rousseau asserts that “a child does not understand the fables he is 

made to learn,” because no matter how we simplify them, the child is not ready to grasp 

them, and we “buy delight at the expense of clarity.” Only “the naked truth has to be told 

to children; [and] when one starts covering the truth with a veil, they no longer make the 

effort to lift it” (111). Blake disagrees. Dennis Welch argues that “unlike the philosophe, 

who detected in the ways children read fables a troubling gap between pleasure and 

understanding […] Blake saw no such gap” (203). Blake trusts that children’s 

imaginative faculties will show them other “possibilities that only the imagination can 

envision” (Welch 216). In his letter to Dr. Trusler, Blake proudly announced: “Children 

[...] have taken a greater delight in contemplating my pictures than I even 

hoped.” Children, just like adults, have among them fools, but “There is a vast majority 

[of children] on the side of imagination or spiritual sensation” (E703). 

           In contrast to Rousseau’s call for “naked truth,” Blake believed that truth has to be 

veiled. This method for Blake was that of all the great prophets like Moses and Solomon 

and poets like Aesop and Homer, who “considered what is not too explicit as the fittest 

for instruction” (E702). Whereas deists like Rousseau thought of religion as a collection 

of rational propositions, Blake believed that Jesus and the prophets taught in symbols and 
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parables. For him, it is only this type of education that makes a difference and “rouses the 

faculties to act.”  

         One of Rousseau’s most influential contributions was his belief that childhood 

should be seen as an age of play and not study. This idea, though it might sound banal 

now, was not evident in the extant systems of education of the time. In fact, Rousseau 

spent much of his rhetorical and argumentative energy laboring this very point. “You are 

alarmed to see him consume his early years! in doing nothing. What? Is it nothing to be 

happy? Is it nothing to jump, play, and run all day? He will never be so busy in his life” 

(107). Blake also makes a connection between children’s movement and their intellectual 

growth and happiness. De Jel argues a relationship between Rousseau’s view and Blake’s 

representation of children under tyrannical authority: “Walk the weak infant in sorrow 

compelled to number footsteps” (31). As we will see in chapter 5 discussing 

Blake’s Songs, children are seldom still unless there is an adult around. Louise Joy 

notices how Blake’s “relaxed atmosphere” makes “children at their books […] 

indistinguishable from children at play” (258). 

          The resemblance is much clearer in the way that both Rousseau and Blake depicted 

the harmful effect of parents. “Civil man,” declared Rousseau in Émile, “is born, lives, 

and dies in slavery: at birth they sew him into swaddling clothes” (333). The idea is 

thoroughly developed into Rousseau’s distinction between the Natural man and the Civil 

man, which epitomized his influential concept of the Noble Savage. The echoes of this 

idea are evident in Blake. We see an example in Songs of Experience’s “Infant Sorrow,” 

where the child-speaker does enter the world but “leaps” dramatically into its danger, 

complaining of “struggling against [his] father’s hands” and “striving against [his] 
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swaddling bands.” In the accompanying illustration, we see the child raising his hands 

toward the sky as if seeking help from where he just came from––the preexistence.  

           Frye provides an interesting distinction between the two authors’ analysis of 

humanity: “Rousseau says, on a basis of nature and reason, that man is born free, and is 

everywhere in chains. The imagination says that man is not chain-bound but muscle-

bound; that he is born alive, and is everywhere dying in sleep” (260). In other words, 

Rousseau blames society and civilization, while Blake blames each man for his own 

backsliding but tells him that it is never too late to learn to see.  

If the reader has noticed that we have been using the pronoun he in this section, 

that is because Rousseau was exclusively referring to boys’ education. The enlightenment 

philosophe was not all enlightened when it came to girls’ education; in fact, he 

proclaimed that their minds were too weak to study reason and moral issues. In book V 

of Émile, Rousseau creates a female character named Sophie, whose foremost raison 

d’être is to be a good wife for Émile. The only education she gets is reading and writing 

and some basic knowledge suitable for her everyday duties. This shortfall in Rousseau’s 

system represents a propitious segue to another writer who was the first to expose the 

philosophe’s gender bias and a radical whom Blake knew very well: Marry 

Wollstonecraft.  

           Wollstonecraft is best known for her Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792) 

and her short, tragic life. Less known perhaps is her lifelong interest in girls’ education––

a cause for which she translated and wrote. As a translator, she translated German 

education reformer Christian Gotthilf Salzmann’s Elements of Morality for the Use of 

Children (1790). Salzmann was influenced by Rousseau, and his book emphasizes 
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playful education and the importance of physical training. Nonetheless, it includes 

conventional value statements like “sorrow is beneficial” and “God Thou Art Good” to 

explain to children issues like death and loss. Blake engraved the illustrations for this 

translation, and one noticeable thing is his depiction of children as always having an 

upright posture and on an equal level with adults. Welch tells us that Blake’s “The Little 

Boy Lost” and “The Little Boy Found” have their roots in Salzmann’s book (4).  

           As a writer, Wollstonecraft wrote On the Education of Daughters (1787) 

and Original Stories from Real Life (1788). Blake engraved illustrations for the latter in 

1791, commissioned by Joseph Johnson. In this collection of didactic stories, 

Wollstonecraft traces the education of two young motherless girls under the supervision 

of their governess, a female version of Émile’s tutor named Mrs. Mason. The book 

engages in dialogue with the era’s reigning pedagogic theories, mainly those of Locke 

and Rousseau. While she debunks Rousseau’s view that women’s minds were too weak 

to learn logical reasoning, we see traces of the philosophe in Wollstonecraft’s emphasis 

on gradually reasoning with children and teaching by example. As for Locke, 

Wollstonecraft agrees with his conception of the blank slate.  

           Mrs. Mason is a stereotypical matriarchal figure in her sternness and supervision, 

and in her conventional morality. One exception, perhaps, is the way she teaches her girls 

charity, not by telling them about the poor but rather by taking them to see the poor. 

Blake engraved this aspect in great detail. Yet sometimes the values are simply 

irreconcilable with Blake’s system, especially when we remember that Blake engraved 

Wollstonecraft’s books in the same period when he was working on the Marriage and 

the Songs. For example, one of the quotes Blake engraved in Original Stories reads as 
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follows: “Economy and self-denial are necessary in every station, to enable us to be 

generous, and to act conformably to the rules of justice.” We need only to compare it 

with the Marriage: “The road of excess leads to the palace of wisdom.” For Blake, the 

restraint of energy is not a virtue but a cardinal sin.  

           This has often led scholars to point out what Stephanie Metz calls “pictorial 

critique” to denote the discrepancy between Wollstonecraft’s texts and Blake’s 

accompanying designs. Cornelia Meigs notices that children in Blake’s engraving for 

Wollstonecraft always seemed as if they were looking “out of the page as though 

glancing surreptitiously at that wider and more natural world which their conductors will 

not allow them to enter” (quoted in Leader 184). The clearest example, as Welch and 

others have noted, is plate 3. The picture accompanies a story in which Mrs. Mason takes 

her pupils to visit a poor family. The host tells them about his difficult experience as a 

sailor but concludes that now he and his family live in happiness. The picture’s 

inscription reads: “Indeed we are very happy!” The design depicts a different story. The 

family is divided: while the adults sit calmly, we see the children standing and crying in 

distress. As is often the case in the Songs’ plates, Blake’s counternarrative shows the 

wide emotional gap between children and adults––between innocence and experience.   

           Given these collaborations, Wollstonecraft’s influence on Blake’s view of women 

is undeniable. Scholars argue that Blake’s Visions of the Daughters of Albion and 

narrative poem “Mary” were inspired by Wollstonecraft’s life and writings (Bentley, 

“Different Face” 349). Others, like Henry H. Wasser, claim Visions to be a retelling of 

Wollstonecraft’s relationship with Blake’s friend Henry Fuseli (292). Nonetheless, Blake 

diverges from her conventional views on moral issues. For example, she praises the 
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notion of modesty, referring to the “modest dame of antiquity” as a role model for 

women (85). As Sean David Nelson tells us: “Feminist writers like Mary Hays and Mary 

Wollstonecraft do not abandon the principles of chastity, either, and both look to the 

improvement of education as a means of achieving women’s equality with men” (92). 

