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Preface

THE MOTIVE behind this book is the belief that William Blake,
about whom many other books have been written, has never yet
been examined in detail as a man in the world, as a poet with
a particular temperamental bias, coming out of a particular tra-
dition, in a particular period of history. He was a visionary poet
deeply immersed in radical religious and political movements of
the eighteenth century, aware of and keenly interested in the
major currents of opinion of his time. To reveal the extent of
this interest | have largely ignored archaic systems of thought
and symbolism from which Blake drew. He was an eighteenth-
century poet who wrapped himself in the mantles of a curious
antiquity which are paraphernalia useful both to expression and
disguise; but they are paraphernalia still, and Blake critics before
now have given this paraphernalia perhaps all the attention that
it needs.

The book has three parts. The first is largely concerned with
definitions, and | have made full use here of Blake's casual writ-
ings, his fragments, letters, notes, and recorded conversations, in
the hope that the reader may hear the voice of the man as he
was, genial and angry, and infer, with the aid of such technical
definition as | can give, the supremely important fact of person-
ality, and the intellectual and aesthetic paradoxes into which
Blake's temperament plunged him. The second part of the book,
after a biographical introduction and a summary of eighteenth-
century radical opinion, examines Blake's poetry as the expres-
sion and the correction of French Revolutionary ideas. The third
part of the book considers Blake's development as a poet, and
relates his poetic evolution and his consequent attitudes toward
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Preface

art and poetry to his persona dilemma and, more than that, to
the particular ideas which it led him to.

Throughout the book appear various paintings by Blake which
are intended as amplifications or illustrations of points made
about the poems. For the sake of this connection, | have added
to Blake's titles quotations from the writings. This book is con-
cerned with Blake's graphic art only when it is a direct aid to the
understanding of his poems.

Some readers may feel that the proportions of the book do not
indicate that | have a very high regard for poetry as an art. That
is to say, the extended attention which the book gives to his
torical and intellectual considerations and the relatively brief
attention which it gives to technica matters may suggest that |
find a poet's value to exist in what he believes rather than in
what his poetry is. Thisis not at all the case. The primary prob-
lem in Blake criticism, because Blake is an obscure poet, has
always been with what he believed and what he meant to say,
and it remains 0, and what Blake's poetry is, in its merits as in
its defects, and certainly in its development as a whole, has an
unusually direct, in fact, a nearly one-to-one, relation with what
it says, and with what Blake believed about the world and about
himself as a poet in the world. | do not think that he was a great
poet because he preached tirelesdy a doctrine of human liberty;
but | think that he was the kind of poet he was because he did.

An exposition of Blake may be conducted in one of at least
two ways. There is the way of Mr. Middleton Murry, in his book
William Blake, which attempts a "pure" account of Blake's doc-
trine—that is, an effort to understand Blake from his own page
aone, without reference to history or recourse to similarities in
other writers, who are, it is perfectly true, not Blake. Another
way is the way of this book, which not only invokes historical
considerations at every turn, but constantly cals in as withess the
work of other writers. | do not have Mr. Murry's temerity in
boldly entering Blake's mind, and | have taken the more halting
approach to his genius. Whether | have reproduced anything like
a semblance of his mind the reader must judge, but | am confi-
dent that | have at any rate not merely reproduced my own.
Shdley, among Blake's contemporaries, is constantly useful as a
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reference, and, among modern poets, Yeats. Yeats is an accessble
poet, and yet what he says is often so very close to what Blake
said at his most inaccessible that comparison has been irresistible.
| trust that a great many such alusions have not strained unduly
the limits of my discussion.

| have tried to avoid denunciation of Blake's excesses, this
seems as useless as the kind of adulation to which, since Swin-
burne, Blake has usually been subject. It is easy enough to see
where he is deficient, but it is not quite so easy to see the reasons,
in himself and in his age, for his deficiencies. And it is quite as
possible, for example, that had he had a better education, as a
number of good critics have wished, he might have become no
artist or poet at al, as it is that he might have become a better
one. "Do notl" warned Coleridge, "let us introduce an Act of
Uniformity against poets” The fact is that there Blake is, larger
today than ever, in al his eccentricity and perverseness and
beauty and power and ugliness, and to lump these under the
misused term of "mysticisml' as most critics have done, and praise
him in a cultish spirit, seems as uncritical as it is to lump them
under the easy term of "madness," as his contemporaries and the
older critics did, and damn him for differing from the world.