Scholars like Helen P. Bruder explain Wollstonecraft’s tolerance of aspects of patriarchy 

by citing her early career, in which she found generous mentorship and help from 

Richard Price and Joseph Johnson. They inspired in her, Bruder contends, a vision of 

“enlightened paternalism” (109).  

           But we must also notice that, unlike Blake, Wollstonecraft was trying to achieve 

certain political and social gains for her sex. Bruder argues that this consideration was 

“beyond [Blake’s] grasp, or rather […] is irreconcilable with his utopian visions” (95). 

There is a great disparity between Blake’s relative freedom in approaching the subject 

and Wollstonecraft’s heavy burden. As Nelson notices, Wollstonecraft worked for 

specific gains within her time, while Blake’s utopia necessitates an apocalypse and can be 

realized only after “Time [is] Finished!” (95). 

           Blake does address the injustice toward women in Visions of the Daughters of 

Albion through the feminine character Oothoon. Yet as it has been noticed, his depiction 

of Oothoon’s interactions and reactions to Bromion’s violent acts and diction, as well as 

to Theotormon’s repression, is highly problematic. And if Blake’s language was not 

attuned to gender equity, that is because it was the language of biblical prophets––not 

known for their sensitivity in that regard. Blake was not a champion of women’s rights as 

we perceive it nowadays, he was a champion of free love and the emancipation of all 
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from the restraints of conventional moral laws. Women and men, no matter how they try 

to conceal it, are seeking the same things. 

What is it men in women do require / The lineaments of Gratified Desire  

What is it women do in men require / The lineaments of Gratified Desire  

           But Blake thinks that ideas like chastity and moral laws are not innate in us. They 

are results of education––or indoctrination. In his myth Europe a Prophecy (1794), Los’s 

emanation Enitharmon wakes up from her sleep, which has lasted eighteen centuries and 

succeeds in creating the Woman’s World. One of her first decrees is to her eldest son, 

Rintrah: “Go! tell the human race that woman’s love is Sin!” S. Foster Damon suggests 

that she is establishing her “false religion of chastity.” David Erdman argues that 

Enitharmon, in this stage of her development, is a mythical representation of both Mary 

Antoinette and Queen Charlotte of England (220). Recent scholarship introducing a 

feminist reading advises caution regarding Erdman’s historical precision, yet credits 

Blake for “invalidat[ing] misogynist parables which blame women for the pollution of 

Christian culture” (Bruder 172). Other critics indicate Blake’s misogyny in blaming a 

female character for the suffering of her race. This is not to suggest that Blake was more 

progressive in his ideas than Wollstonecraft. It merely shows that he was more audacious 

in his writings because he was not compelled to collate reconcile to a realpolitik. It bears 

noting that Blake’s later myth increasingly criticizes the manipulative “female will” 

blamed for preventing the realization of the vision (Essick 616). 

* * * 

At the end of these comparative reflections, it is perhaps useful to note that what unifies 

these authors is their political preoccupations. Education for them was central to human 
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progress toward a more egalitarian, liberal, and enlightened world. Blake was also 

interested in progress, but “progress” for him meant working toward reclaiming the 

freedom we had in Eternity. Unlike these other authors, his project has a spiritual 

component and operates outside its historical moment. In his sadly failed project The 

French Revolution (1791), Blake connects humanity’s spiritual megahistory:  

 . . . Rise, Necker: the ancient dawn calls us 

 To awake from slumbers of five thousand years. (E286) 

           If we were to imagine Blake as a teacher, as this thesis does, his first lessons 

would be about the centrality of imagination, the fragility of freedom, and the infinitude 

of our divinely human selves. Because “all Genius varies,” students will be judged as 

individuals and not as groups. In practice, classes are to be held outdoors, not enclosed; 

and the curriculum is not written in books but performed in imagination. Blake’s school 

of imagination has three conditions for those who wish to join it: the rejection of the 

principle of duality, the activation of our innate disposition, and the ability to see beyond 

the natural world. 

In the next chapter, we will examine how Blake’s opinions about education 

manifest in Songs of Innocence and Experience and the Marriage of Heaven and 

Hell. We look at Blake’s depiction of conventional educational symbols of his time, as 

well as his treatment of childhood, the process of learning, and the act of teaching. We 

will read the texts and the illustrations closely and thematically in order to see his 

methods, which include questions, repetition, parody, and the amplification of children’s 

voices. 
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Chapter IV:  

“Cages and Caves:” A Thematic Close Reading of Blake’s Treatment of Education in 

Songs of Innocence and Experience and in The Marriage of Heaven and Hell  

After demonstrating the influence of William Blake’s autodidacticism on his life, the 

importance of education as a subject of debate in his time, and his engagement with the 

pedagogic ideas of his age, we turn in this chapter to Blake’s Songs of Innocence and 

Experience and The Marriage of Heaven and Hell. We are now ready to ask: how do 

Blake’s lived experience as an autodidact and his opinions about education manifest in 

these two books? With this question in mind, this chapter aims to trace the books’ 

treatments of the subjects of education, childhood, the process of learning, and the act of 

teaching.  

           To simplify our quest, we will reduce the pedagogic system to its four basic 

conventional parts: the teacher, the student, the teachings (the curriculum), and the school 

where the learning takes place. As will be shown, Blake’s textual and visual 

representation of these elements reflects his abiding commitment to an autodidactic way 

of learning. In the Marriage and the Songs, teachers are either true masters who are too 

great to be imitated or fake masters who must be avoided or exposed. Having no other 

option, the student is urged to turn inward in search of self-development and freedom 

from physical and mental restrictions.  

           A reason for scholars’ overlooking the Songs’ and the Marriage’s didactic 

function stems from confusion about their genre and tone. As Harold Bloom suggests, 

the Marriage’s difficulty lies in knowing where “to mark the limits of its irony: where 

does Blake speak straight?” (“Dialectic” 501). Such a challenge arises from the poet’s 
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personal engagement with the subject. Since valuable studies1 have established the 

historical context of the Songs and the Marriage, particularly related to the latter’s caustic 

refutation of Emmanuel Swedenborg, this chapter will primarily privilege a reading that 

ties the two books together as complementary parts of the Blakean project as an 

autodidact teacher. Both books are marked by what Peter Lamarque calls moral and 

thematic seriousness. In Songs and Marriage, “whatever the surface subject matter […] 

there will be underlying themes of a broadly human interest” (524).    

           The books’ titles hint at Blake’s preoccupation with rejecting what he calls single-

vision. The reader becomes instantly aware of the multiplicity of reality and ready to 

consider it. Yet the chief teaching is not a doctrine about dualism or contraries but a 

practical example of dealing with what is ironically labeled the “angelic” way of 

thinking. Blake arms his readers with the necessary tools to critically detect and reject 

moralizing discourse when they encounter it. It is a way out of the paradigm of good and 

evil and into that of creation. Conversing only with angels is not enough unless it is 

joined by an engagement with devils. The merger of innocence and experience is 

consciousness; the child of the marriage of heaven and hell is progress. “Without 

contraries is no progression.” 

           In the first “Memorable Fancy,” the speaker walks “among the fires of hell” 

looking for “infernal wisdom.” He sees a “mighty devil” inscribing with “corroding fire” 

a question on a rock. Bloom, in his introduction to the Marriage (1963), identifies this 

devil as Blake himself (11). This question, which announces “Proverbs of Hell,” helps 

 
1 Notable among these studies is Joseph Viscomi’s trilogy of essays “The Evolution of Blake’s Marriage,” 
in which he persuasively describes the order in which the plates developed. He concludes that plates 21-24 
“played a significant role in generating the subsequent plates and units.” This chapter approaches the 
Marriage’s sections, however, as small units to a larger meaning. 
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explain Blake’s pedagogic priorities: the development of perception, freedom from 

restrictions, and the abolition of the body–soul dyad.  

How do you know but every bird that cuts the airy way 

Is an immense world of delight, closed by your senses five? (plate 7). 

           In these lines, we read in clear terms Blake’s belief in Berkeley’s doctrine esse est 

percipe (“to be is to be perceived”), which he defended enthusiastically against the 

Empiricists, as shown in the previous chapter. Perception depends on the perceiver and 

not the perceived. As contrasted with empiricism, the act of perception is not governed by 

a supposedly “objective” external reality. 

 The speaker in the third “Memorable Fancy” asks Ezekiel, “‘Does a firm 

persuasion that a thing is so, make it so?’” The answer is affirmative. All the poets and 

the giants who formed the world believe so. It is a call to surpass the senses by using the 

senses. Notice that Blake’s question is not “how do you see” but “how do you know.” It 

is a matter of transmuting knowledge from banal observation into transformative belief.  

           The choice of the bird as a metaphor is not random. It serves two purposes. Birds 

draw us to look upward into the infinite, and some birds are symbols of freedom. In 

Blake’s Marriage, the eagle is the embodiment of Genius. In these lines, the bird, unlike 

many other birds in the Songs, is not caged, but moving freely–––“cutting the airy way.” 

In the Songs and the Marriage, as will be shown, there is a stress on play and freedom 

from restriction as determinative factors for the outcome of the learning process: a 

confined body or mind cannot know. 

           Now the bird, for those who have “cleansed their doors of perception,” is “an 

immense world of delight.” This is the proper way of using the senses: for enjoyment. It 
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is through the release of energy and Prolific abundance that we attain truthful knowledge. 

Excess and not scarcity is the way to wisdom. As we have seen in the previous chapter, 

Blake diverged from Mary Wollstonecraft in his radical denunciation of moral laws. All 

the ideologies that try to separate the soul from the body, Blake believed, are harmful to 

both. They lead inevitably to hypocrisy and repression. This notion is deep-rooted in 

the Songs and the Marriage.  

           Blake argues these positions by the amplification of students’ voices. As in 

the Marriage, which is essentially a collage of narrations by a seeker of wisdom, many of 

the poems in the Songs are in the active voices of children. In many instances, a child 

initiates the discourse in an inquisitive and unassuming register. In others, they respond 

in remarkable self-confidence. In “Infant Joy,” a parent asks a two-day-old child: “What 

shall I call thee?” The child replies, choosing his name: “I happy am / Joy is my name.” 

The parents affirm his desire: “Sweet joy I call thee.” This is particularly interesting 

when we consider that the etymology of the word infant is the Latin infans meaning 

“unable to speak.” Blake has been criticized for assigning speech and behavioral acts to 

infants. Coleridge, the poet, for example, disapproved of the line: “thou dost smile” 

because for him, “a babe of two days old, cannot smile” (Haggarty, “Songs” 40). Infants, 

in Blake, not only smile and speak but also hold beliefs. In “Auguries of Innocence,” we 

read: “He who respects the infant’s faith / Triumphs over hell and death.” Blake is ready 

to defy the ordinary to let speak those who are often expected to listen.  

           Such radical attention to children’s capabilities, representing the learners’ side of 

the story, is a Blakean characteristic. Even when adults appear or speak, it is often 

children who narrate what they say, or rather what they understood or judged valuable 
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from what adults have said. As Louise Joy notices, Blake was not trying to imitate 

children or speak to them, but rather to speak for them (257). Considering Blake’s life as 

an autodidact, this act must have been effortless. Blake thought himself to belong to the 

silenced minority. He is in the paradoxical company of the Marriage’s chained giants and 

the Songs’ voiceless infants.   

           Things become more nuanced when adults attempt to teach children. The written 

word is a common way to achieve that goal. Books are not particularly criticized in 

the Songs in the way we find in Rousseau’s Émile, as we have seen in the last chapter. In 

fact, people reading books is a common interlinear motif in the Songs and the Marriage’s 

illustrations. It is the way we read books that is important. From the first pages 

in Songs, we find children reading for themselves. In Innocence’s title page, Blake 

depicts children attentively gazing at a book opened on the lap of a woman who seems to 

be their mother or governess. We are not sure which book it is, but we can assume that it 

is the Songs itself. Louise Joy notices the remarkable resemblance between this plate and 

John Newberry’s A Little Pretty Pocket-Book’s (1744) title page, in which we see 

virtually the same family (257). The difference is that while the mother in Newberry’s 

holds the book and reads aloud for the children, the one in Blake lets children read for 

themselves. Or, if they are too young to read, they look attentively at the illustrations. In 

conventional didactic books, those would simply mirror the text, but in Blake’s Songs, 

they embody, in the “language” of art, a complementary way of imagining. 

 Such a privilege is not afforded to the students in “The Garden of Love.” The 

poem is about replacement and repression: experience colonializing innocence; religion 

dislodging nature. The repression is explicit in the text. The chapel has replaced the 
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village green where the children used to play, “And Priests in black gowns were walking 

their rounds, / And binding with briars my joys and desires.” In the visual, we see a priest 

kneeling, reading a book besides an open grave. Behind him, two children kneel in an 

identical pose. The result is evident. In the title page’ innocent way, children are 

relatively independent of adults in their posture and their direct access to knowledge. In 

the experienced––that is corrupted––children copy the priest. Besides the implicit 

hierarchy in showing the children behind the priest, children are dependent on him in the 

way they kneel, dress in black, and pray. The priest physically impairs them from direct 

access to knowledge. They are turned into imitators––in the Marriage’s language, they 

are devourers and are not prolific.  

           But books are not the only way to communicate with children. In Innocence’s first 

poem, “Introduction,” Blake suggests three possible ways. The speaker pipes, sings, and 

writes, each approach getting a reaction from the child except the last. The child remains 

present while the speaker pipes and sings, but “vanishes from his sight” when he starts to 

write, though it was the child’s idea. Perhaps this is because writing takes time, but it 

could also be a criticism of the method itself as unnatural, unlike music and songs. In 

their earliest reception, the Songs were received by children orally (BR 606). Blake also 

sang them in his friends’ houses, eliciting admiration and “profound silence” (BR 30).  

Walter J. Ong links writing with death. When stripped from its primary orality, 

the word is a dead flower transformed from “the living human lifeworld, [into] rigid 

visual fixity” (80). To amend this shortfall in writing, Songs’ objective is not to educate 

in a conventional fashion but rather to inspire joy. Also, unlike many other writers, Blake 

avoided “visual fixity” by continually altering his books’ designs, rearranging their 
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plates’ order, and hand-coloring each copy in new and different ways with every new 

production until his death.  

In all cases, the speaker of Innocence’s “Introduction” shows awareness that 

writing belongs to the world of experience. We notice, therefore, that while 

in Innocence’s “Introduction,” the child requests: “a book, that all may read,” what the 

speaker writes is instead “Happy Songs / Every child may joy to hear” (emphasis added). 

As Zachary Leader notices, after the child’s disappearance, the piper remains faithful to 

the child’s register of simplicity and verbal economy (71). 

           In the Songs, the traditional roles of teachers and students are upended. Those who 

are supposed to learn and passively accept are in a position of authority. They lead and 

teach others, at times through the perversion of adult methods. For instance, the child in 

“The Lamb” uses catechism to teach the animal about Christ. Alan Richardson suggests 

that the “child speaker can be seen as an ordinarily passive victim of the catechistic 

method” who perpetuates the learning cycle on an even more vulnerable creature than 

himself (71). That is stated, considering Blake’s view of childhood, it is more likely that 

he wants us to be genuinely moved by the little child’s identification with the Lamb of 

God, who was born a real human infant. The Jesus who embodies that which is best in 

humanity is what Blake believes in – not the judgmental Jehovah or God the Father, “old 

Nobodaddy on high.”   

 Yet this can be seen within the common focus on children’s agency in books 

written by radical writers like Blake. Susan Manly stresses that children in these books 

are often: “invited to see themselves as capable of achieving great things, whether in the 

exercise of artistic prowess, philanthropic action, or moral virtue.” (244). We see this 
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notion in the child speaker’s confidence to answer his own questions and in his ability to 

imagine God as a child like him––“I a child and thou a lamb.” 

           “The Tyger” epitomizes Blake’s appropriation of catechism. We find fourteen 

questions; however, in contrast with “The Lamb,” these questions are left open-ended. 