In the course of preparing to write this book, | have, with a
few exceptions, read the more than fifty books about Blake and
the vast number of essays and articles. To most of these | have
had no recourse since, but some of them have been invaluable.
| should mention first of al Mr. Geoffrey Keyness magnificent
edition of Blake's writings, to which all students of Blake are
indebted; | have used the third, one-volume edition (1932). To
Mr. S. Foster Damon's book, William Blake: His Philosophy and
Symbols, which is alandmark in Blake criticism, the second part
of my book is especialy indebted, for this work fixed, with as
much finality as they are capable of, the meanings of Blake's
symbols, and in the future, divagation from Mr. Damon's con-
crete interpretations need be only minor. | depart from him not
in specific matters but in his over-all view of Blake as a tradi-
tional mystic, and this difference plays some part, of coursg, in
the evaluation of particulars, as it does in that of sources. For my
treatment of mysticism, | am indebted, in spite of the great dis-
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Chronology

(According to the third edition of Geoffrey Keynes's Poetry and Prose
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"Where man is not, nature is barren."
—WILLIAM BLAKE, The Mar-
riage of Heaven and Hell






Mythology and Mysticism
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"We have come to give you metaphors for poetry."
—The spirits to W. B. YEATS, in "A Vison






CHAPTER ONE

The Mask of William 'Blake

I

ILLIAMBLAKE, of al poets perhaps the most

\‘ x / single-minded, with the most stubborn integrity, re-

mains aso the poet of strangest mixtures, both grand
transmutations and partial compounds. His attempt to achieve
a poetic content that would, through an original mythology, syn-
thesize the contraries of a visionary temperament and a socia
intelligence, and would not only relate but equate his two fun-
damental impulses—the evangelical and the humanitarian—is
the root of his problem as a poet. He sought to dramatize the
singleness of salvation—spiritual and social, inner and outer, the
problem in which most modern thinkers still find only irredeem-
able polarities.

To trace the dialectic of innocence and experience, he tried
to express (and to correct) the ideas of political thinkers like
Paine and Godwin in the vocabulary of religious thinkers like
Boehme and Swedenborg. The product of this effort is sometimes
beautiful, sometimes merely grotesque, and often both grotesque
and beautiful. The alternations spring from the anarchistic
position to which his effort impelled him, an anarchism of
spirit that inevitably encompassed the body and institutions; for
the position was developed in opposition to the impulse to power
("Attempting to be more than Man We become less"), but it
overlooked the important fact that in attempting to be more
than poets, poets become at least something different.

[3]
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In its effort to account for Blake's difference from other
poets, the traditional view of him commits itself to this curious
contradiction: a body of complex and difficult work produced by
a simple personality and an untutored intelligence. Such an in-
terpretation defies nearly everything that we know of the nature
of man and of the history of art, and it may be time for the ex-
pression of a view somewhat less anomalous. Blake's personality
was single, but it was hardly simple; and his intelligence was un-
trained, but hardly, for that reason, untouched.

Obviously, the personality of the poet was at least as complex
as his poetry, and was formed by identical or analogous conflicts.
The difficulty seems to have come about because most critics of
Blake have given at least tacit acceptance to his own view of him-
self: that of an unlettered poet in whom Divinity found utter-
ance. It is a view that was partially required by the necessities of
temperament, partially fabricated to meet the necessities of
history. Divinity there is in this poet, but let us give him the
credit that he sometimes failed to give himself and assume that it
is divinity which he was wholly capable of construing. And if it
is unjust to Blake to attribute his beauties to Deity, it is no less
unjust to attribute to Deity Blake's blemishes—" . . . cannot the
spirit parse and spell?' demanded Emerson.