Here, Blake is manipulating the catechistic method by stripping it from its ideological 

function (indoctrination) and instead using it as a thought-provoking inquiry tool and a 

statement about the power of creation. Despite “The Tyger” being one of the most 

anthologized poems in the English language, people rarely pay attention to the plate’s 

visuals. The picture presents us not with a majestic tiger but instead with a non-

threatening one. Leo Damrosch suggests a key to understanding this discrepancy between 

what the text says and what the picture depicts: “The picture reminds us that there can be 

more than one way of trying to answer them. Experience speaks in the text; Innocence 

responds in the picture” (Eternity 84). What distinguishes the Songs from the catechistic 

literature of its time is the absence of adult figures, the fact that questions are often left 

unanswered, and the multiplicity of levels of understanding.  

           In the Marriage, we find examples of true teachers. In the third “Memorable 

Fancy,” the speaker dines with Ezekiel and Isaiah, the representatives of Poetic Genius. 

Blake’s representation of the scene is deliberately unceremonious. The discussion is an 

interview of questions and answers, rendered in a familiar and plain language. Ezekiel 

confesses that he never saw God, and all he did was to allow “the indignant voice.” Such 

an admission makes the creative process attainable for everyone. To be a prophet is our 

choice and our responsibility. In a sense, Ezekiel’s method annihilates the distinction 
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between laity and clergy. Blake is more explicit on the democratization of prophecy in 

his annotations to An Apology for the Bible by R. Watson:  

Every honest man is a Prophet; he utters his opinion both of private & 

public matters. Thus: if you go on so, the result is so. He never says such a 

thing shall happen let you do what you will. A Prophet is a Seer not an 

Arbitrary Dictator. (E617) 

The prophecy here, as most biblical scholars would agree with, means testifying to moral 

or spiritual truth, not prediction (as in the ancient Greek oracles) of future events. We 

find a resonance of this notion when Blake quotes Milton, who in turn was quoting 

Moses in the Bible: “Would to God that all the Lord’s people were Prophets” (E96). 

           The challenge with true teachers is that they cannot be imitated. They acquire their 

knowledge independently, and they advocate independent learning. Ezekiel, for example, 

did not learn from external factors. His “cleansed” senses “discovered the infinite in 

everything.” Such self-actualization leads him to perceive that “the voice of honest 

indignation is the voice of God.” All a true teacher does is to tell the truth and show by 

example how to fulfill our potential.  

           Nevertheless, most of the teachers and parents in the Songs and Marriage are 

false. They are manipulators of truth who use conventional methods, a mixture of carrot 

and stick approaches. While in Innocence authorial figures wrap their conventional 

teachings attractively in a promise of a change from misery to happiness, 

in Experience and the Marriage, instruction is often violent both physically and verbally. 

In the fourth “Memorable Fancy,” the speaker meets the angel before his conversion. For 

no apparent reason, as if automatically programmed, the angel addresses the speaker: “O 
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pitiable foolish young man! O horrible, O dreadful state! Consider the hot burning 

dungeon thou art preparing for thyself to all Eternity, to which thou art going in such 

career.” This stereotypical reprimand, as Brenda Schwabacher Webster has noticed, is 

indeed the “tone of any father or priest to a young rebel” (79). As indicated earlier, Blake 

in the Marriage does not show only a contrary argument but also an approach to dealing 

with similar discourse. In the face of the angel’s speech, meant to inspire fear and 

repentance, the speaker proposes a fairer alternative: “Perhaps you will be willing to 

show me my eternal lot, and we will contemplate together upon it, and see whether your 

lot or mine is most desirable.” The speaker’s proposition undermines the angel’s 

monopoly of truth.  

           Not surprisingly, they discover the angel’s eternal lot to be the worst by far. In one 

of the Marriage’s most grotesque scenes, the speaker shows him his place among 

cannibalizing monkeys: “the weak were caught by the strong, and with a grinning aspect, 

first coupled with, & then devour’d, by plucking off first one limb and then another, till 

the body was left a helpless trunk; this, after grinning & kissing it with seeming fondness, 

they devour’d too […].” The mechanism in which the strong monkeys, a symbol of false 

teachers, cannibalize the weak is revealing. They achieve their goal by the destruction of 

the body, one limb after another. Yet they do so with apparent care and false love for the 

devoured. Bloom identifies these monkeys as the theologians (“Introduction” 19).   

           For this reason, a major credo the Songs tries to inculcate from the beginning is the 

distinction between God and his representatives, whether parents or teachers. We see a 

clear example of this in the stories of lost children. We have “The Little Boy Lost,” 

in Innocence and its counterpart “A Little Boy Lost,” in Experience. In the innocent 
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poem, the father is the reason why the boy is lost. The poem opens with the father’s 

negligence of the boy’s cries, from which the tragic situation ensues. In its follow-up 

poem, “The Little Boy Found,” the child is saved by God and not by his father. God, in 

his fatherly role, provides the child with what his father would not: Love. He “appeared 

like his father,” “kissed the child, and by the hand led.” In these two acts, we see the 

tenderness of sensory experience. The accompanying visual shows the child and God 

holding hands, dressed in white, and with equal halos around their heads. And here again, 

this is a very human God, not the omnipotent deity on high. 

           In Innocence, a poem of a lost child is always followed by a found counterpart; 

this is not the case in Experience, where we have children who are lost forever. While 

God or angels intervene in the former, in the latter world, children are tormented in God’s 

name––particularly when they speak and want to learn. In “A Little Boy Lost,” the child 

contemplates the Rousseauvian idea of self-love vis-à-vis the love of his parents. He asks 

whether he can love them more than he loves himself. The child’s questions and gentle 

speech of metaphoric and pitiful expression are responded to with violence. Compare 

God’s tenderness (“kissed him and by the hand led”), as discussed earlier, with the 

priest’s––God’s supposed representative––reaction to a child. “In trembling zeal he 

seized his hair, / He led him by his little coat.” Blake is sensitive to the minute 

particularities of violence. The priest does not respond to what the child says; he calls 

him a “fiend,” “… who sets reason up for judge / Of our most holy mystery.” Here as 

elsewhere, Blake attacks the strategy of religious authorities to veil their repression under 

the name of mystery. What makes the case hopeless is people’s approval of the priest’s 
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actions. “And all admired his priestly care.” The child is forced to accept the society’s 

prevailing values and believe in them, or risk punishment.  

           The poem is remarkable in its attention to the child’s acute mental and physical 

humiliation. From the derision in “they stripped him to his shirt,” to the suppression of 

“and bound him in an iron chain.” The place of sacrifice is indicative of the complicity of 

religion the crime. It is an altar where children are sacrificed. “And burned him in a holy 

place.” The anaphora of “And” dramatizes the inquisitors’ actions and conveys a sense of 

their customary process of tormenting children: “Many had been burned before.” 

           The poem ends beyond generalization to address its historical moment and 

geographical locus, raising a rhetorical question that anticipates Blake’s semi-mythical 

geography in the prophecies: “Are such things done on Albion’s shore?” In Blake’s 

historical London, people did not sacrifice children in a literal sense, but they did so 

mentally and psychologically. This poem is a forceful condemnation of religion’s 

violence, society’s complacency, and parents’ approval. All are failing their duty toward 

children. We see this notion pronounced in the innocent “Chimney Sweeper” when the 

child ironically concludes, using conventional wisdom against its usurpers: “So, if all do 

their duty, they need not fear harm.” All is the accusative key word, and its primary target 

is adults. Another reading reveals the line as a tragic instance of the child already 

internalizing repression. The child has been told that sweeping chimneys (“your 

chimney,” accusingly for the reader of the poem) is his duty, and that if he does do that, 

God will be his father – but not if he fails to do his “duty.” 

           The poems related to lost girls appear only in Experience and are characteristically 

lengthier and denser compared to those about boys. We have “The Little Girl Lost / 
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Found,” and “A Little Girl Lost.” They all take place in a future when the earth “shall 

arise” and “when the holy light / removes the curtains of night.” In such idyllic world, 

Lyca of “The Little Girl Lost” is saved and guarded by wild animals, and Ona of “A 

Little Lost Girl” can play naked all she wants. The utopia collapses when Ona returns and 

sees her father with his “Loving look / Like a holy book.” Her reaction recapitulates 

much of the illness Blake saw in the child-parents relationship––Fear impedes 

communication:  

Ona, pale and weak, 

To thy father speak! 