In an age when poets were notoriously solemn about them-
seves, Blake had the temerity to be humorous, even perversely
50, about himself. The perfect juxtaposition, perhaps, is Shelley's
remark "I am convinced that there can be no entire regeneration
of mankind until laughter is put down!" with Blake's "I hate
scarce smiles: | love laughing." His laughter extended to his own
gift. Thus, it amused him to let the gullible and the respectably
literal think of him as outrageously mad or as preternaturally
wise, as they wished. When he wrote, "A man may lie for his own
pleasure, but if any one is hurt by his lying will confess his lie"
he was perhaps justifying his own public exploitation of his
genius. The visionary heads that he drew for the eager astrologist
Varley, and the conversations with the startled Crabb Robinson,
are examples, as is the well-known conversation at a dinner party:
"Did you ever see a fairy's funeral, madam?"

Yet it is to be remembered that when he was asked where he

[4]



The Mask of William Blake

saw such extraordinary phenomena, he was usualy prompt to
answer, "Here, madam,” and point to his head. And that is, of
course, where most of his visions took place. But he did not
admit that al of them were there. As far as one can tell, Blake's
term "vison" indicates at least three different forms.

Now | a fourfold vision see,

And a fourfold vision is given to me;
Tis fourfold in my supreme delight
And threefold in soft Beulah's night
And twofold Always. May God us keep
From Single Vision & Newton's sleep!

Examination would yield a number of meanings in these lines,
but for present purposes we need only observe that Blake him-
self distinguished between severa varieties of vision. Whether or
not these lines in themselves intend a particular set of distinc-
tions, one must yet make them to get at the most fundamental
fact about Blake as artist and poet; for the distinctions exist in
the work itself. What did he mean by "vision"?

Newton's single vision is simple sensation, the perception of
objective reality, of the material universe, seeing "with the eye”
Twofold vision is seeing "through the eye" the perception of
spiritual forms in material objects. This Blake apparently prac-
ticed at will, as most of us in some degree could. It is essentialy
a matter of autosuggestion, even of self-hypnosis.

For double the vision my Eyes do see,

And a double vision is always with me.
With my inward Eye 'tis an old Man grey;
With my outward, a Thistle across my way.

It is this double vision that perceives Swedenborgian corre-
spondence, cabalistic analogy, in al things—aworld in a grain of
sand, heaven in a wild flower. And by the nature of Blake's
mystagogical view, the spiritual forms of things were amost
always perceived as in some sense human. Thus he saw not the
sun rising but "an Innumerable company of the Heavenly host
crying, 'Holy, Holy, Holy is the Lord God Almightyl " When
his "Eyes did Expand,” he saw not land and ocean flooded with
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sunshine, but numberless "particles’ of light, each in the form
of a man; and then:

My Eyes more and more

Like a Sea without shore
Continue Expanding,

The Heavens commanding,

Till the Jewels of Light,
Heavenly Men beaming bright,
Appeared as One Man.

It is to be remembered that Blake and his wife made a prac-
tice of staring into the fire until they saw forms there, and that
Blake once said that he could gaze at a knot of wood until he
was frightened by it. This kind of vision, then, is a variety of
autosuggestion that derives from the object itself. Therefore it
cannot be this kind that Blake has in mind when he insists that
"Nature and Fancy are Two Things 8c can Never be joined," or
that "Natural Objects aways did & now do weaken, deaden 8c
obliterate Imagination in Me." For to double vision, natural ob-
jects are essential, as Blake elsewhere explains: "... | know that
This World Is a World of Imagination 8c Vision. | see Every
thing | paint in This World, but Every body does not see alike
... to the Eyes of the Man of Imagination, Nature is Imagina-
tion itself. As a man is, so he sees. As the Eye is formed, such
are its Powers. You certainly Mistake, when you say that the Vis-
ions of Fancy are not to be found in This World. To Me This
World is al One continued Vision of Fancy or Imagination, &
| feel Flatter'd when | am told s0." The discrepancy in Blake's
attitude toward the material universe points toward the most
enduring and the most extensive conflict in his personality and
poetry.