O the trembling fear! 

O the dismal care 

That shakes the blossoms of my hoary hair!     

           It is for this reason that some of the Songs are cautionary tales for parents and not 

for children. In traditional cautionary tales, children usually are punished for a mistake 

they made or an order they disobeyed. They cannot return to their original state of safety 

or beauty unless they recognize their faults––in other words, until they understand the 

lesson. In Blake, none of that happens. Poems start in media res with the child either 

talking to unresponsive parents or left alone. Children are not lost in the forests of the 

night but in the negligence of their parents.  

           This suspicion of authority figures manifests in Marriage’s stress on the 

importance of qualified teachers and the damage they do to students in proverbs like: 

“The eagle never lost so much time as when he submitted to learn of the crow.” In this 

metaphor, the croaking, scavenging crow can never soar like the mighty eagle, so the 
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eagle will be wasting his time if he lets the crow teach him how to live. The pedagogic 

dynamic collapses thus when students are superior to teachers. They teach them the 

wrong lessons, and they do it poorly. Another proverb states: “If the lion was advised by 

the fox, he would be cunning.” False teachings, for example, justify the existence of 

inequality. In “The Human Abstract,” the speaker, instead of teaching pity and mercy, 

invites the readers to think about who benefits from the perpetuation of a status quo in 

which the poor remain in poverty and the miserable in misery. This poem originated in 

two unpublished poems “The Human Image,” and “I heard an Angel Singing” (Gleckner 

375). In the latter poem, as in the Marriage, it is the devil who takes up the truth-teller’s 

task: “I heard a Devil curse / […] Mercy could be no more / If there was nobody poor.” 

The devil’s is an “infernal” approach that invites a critical engagement with the causes 

and not the appearances of the problem. 

           This cycle’s origin is found in religion, or “Tree of Mystery,” as Blake calls it. 

Parasites such as flies and caterpillars feed on its leaves. In the Marriage, priests are 

compared to caterpillars: “As the catterpiller chooses the fairest leaves to lay her eggs on, 

so the priest lays his curse on the fairest joys.” Blake’s solution is to cut the tree’s roots, 

which are entrenched in the “human Brain.” This system’s hypocrisy is exposed by “The 

Divine Image” in which mercy, pity, peace, and love are all original attributes for God or 

the “human form divine.” We, humans, as images of the “form divine” do not need the 

“catterpiller” to teach us these virtues, nor require the suffering of others to practice them. 

They are innate in us.  

            “The Voice of Ancient Bard,” which became the Songs’ last poem in its late 

versions, ends with glad tidings and a warning note. The speaker addresses the youth, 
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announcing an “opening morn / Image of Truth new-born” but cautions them from the 

false teachers who: 

[…] feel—they know not what but care; 

And wish to lead others, when they should be led. 

Such an entitlement to lead others and to teach them is what the speaker of the Marriage 

criticizes in the angels: “I have always found that Angels have the vanity to speak of 

themselves as the only wise; this they do with a confident insolence.”  

           Interestingly many of the figures were true teachers before turning into false ones. 

Milton became a restrainer, Swedenborg had been a prophet and became a priest, the 

angel turns into a devil. In Blake’s system, the change is possible in both ways. The 

movement is compulsory. Blake’s hell is not Dante’s Inferno; no one in the Marriage is 

damned forever or blessed forever. As Joseph Viscomi notices, the metaphor of the door 

is well chosen because perception can both open and close (“The Caves of Heaven” 41).  

           Instead of Good and Evil, Blake suggests a different framework from which we 

ought to perceive the world and identify the true or false teachers: the ability to create. 

Those who create are the human face of Jesus, the imagination, God. Those who do not 

are imitators or Devourers. But the Prolific are warned from believing that they have the 

ability to exterminate the noncreative Devourer. The war between them is eternal and is a 

necessity for progress as explicitly stated in: “Without contraries is no progression.”  

           Facing these types of authority figures, the Songs arm children with arguments 

against adult logic. When adults in the innocent “Nurse’s Song” try to get children to quit 

playing, the answer comes in protest: ‘No, no, let us play, for it is yet day, / And we 

cannot go to sleep.” The child explains his reason in the next lines: “Besides, in the sky 
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the little birds fly, / And the hills are all covered with sheep.” Children must be in 

harmony with nature and not with invented roles. Remarkably, as it typical in Innocence, 

it is children’s will that prevails and the children “leaped, and shouted, and laughed.” In 

the visual, the children dance in a circle, while the governess reads a book. In 

the Experience poem, however, the “laughing” is replaced by “whispering” and the “hill” 

by “dale2.” The speaker adopts the ideology of adults and repeats their logic to her own 

children: “Your spring and your day are wasted in play.” In Blake’s time, the opposite of 

play is not only school but also child labor. 

           Innocence can learn to defend itself, but not without a cost. With a few exceptions, 

the characters in Blake’s work learn by discovering the truth. In rare examples, they learn 

through their experience how to accommodate the real world. In “The Angel,” the 

maiden learns how to handle the angel trying to harm her. As opposed to the child in the 

“Chimney Sweeper,” who is morally murdered for naïvely showing that he was “happy 

and smiled,” the maiden in “The Angel” learned an essential lesson, “And hid from him 

my hearts delight.” When the devil––the aggressor––returns, she tells us:   

I was armed, he came in vain; 

For the time of youth was fled, 

And grey hairs were on my head. 

Think of the cost of learning: the loss of childhood. This kind of knowledge acquisition is 

rare in the Songs, where all knowledge is innately waiting to be triggered by a vision, a 

critical situation, or a moment of self-realization. In one of the Proverbs, “You never 

 
2 These are oppositions, in Shakespeare’s Midsummer Night’s Dream:  

“Over hill, over dale, 
Thorough bush, thorough brier.” 
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know what is enough unless you know what is more than enough.” Here is an admission 

of a posteriori learning; for one to learn, one needs to try. But the act of learning is not 

calculated. It is a leap in exuberance. No one can tell us for sure what we are capable of; 

only our unfettered experience and our doubtless faith can. This unbridled spirit is 

symbolized in the Marriage’s pictures in many ways, chiefly in animalistic motifs of wild 

horses, Pegasus, and eagles.  

           School represents an institution for taming this spirit, and thus is criticized 

in Songs explicitly and implicitly. And while schools appear in the texts, they are absent 

from the pictures. The most straightforward reference to a school in Songs is “The 

Schoolboy.” The poem appeared first in Innocence; Blake moved it in later editions to 

be Experience’s penultimate poem. Although it is established that the Songs are not to be 

read cyclically, the order of this poem is curious. Why did Blake eventually place it 

among the book’s most disturbing poems? School with all that it represents belongs, in 

his view, to the realm of experience and not to that of innocence. As discussed in chapter 

II, Blake’s parents did not send him to school, knowing that his rebellious temperament 

would cause him to be beaten and mistreated. 

           The poem reminds us of Rousseau’s attitude toward school being the heaviest 

burden on children. In “The School Boy,” we see a comparison between what the boy 

loves and what school represents. In the child’s point of view––which is Blake’s point of 

view––the whole school business is counternatural. While birds and huntsmen play 

freely, why should the child be forced to go to school to “spend the day” under the 

supervision of “a cruel eye?” From the child’s perspective, school is a waste of time and 
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is not play, as the adult speaker suggests in Experience’s “Nurse’s Song,” which we 

discussed earlier.    

           “The School Boy”‘s rhetorical effectiveness lies in the juxtaposition of two 

scenarios of a summer day. In the first stanza, the speaker describes a joyful day spent in 

the “sweet company” of singing birds. In the following two stanzas, school “drives all joy 

away.” Children spend the day anxious, supervised, and seated (thus restricted in their 

movement). The outcome is not successful learning, but the inability to enjoy reading: 

“Nor in my book can I take delight.” The metonymical choice of “cruel eye” reinforces 

the affinity of supervision and the stripping away of freedom.  