To the third order of vision, which resembles hallucination,
nature may indeed have been a hindrance. Here an image in
the mind is projected in space and observed as if it possessed
objective reality. Of this sort, surely, were those childhood vi-
sions when God's face at the window set the four-year-old scream-
ing and when Ezekiel sat placidly under a tree. Such was the
vison of Christ and his Apostles to the dreaming boy in West-
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minster. Such, it is possible, was the vision of his brother's soul
rising to heaven from the deathbed, "clapping its hands." Such
was the single ghost that Blake saw, "scaly, speckled, very awful,"
coming down the stairs at him; and such was the vision of the
Ancient of Days—which became one of his most striking paint-
ings—hovering in the air at the top of the staircase.

But when the dead brother, Robert, came to Blake in the
night and explained to him the method of illuminated printing
that he was to make his own, Blake was not experiencing hallu-
cination. This, the final and most frequent order of vision, was
simply an extremely vivid mental impression that had no ex-
ternal representation at all. From this kind of vision most of his
poetry and his pictures derive, and it differs from the image-
making capacity of other poets only in its burden of emotional
intensity, in its uncontrolled spontaneity, and in its particular
preternatural content and persistent symbolical quality. Most
important, it was the vividness of his mental conceptions that
gave the poet the conviction of revelation, which laid upon him
the obligation of working as a "literalist of the imagination."
This is the quality which separates him most sharply from other
modern poets; for he conceived of his material as sanctified,
hence not to be tampered with, but copied directly. In reality,
Blake's gift was a high degree of visual imagination, always de-
sired and sometimes induced by prayer,* which could function
with or without the immediate stimulus of natural objects. He
could retain the images within the mind or project them with
equal vividness into space.t

*"'What do we do, Kate, when the visions forsake us? 'We kneel down
and pray, Mr. Blake.' "—Arthur Symons, William Blahe, Button, 1907, p. 233.

t . . Blake was supereminently endowed with the power of disuniting
al other thoughts from his mind, whenever he wished to indulge in thinking
of any particular subject; and so firmly did he believe, by this abstracting
power, that the objects of his compositions were before him in his mind's
eye, that he frequently believed them to be speaking to him."—J. T. Smith,
Biographical Sketch of Blake, London, 1828, reprinted by Symons, p. 363.

"He thinks al men partake of it [vision], but it is lost by not being culti-
vated, and he eagerly assented to a remark | made that all men have al

faculties to a greater or less degree."—Henry Crabb Robinson, On Books
and Their Writers, ed. by Edith Morley, 3 vals, London, 1938, Val. I, p. 330.

[7]
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Blake's only test of true vision, of whatever order, was its ex-
actness, the degree of articulation: "The connoisseurs and artists
who have made objections to Mr. B.'s mode of representing
spirits with real bodies, would do well to consider that the
Venus, the Minerva, the Jupiter, the Apollo, which they admire
in Greek statues are al of them representations of spiritual ex-
istences, of Gods immortal, to the mortal perishing organ of
sight; and yet they are embodied and organized in solid marble.
Mr. B. requires the same latitude. . . . The Prophets describe
what they saw in Vision as real and existing men, whom they
saw with their imaginative and immortal organs, the Apostles
the same; the clearer the organ the more distinct the object. A
Spirit and a Vision are not, as the modern philosophy supposes,
a cloudy vapour, or a nothing: they are organized and minutely
articulated beyond all that the mortal and perishing nature can
produce. . . . The painter of this work asserts that all his imagi-
nations appear to him infinitely more perfect and more minutely
organized than any thing seen by his mortal eye."

This gift Blake could treat fancifully (“The Prophets Isaiah
and Ezekiel dined with me, and | asked them how they dared
so roundly to assert" . . .), or earnestly ("I amreally drunk with
intellectual vision"). But he never lost sight of it as his peculiar
talent, his genius, and he never failed to respect it as divine. It
is the first feature in his picture of himself, and "perception,” as
aresult, is the real subject of most of his poems. Blake's longest
work, Jerusalem, is a poem about perception and reality; its
most frequently repeated line is "They became what they be-
held." At the very peak of the narrative he exclaims:

.. . & every Word & every Character

Was Human according to the Expansion or Contraction, the
Translucence or

Opakeness of Nervous fibres. such was the variation of Time &

Space

Which vary according as the Organs of Perception vary.

"Perception,” likewise, is the subject of much of the poetry
of Blake's contemporaries. Coleridge's lines, in "Dejection"—

[8]
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O Wordsworth! we receive but what we give,
And in our life aone does Nature live-

have more than a merely fortuitous value to the understanding
of Blake's vision. They suggest afairly complete analogy between
Blake's four kinds of perception and Coleridge's theory of the
imagination as he outlined this at the end of the first volume of
the Biographia Liter aria. The analogy may be useful in sug-
gesting mundane terms that account for or at least elucidate
experiences that to Blake were ethereal.

Single vision, that "Newton's sleep” which Blake scorned, cor-
responds to Coleridge's Primary Imagination—the perception of
the everyday world by the senses as these are conceived in such
a psychology as Locke's, of

. . . that inanimate cold world allowed
To the poor loveless ever-anxious crowd.

But twofold, threefold, and fourfold vision al pertain to the Sec-
ondary Imagination, a function which, unsatisfied by mere sense
experience of objective reality, feels about it, and in doing so
reorganizes it. In developing this conception, Coleridge had to
pass from the psychology of Locke and Hartley into that of an-
other school. Precisely because Blake rejected the first concep-
tion as any part of art and gave his whole fealty to the second,
he could never admit the ultimate validity of the sensationalist
school, and he vilified Locke tirelessly throughout his lifetime.
"The mind is not a tabula rasa. It is not 'conditioned' by outer
circumstances. On the contrary, the perceptive organs are them-
selves cregtive. It is not the mind, but the world, which is 'con-
ditionedl "

Of the three kinds of true vision, the first, twofold, seems to
correspond to Coleridge's first doctrine of the life of nature, and
the second and third kinds with the second, or projective.
These doctrines, as formulated by I. A. Richards, are:

1. The mind of the poet aa moments, penetrating 'the film
of familiarity and selfish solicitude,’ gains an insight into
reality, reads Nature as a symbol of something behind or within
Nature not ordinarily perceived.
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"2. The mind of the poet creates a Nature into which his own
feelings, his aspirations and apprehensions, are projected."

When Blake's "Eyes did Expand” and, by seeing through them
rather than with them, he observed old men in thistles and mul-
titudes in sunbeams, he seems to have been practicing the first
mode, to which the object itself is essential, and the vision is
within it and derived from it. When he found nature an ob-
struction, and his vision consisted of his own creations, which
were either thrust into space or retained in the mind, then he
seems to have been practicing the second mode. The three forms
of Blake's vision provide extreme illustrations of Coleridge's two
doctrines, extreme both in their religious portent and in their
sometimes terrible concreteness. But they are illustrations and,
what is more, they seem to substantiate Dr. Richards's claim that
the two doctrines are not discrete at al, but complementary.
"The colours of Nature are a suffusion from the light of the
mind," he says, "but the light of the mind in its turn, the shap-
ing spirit of Imagination, comes from the Mind's response to
Nature." ". . . The subject is what it is through the objects it
has been."

One may apply this generalization to Blake in these terms:
As a child he seems to have had an even more insistent and com-
pelling visual capacity than most children, and he was early
habituated to what we can only cal hallucinations. This visual
capacity did not dim and fade as he grew up, as it does in most
children. And when he began to regard himself as an artist and
a poet—this was before he was fifteen—he came to regard his
visions as some sort of divine favor. Finally, having become ac-
customed to peopling the world about him with objects that
were not there, it was easy enough to see "people" in the objects
that were. The two modes became co-operative agents that sus-
tained one another. That is the mind which began by projecting
into nature the objects that it wished to see presently saw what
it wished in the rea objects of nature itself. And because the
two modes are actualy interdependent, it is very likely that
Blake himself did not realize that when he formulated them in
general statements about nature and matter, they came into

[10]
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linguistic and metaphysical conflict, and at least the theoretical
substructure of his work became self-contradictory.