           While in the first stanza the child sings in harmony with the birds on the trees, now 

in school, he imagines himself as a caged bird that complains of “droop[ing] his tender 

wing.” Caged birds with their restricted wings are a recurrent metaphor for lost freedom 

in Blake. As we saw in chapter 3 when Blake was a boy of fifteen, he wrote in one of his 

earliest works, Poetical Sketches:  

With sweet May dews my wings were wet,  

         And Phoebus fir’d my vocal rage;  

He caught me in his silken net,  

         And shut me in his golden cage. (E413) 

Here again, we have the same imagery of birds, wings, and cages. In “School Boy,” the 

reference to cages is explicitly linked to the school. But life itself is a free creature with 

sensitive wings. In the Rossetti Manuscript, we find a poem called “Eternity,” in which 

we read:  

He who binds to himself a joy 
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Does the winged life destroy. (E470) 

Wings are soft and fragile. They need to flutter away. Wings have the potential to grow 

or shrink according to the freedom we allow them. In the Proverbs, “No bird soars too 

high, if he soars with his own wings.” Birds are the closest to the sky or to heaven and 

angels who are free from material existence. 

           Schools are designed to make a child “forget his youthful spring.” This hints at 

preexistence and innate knowledge, as we saw in the last chapter. Instead of conserving 

the spring, children are taught the ways of elderly winter. This notion echoes Marriage’s 

plate 11, which traces the origin of human corruption. It shows how false teachers 

(priests) “formed a system” that enslaved humans with its laws and made them forget 

their own divinity. As in the Neoplatonic tradition, the mission, Blake’s suggest, is not to 

discover a new knowledge, but to recollect what has been lost. 

           In the last two stanzas of “The Schoolboy,” the child uses an apostrophe to address 

directly his parents, presenting his case against the school. Like the young Blake we saw 

in chapter 3, the child “speak his mind” to authority and asks, “How shall the summer 

arise in joy,” if we keep children from enjoying it. This how is a repressed why. The 

critical question is how we can reverse the damage. “How shall we gather what griefs 

destroy?” In the picture, we see children attempting to climb a tree; only one of them 

reaches the top of the tree. He reads a book. On the ground, other children are sitting in 

different positions, Bentley tells us that “the three boys are playing marbles,” Geoffrey 

Keynes, however, identify them as two boys and a girl “gathering the fruits fallen from 

the vine” (“The Sports of Innocence” 49, Keynes 155). As Joy notices, it is hard “in 
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Blake’s relaxed atmosphere” to distinguish between the children who play and those who 

study (259).   

           The alternatives to schools are places of equality. Ezekiel and Isaiah are praised in 

the Marriage as masters and ranked with the likes of Dante, Shakespeare, and Blake 

himself. When the speaker in the Marriage sets out to learn from them, the setting is 

deliberately informal––they dine with each other. They speak as equals, plainly and 

without pretension.   

           If schools are dismissed as unsuitable venues of knowledge, then where should we 

learn? True learning happens outdoors in nature and not within walls. Except “Infant 

Sorrow,” Songs’ plates are systematically in the outdoors. This tendency owes much, of 

course, to Blake’s pastoral commitment in the sense that he creates a world of metaphors 

for the urban world he actually lived in. An argument can be made that Songs are 

pastoral, and not simply nature poetry, when applying William Empson’s definition of 

pastoral as “putting the complex into the simple” and noting how Blake makes “simple 

people [including children] express strong feelings” (35, 11). His use of pastoral setting 

is, however, also indicative of his rejection of the formal education setting. Situating 

children in nature reinforces their being integrated into it and abiding by its rules and not 

those of humans. Nature functions both as a joyful space and as a truthful teacher. While 

poems like “Spring” encourage play in nature, others like “Night” make nature a model 

of what children ought to be: “The birds are silent in their nest, / And I must seek for 

mine.” 

           Even in plates where an indoor setting is expected, we are presented with the 

outdoors. For example, “The Nurse’s Song” (from Experience) takes place in an indoor 



 

86 

environment, but the plate’s top half is filled with a naturalistic scene. Marriage’s plate 

10 represents a unique incident where we see an act of writing. In this plate, we see a man 

holding a scroll, and there are two young figures behind him. While the one on the left 

writes, the other peeps into his tablet. Scholars like Anthony Apesos in “Taking 

Dictation” interpret this visual as Milton dictating to his two daughters. The setting is 

outdoors and not indoors as we find in other renderings of the same subject, such as 

Fuseli’s Milton Dictating to His Daughter (1794) and Eugene Delacroix’s Milton 

Dictating Paradise Lost to His Daughters (1826). In these paintings, the blind poet is 

depicted in an armchair with his daughters in a house. In Blake’s painting, the Miltons 

are in nature––or rather parts of nature.  

           “Infant Sorrow” in Experience, and the Marriage’s plate 16 are the only example 

of Blake using indoor settings. What unifies these two plates is that they depict 

individuals held against their will. In the first, we see a newborn infant trying to resist his 

first chains. (We will come to him in a bit.) Marriage’s plate shows the giants responsible 

for creating the world chained together in a dark place that resembles a prison or a cave. 

They are chained by the “reasoners.” Building on the previous chapters where we 

demonstrated Blake’s feelings as a visionary autodidact ill-treated by his age, the plate is 

self-referential. An alternative reading can see them as the devourers themselves, sitting 

chained––by their own volition––without light or nature. Viscomi reaches a similar 

conclusion positing that this is “not only what devourers do to themselves and wish to do 

to others, but also what they look like to the prolific: the caverned man in need of 

emancipation” (51). We do not see their chains because they are mental chains. Apart 

from this instance, in most of the plates, we find the caves or the underworld opened from 
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the top, indicating the presence of a chance to see the light, to emancipate ourselves from 

confinement indoors.  

 This indoor/outdoor pattern evinces a dynamic of confinement and freedom 

common in Blake’s work. In addition to being outdoors, children in many of these plates 

are in movement. Modern education systems encourage kinesthetic learning in which 

children learn through immersion and interaction and not through reading, repetition, or 

exams. Blake’s children dance, leap, and run.  

           Marriage itself is a movement. The reader moves between structures and genres: 

lyrics, prose, and proverbs; narrative, dramatic, and arguments. And as shown earlier, the 

notion of movement as part of the learning process is reinforced by the speaker’s 

allegorical journey into hell. In this journey, the speaker, who is both a wanderer and 

wonderer, is always in motion. “The Proverbs of Hell” he collects praise movement, and 

images like “expect poison from the standing water” attack stillness. Inaction is a waste 

of Energy; it opposes progress. It is death, and “the dead body revenges not injuries.” The 

required movement here is physical, spiritual, and intellectual. It is the movement of a 

free mind that we saw in Blake’s life allowing him to move from one school of thought to 

another without being restricted by a loyalty to any one teacher or ideology. A harper in 

the Marriage sings: “The man who never alters his opinion is like standing water, and 

breeds reptiles of the mind.” 

           Yet this freedom is always under threat, and humans’ struggle to preserve it begins 

at an early stage of life. In “Infant Sorrow,” the child struggles from his first moment of 

existence against the powers that want to restrict his freedom––his parents. This poem is 

Rousseauvian par excellence in its approach as well as its reproach of the way children 
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are forced to wear “swaddling bands” at an early age. The child’s solution is also à la 

Jean-Jacques. The child tells us that, in the face of all these restrictions: “Bound and 

weary, I thought best / To sulk upon my mother’s breast.” It was Rousseau who promoted 

the idea of natural breastfeeding in Europe. In the plate, we see the child raising his hand, 

in protest, or perhaps seeking help from another world. The infernal wisdom posits that 

restricting children is equal to killing them: “Sooner murder an infant in its cradle than 

nurse unacted desires.” 

           In Plate 4 of the Marriage, “The Voice of the Devil,” we see a parental figure 

protecting his or her child from a male figure. Scholars identify this as a contest between 

evil and good. But it can be read also as a critique of parental habits of protection. The 

devil is chained from the ankle with a small manacle that limits its movement. The child 

and his protector, however, are free. Yet it is the devil who is attempting to reach out to 

the child, and it is the free humans who are afraid. An “angelic” reading of the plate 

renders the parent as a protector, while a “devilish” reading reveals them as afraid of the 

child’s exposure to energy and truth.  