WE MUST PROCEED at once to a further complexity. Blake made
no distinction between the visual and the verbal. It is a peculiar
mark of his genius that image and intuition are nearly identical,
and this is perhaps the precise intent of his phrase "intellectual
vison." We have heard much in the last two decades of the
"felt thought" of the English metaphysical poets, but the "direct
sensuous apprehension of thought” of these poets is different
from Blake's "intellectual vision." Blake's habit of mind may be
described, in the sense of C. E. Douglas, as apocalyptic, “thinking
visualy. The Apocayptist thinks in pictures, not 'true’ in them-
selves, but indicative of the truth which lies behind." The differ-
ence is that between ideas which come to the poet in the form of
images and images in which the poet later discovers idess. Intel-
lect and sense are fused in both methods, but the control in the
first is exercised by intellect, in the second by sense.

The first method results in a relatively systematic arrangement
of images within the poem, the second, in a kaleidoscopic lack
of arrangement, if it is a poem of any length. The second method
is characteristic of Blake. His ideas, even the wonderfully gen-
erdized aphorisms, came to him as images; and his images, on
the other hand, are invariably symbolical. "Prayers plow not!
Praises reap not!" His paintings are always descriptive and usu-
aly literary. His poems are pictorial. Thus his pictures are not
to be regarded as illustrations to the poems so much as re-
statements of them. This is ut pictura poesis with a vengeance,
the sister arts joined at birth. To be granted heavenly sights
meant necessarily to hear heavenly sounds; to see "visions of
eternity” meant that he became the repositor of eternal wis
dom. To see was immediately to know.

It was no difficult step for Blake, then, to move from the con-
ception of himself as a visionary to the further conception of

[x1]
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himself as a poet who wrote under divine dictate; that is in a
sense, automatically. In some sense al creative activity is by
nature automatic. But this is only to say that art tends to arise
from extrarational levels of consciousness and that during its
composition rational controls are more or less relaxed. It is only
accidentally, however, that art comes about when rational con-
trols are relaxed completely, as in writing such as "Kubla Khanl'
The temperament of the poet and the fashion of his age deter-
mine his place in the scale, and Blake, who never questioned
his temperarrient and had no interest in fashions, went as far in
the direction of the automatic as it is possible for poetrv to go
and remain poetry.

Blake is that curious kind of poet of whom it can almost never
be said that this or that is a bad poem; for when his poetry
is not first-rate, it is not poetry at al but something else, and
something that is sometimes nearly monstrous. Of this something
else there is a generous amount, because Blake submitted more
eagerly than most poets to the dictates of what is caled inspira-
tion, a word he understood literally as afflatus. "And tho' | call
them Mine [his designs, in this instance], | know that they are
not Mine, being of the same opinion with Milton when he says
That the Muse visits his slumbers & awakes & governs his song."
But Milton's "heavenly muse" was metaphorical, an ancient lit-
erary convention adjusted to his religion; whereas the spirits and
angels of Blake, who tended always to eliminate the distinction
between the literal and the metaphorical, were not quite so.
There is literalness here: "I have written this Poem from im-
mediate Dictation, twelve or sometimes twenty or thirty lines at
a time, without Premeditation & even against my Will; the Time
it has taken in writing was thus rendered Non Existent, & an
immense Poem Exists which seems to be the Labour of a long
L'ife, al produced without Labour or Study." And here again,
athough mixed with fancy: "l may praise it, since | dare not
pretend to be any other than the Secretary; the Authors are in
Eternity." It is a literalness that would seem less bald were we
to consider now the exact nature of Blake's religion, more partic-
ularly of his religion of art; and one may argue for this literal-
ness in spite of the fact that Blake, like any other poet, gave

[12]
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thought to his prosody and sometimes made extensive revisions.
But verbally, at least, Blake's divine dictation is not so close to
literary convention as to the habit of those stages in religious
mysticism which identify inspiration with revelation. Perhaps
Jakob Boehme, the hierophantic cobbler, best represents this
habit: "Art has not wrote here, neither was there any Time to
consider how to set it punctually down ... the Reason was this,
that the burning Fire often forced forward with Speed, and the
Hand and Pen must hasten directly after it; for it comes and
goes as a sudden Showerl'