           Children’s movement is particularly joyful and clearly depicted when adults are 

not looking. In “The Echoing Green,” unlike many other poems, the old people are 

sympathetic to the children’s play: “Such, such were the joys / When we all, girls and 

boys…” Yet in the poem’s second plate we see an adult figure pointing as if directing 

children. The children, in his view, stand unwillingly. A girl and a boy behind him, 

however, climbs a tree and enjoying grapes. The “cruel eye” cannot prevent those who 

persist in their folly from eating the forbidden fruit. Similarly, students are happier when 

the figures of authority are absent. In the fourth “Memorable Fancy,” the speaker 
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accompanied by the angel dives into hell. The only moment in the Marriage he hears 

music is when the angel disappears: “when you ran away, I found myself on a bank by 

moonlight hearing a harper.”  

           Yet there exists a subtle difference between the restriction we find in the 

Marriage and that of the Songs. In the Marriage, stillness is mostly the result of inaction, 

inertia, and self-imposed limitations caused by a paralyzing ideology. In the Songs, 

restrictions are imposed mainly by others. It is for this reason that the cave metaphor 

in the Marriage points to an internal problem, while in the Songs, the problem is 

symbolized by chains, bondages, briars, and cages set by society, religion, and reason. 

           The speaker in the Marriage visits a printing house in hell and witnesses “the 

infernal method” by which knowledge is transmitted–––an interaction between elements 

from which a new creature develops. This laborious procedure’s final product is books 

“received by men” and “arranged in libraries.” Scholars like Bloom and Viscomi argue 

that the six chambers represent Blake’s method for producing the illuminated books, a 

metaphor for the artist’s mind. But one can also see in it an additional stress on the 

importance of physical action necessary for the production and the attainment of 

knowledge. The mythical creatures laboring in hell’s six chambers and representing 

creative actions are all wild animals–––none can be domesticated. We have a “dragon-

man,” “lions,” a “viper,” and an “eagle with wings and feathers of air.” Damrosch 

observes the efforts that accompany the act of creation in Blake, as we see in “The 

Tyger”: “In Genesis, ‘God said, Let there be light, and there was light.’ For creators in 

Blake’s poems—and he has many versions of them—it is not so effortless as that. Often, 
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as here, they are blacksmiths heating resistant material to be hammered into shape” 

(Eternity 81). 

           True learning is transformative. It changes how we view the world, and more 

importantly, how we perceive ourselves. In the Proverbs, we read: “If the doors of 

perception were cleansed every thing would appear to man as it is, Infinite.” Those doors 

were opened to a few in the Songs. One of them is the child in “The Little Black Boy.” 

Perception enabled him to become indifferent to what others think of his skin color. 

However, a reading of this poem must distinguish between what the mother teaches and 

what the child does with that knowledge. The mother reproduces conventional wisdom 

about a loving God and the duality of soul and body. The child builds on this notion and 

embarks in a mission to teach “white” English boys the fruit of this knowledge, Love. 

Because when they apprehend it––now or in heaven––they: “will then love me.” The 

condition is to be freed from the cloud of racism––judging people by their diverse 

appearances, and not by their shared humanity: “When I from black, and he from white 

cloud free, / And round the tent of God like lambs we joy.” Importantly as we have 

hinted at, in “The Little Black Boy” and similar poems, we are presented with lessons 

told in the voice of the student. What we have, therefore, is what the child understood 

from his mother, or what he judged important to tell us.  

 Such is not escapism or self-deception but generosity. In “Proverbs of Hell,” we 

read: “The most sublime act is to set another before you.” In the picture accompanying 

the poem, a black boy allows a white boy to be next to the shepherd in the form of Christ. 

There are two ways to read this: the white boy is the black boy after being transformed; 
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or he is the white boy the black boy wishes to befriend. The text supports this latter 

reading:  

I’ll shade him from the heat till he can bear 

   To lean in joy upon our Father’s knee; 

And then I’ll stand and stroke his silver hair 

This is an act of forgiveness. Blake’s children do not seek revenge. The white boy is not 

blamed because he is seen as having been indoctrinated with racism that is very different 

from his own spontaneous feelings. It is also an example, among others, of incidents in 

Songs in which children display sublime friendship. In “The Chimney Sweeper,” children 

transcend their collective misery through a feat of solidarity and imagination.  

           We see another transformation in the Marriage. In the fourth “Memorable Fancy,” 

after a series of debates between the angel and the speaker, and then between the angel 

and the devil, the angel converts to a devil. The speaker calls him “my particular friend.” 

At the moment of conversion, the angel “stretched out his arms embracing the flame of 

fire, and he was consumed, and arose as Elijah” (plate 24). It is the celebration of 

emancipation from cold, restrained wisdom into the freedom of infernal knowledge.  

           Now, what is Blake’s teaching method? As an autodidact teacher, Blake’s task is 

achieved through symbolic truth instead of the “naked truth” that we discussed vis-à-vis 

Rousseau. The model of this, perhaps, is “The Sick Rose.” The poem addresses a moral 

issue without moralizing. The contrast is between the naïve rose, unaware of her plight, 

and the active worm that plagues her with his “dark secret love.” The worm’s movement 

is particularly suspicious and alarming: it travels by the night, in the storm, and it is 

invisible. Yet the striking aspect of this poem is that it does not offer advice to the rose 
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nor does it even condemn the aggressor. There is almost a fatalist acceptance of life in the 

tone of this poem. The rose’s sickness is a symptom of a sick culture that encourages 

clandestine behaviors and in which an act that is supposed to be solemn needs to be 

hidden. This is a result of the doctrine of chastity, which Blake explicitly attacks in 

the Marriage.  

           Such teachings, Blake believed, produce results opposite to their claims, and 

therefore “Prisons are built with stones of law, brothels with bricks of religion.” These 

doctrines transform the Edenic joy we saw in “Infant Joy” into a sinful joy in the “Sick 

Rose.” Blake is promoting an education that debunks what S. Foster Damon calls: “The 

false education” that “results in doubt, melancholy, shame, and division of the intellect” 

(311).  

           Blake’s use of insects and plants in “Sick Rose,” has an affinity with the fable 

genre. A third of the Proverbs are animal-related, notes Kurt Fosso (237). Animals speak 

in some of the songs like “The Little Girl Lost”; insects and plants display human 

behaviors and mannerisms in many of the poems. Yet what differentiates Blake’s work 

from traditional fables is essentially twofold.  First, they do not provide the satisfaction of 

depicting clear-cut winners and losers. Instead, they have the saved and the lost. The 

saved are not the smarter, or the stronger in cunning, but the stronger in imagination. 

Second, there is the absence of a clear moral lesson. In the “Sick Rose,” the worm is not 

explicitly condemned because it acts according to its nature.  

           To act against one’s nature is the way of oppressive systems. The Marriage 

concludes with a line that encapsulates much of Blake’s theory: “One law for the lion and 

ox is Oppression.” The immediate meaning of “law” in this proverb is the religious law, 
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as we find in the Hebrew Bible. Scholars also suggest an open criticism of British 

common law (Goode 781). The distinction here is in learning and education. Blake does 

not want people to be judged by the same standards. This plate’s visual gives a clear hint 

to his purpose. Nebuchadnezzar crawling on all fours is the production of this system. 

Blake is not trying to make us feel sympathy towards the man, but rather think to avoid 

falling into the same destiny. As Viscomi notices, in his later works, Blake associates 

Nebuchadnezzar with Newton (Early Illuminated Books 139).   

           Blake’s system is the dismantling of oppressive systems that compel people to act 

against their nature. In the Marriage’s last section, we read in the chorus of “Song of 

Liberty:”   

Let the Priests of the Raven of Dawn, no longer in deadly black, with 

hoarse note curse the Sons of Joy. Nor his accepted brethren whom, tyrant, 

he calls free, lay the bound or build the roof. Nor pale religious lechery 

call that virginity that wishes, but acts not! 

For everything that lives is holy. 

In these lines, one finds the three threats that, for Blake, loom over each generation: the 

dogmatic oppression of the youth, the respectability and the customs that “build the 

roof,” and the moral law that restrains energy.  

           What is the desired outcome of Blake’s formation? An indignant voice, whether 

that be the honest voice of a child in Innocence, the bard in Experience, or Rintrah in 

the Marriage. It is the human’s way––every human’s way to achieve his divine potential 

and effect a change in the world. It is the world’s way to foster the struggle between the 

contraries, which is necessary for progress. Like all counter-culture individuals in every 
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age, he had to fight a system that craved, through conventional education, to “make 

straight roads,” not knowing that “the crooked roads without improvement are roads of 

Genius.” 

           Blake valued and respected the teaching and learning of practical knowledge like 

the one he had as an engraver, but distinguished it from the moral, imaginative, and 

spiritual knowledge. In the Marriage and the Songs, he remained truthful to his 

autodidactic experience. He painted the educational symbols in his time––teachers and 

schools—with a brush of disapproval, and he represented their didactic methods with a 

pen of resentment. True teachers, he asserted, do not pretend to have an exclusive right to 

knowledge; they teach that everyone has knowledge in them already and need only to 

discover it. His system is not one of instructions but of reminders of our divinity, a call to 

look “inward” and to “raise the faculties to act.”  
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Chapter V:  

Conclusion 

William Blake’s lived experience as an autodidact and his views on education found a 

truthful expression in his work, whether in poetry, prose, or drawings. He sided with the 

child, the student, and the devil, against the negligent parents, the false teachers, and the 

pretentious angels. In the Marriage, he is the speaker, a seeker of wisdom, and the 

mighty devil who writes in corrosive fire, as noted by Bloom. In the Songs, he is every 

child who has been wronged and every child who is able, through the power of 

imagination, to perceive and to forgive. In 1804, Blake wrote to his friend William 

Hayley that he and his wife had become “children of light and liberty, and my feet and 

my wife’s feet are free from fetters” (E756). To be a child is to be free – or should be, 

whereas mainstream contemporary education theory stressed discipline and control.  

           A biographical survey of Blake’s life reveals a pattern in his attitude toward 

education. As a student, he spoke his mind to figures in authority, he felt alienated by 

societal and educational constructs, and throughout his life he kept learning new things. 

In his work, he projected these same attitudes. Blake exposed the forces he wrestled 

against all his life and warned his readers away from them. We see archetypes of the 

teachers he disagreed with, the institutional religion he fought against, and the moralizing 

discourse that, in his view, had caused and continued to seek the corruption of the Poetic 

Genius. In Blake, we have someone who is deeply interested in the ways of learning and 

who is passionately involved in defending a specific mode of learning and teaching.  

 In his engagement with the pedagogic theories of his time, he showed a critical 

ability to detect their implications––whether they liberate energy or constrain it, whether 
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they open the “doors of perception” wide into the infinite or enclose the mind within the 

empirical single-vision. Compared to Rousseau and other educators who, no matter how 

progressive, tolerated the mistreatment and manipulation of children, Blake showed a 

consistent interest in children’s well-being and mental health. Overall, his project is 

distinguished by its blend of humanism and religiosity. In his mind, they were the same. 

Late in his life, when Henry Crabb Robinson asked him about “the divinity of Jesus 

Christ, he said, ‘He is the only God’; but then he added, ‘And so am I and so are you’” 

(BR 310). 

 Blake’s work attempts to reform its readers—adults and children alike—through 

entering the state of childhood presented in its various modes and manifestations. He 

provides a roadmap for adults to enter innocence and for children to navigate experience. 

The Songs engage with life’s truths and caution the reader about them. Though Blake is 

of a strong Neoplatonic tendency, it is in this sense that an aspect of the Aristotelian 

notion of practical knowledge (phronesis) can be found in the Songs. As such, we find 

the contraries at work: sad and joyful childhood, free and chained children. The Songs’ 

response to both conditions is often the admission of an impassable situation or an 

impossible answer. Even more, they teach their readers to trust life and themselves but to 

be suspicious of those who pretend to have answers—those who, like the empiricists, 

think they see all, or those who, like the priests, “wish to lead others when they should be 

led.” In poems such as “The Little Black Boy,” Blake questions parents who satisfy 

themselves by repeating half-truths to their children, and by indicting them, he indicts 

religion and society. In the Songs, adults’ answers exist to appease an anxious moment of 

fear or to justify injustice––that is, to delay the revolution.  
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 While it is commonplace to teach Blake’s work as separate poems, we have 

testimonies of the unique value it still brings to the pedagogic experience to present the 

poems in more original ways. In a recent study, David J. Stevens departs from his own 

experience in teaching Blake to provide real-life examples of students’ reception of 

the Songs. Stevens emerges with an interesting insight: students who privileged a literal 

view of the world were more drawn to the poems of Innocence, while those who leaned 

towards a nonliteral view had a greater appreciation of the Experience poems. Even more 

interestingly, the poems persuaded some students to consider the existence of two 

contradictory yet valid truths. The article is also a testimony to the effectiveness of 

Blake’s methods “because his art combined the written, the pictorial, and, as far as we 

can make out from various contemporary witnesses, the musical” (55). 

 But for Blake’s work to reach its full-fledged teachability, future studies must 

liberate it from the manacles of attempting to define its genre and audience. Blake’s work 

was peculiar in his own time and continues to be so in ours. The Marriage’s defiance of 

genre is evident. Blake himself did not try to market it to a broad audience, removing it 

from the list of books for sale in 1818 (Bentley, The Desolate Market n202). Viscomi 

tells us how the artist Samuel Palmer recommended it to be removed from Blake’s 

biography because “he did not think the British press or public had the requisite sense of 

irony to understand Blake’s seemingly unchristian statements” (202).  

 It is the Songs that causes the greater confusion. Coleridge wrote to a friend in 

1818 about his experience in reading the Songs: “I have this morning been reading a 

strange publication — viz. Poems with very wild and interesting pictures, as the swathing 

— etched (I suppose) but it is said — printed and painted by the Author, W. Blake” 
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(Bentley, The Critical Heritage 54). Even two hundred years later, the book is still too 

radical and strange for the world of children’s literature. In 2001, Michael Ferber, a 

lifelong Blake scholar, wrote an essay describing the difficulties in publishing the Songs 

in its entirety as a book for children in some parts of the United States. Drawing on his 

own experience, he argues that Blake continues to suffer from the market that oppressed 

him in his own time. The Songs’ subjects, including the sexual overtones in “London,” 

the religious ecumenicism in “The Divine Image,” and the racial ambiguity in “The Little 

Black Boy,” Ferber explains, “are certainly right at the top of the category” of the things 

that can get a children’s publisher in trouble (52). 

 Recasting Blake as an autodidact teacher can contribute to answering the 

question, Who were his intended readers? There has been a tenacious dispute about the 

question of the Songs’ audience, especially whether it is for children or adults. John M. 

Jones declares that “the Songs’ audience is not children or the poor” (48). Others suggest 

multiple levels of meaning, one for children and others for adults. Blake took pride in 

being understood by children. This is not because he was unambiguous, but because 

children are able to understand complex writings, just like adults who had trained 

themselves to see. He saw himself to be the follower of a great line of teachers: “Jesus 

supposes everything to be evident to the child & to the poor & unlearned” (E664). One of 

Blake’s most consistent positions is his trust in the imagination and in children’s 

imaginative capabilities, asserting that “Innocence dwells with wisdom, but never with 

ignorance” (E697). In fact, he did not differentiate between children and adults. What he 

sought is an accessible form with which to convey his ideas to everyone: “A book that all 

may read” and “A book, that every child may joy to hear.” This democratic urge is 



 

99 

indicative of the importance of the subjects and the message contained in his work, and it 

reinforces the image of Blake as an enthusiast teacher. 

 The questions this thesis raises reflect a curiosity about the broader implications 

of considering a tradition of “autodidact teachers.” The debate on what and how to teach, 

what is scientific and what is not, grows as divisive and decisive in our time as it was in 

Blake’s. Blake can be seen to anticipate modern theories such as constructivism by his 

emphasis on individuality and preceptors’ unique experience. Yet while experiential 

systems of learning are commonplace in our age, the question of who teaches is still 

largely unsettled. It is within Blake’s ambitious plan to help us consider nontraditional 

ways of teaching children and acquiring knowledge, and to invite us to reexamine the 

vital relationship of art and poetry with education. 
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