Blake's words, like his visions, would seem frequently to have
come with an uncontrolled spontaneity, and as he gave in ever
more and more to vision, so he gave in more and more to the
"sudden Shower" of words. The passive agency of revelation
became his view of his genius and he defended the view with
the familiar zeal of the primitive artist. The Swiss theologian
Lavater had written, "Intuition of truth, not preceded by per-
ceptible meditation, is genius,” and, "He knows himself greatly
who never opposes his genius." Blake underlined both comments
in his copy of the Aphorisms, and to the second he added
"Most Excellent!" To obstruct one's genius was to deny God
and to destroy oneself: ". . . if we fear to do the dictates of our
Angels, & tremble at the Tasks set before us; if we refuse to do
Spiritual Acts because of Natural Fears or Natural Desires! Who
can describe the dismal torments of such a state!”

But again, as another conflict arises, this is precisely what
Blake does—he opposes his genius in the dialectic of the self.
For the primitive on the one hand believes in the accessibility of
art to everyone, being himself a man of open simplicity; and on
the other hand, he tends to view himself as the appointed recep-
tacle of the divine mysteries. Once more, Boehme is the best
example. He wrote: "My Beloved Reader, if you would under-
stand the High Mysteries, you need not first put an Academy
upon your nose, nor use any such Spectacles’; but aso, "Loving
Reader, | had need have an angelical Tongue . . . and thou an
angelica Mind, and then we should well understand one an-
other." Thus Blake liked to think that his works were perfectly
comprehensible to the innocent, to minds not blunted by edu-
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cation and fashion, especidly children. "The Beauty of the Bible
is that the most Ignorant & Simple Minds Understand it Bestl'
he declared; but dso: "What is Grand is necessarily obscure to
Weak men. That which can be made Explicit to the Idiot is not
worth my care. The wisest of the Ancients considered what is
not too Explicit as the fittest for Instruction, because it rouzes
the faculties to act."

The Blake who wrote "The Lamb" is not qwte the same
Blake who wrote Jerusalem; there is a sharp difference in the
poet's conception of his function. Yet the difference between an
open simplicity and gnostic wisdom is not necessarily one of
kind. These are the extremes which tend to meet in the artist
who submits to the concept of original genius, who grants com-
plete authority to the compulsions of that genius. And the
answer to any objection is always the same, and perhaps must
be; Blake sad, "I could not do otherwise; it was out of my
power!" *

A form of automatism, then, is the second feature of Blake's
mask, and it is important to observe how the man persuades him-
sf that the mask is real: ". . . every genius, every hero, is a
prophet,” was dtill another observation in Lavater that Blake
underscored. The proper qualification is Spinozas. ". . . proph-
ecy never rendered the prophet wiser than he was before”; or
Locke's. "God, when he makes the prophet, does not unmake
the man." Blake, like Boehme or any other, was reordering his
reading and his experience; but in an important sense he de-
clined to recognize the result as quite his own.

* Rosamund Harding, in An Anatomy of Inspiration, Cambridge, Eng.,
1940, pp. 13-16, has conveniently catalogued a whole mass of remarks on the
subject of literary possession and compulsion, even from such mundane
writers as Thackeray and Meredith. Almost always the religious language is
a fa$on de parler only. For of course one is "possessed”; one is possessed by
the unusual awareness of the principle of coherence, as one's sensible and in-
tellectual experience falls abruptly into pattern, and what was "many" be-
comes for the moment "one It is demonstrably difficult to avoid the
language of mystical experience in describing this state of affairs, but actu-
aly, the contents of the creative and of the mystical experience are, as will
presently be shown, quite opposite.
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IF BLAKE CAME to think of his purpose as prophetic, his motive
was not to isolate himself among the select but to find company
that would break down his isolation. Indeed, his definition of
the prophet is extremely generous. In that extraordinary series
of annotations in which he al but defended the deism of
Thomas Paine against the bitter Anglican orthodoxy of Bishop
Watson, Blake argued that prophets in the modern sense—that
is, prognosticators—had never existed, and cited Jonah's proph-
ecy of Nineveh. "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." This is an even more inclusive definition than that of
The Age of Reason, but obviously derives from it. Paine, work-
ing in the established tradition of Biblical criticism on historical
principles, declared that the Bible mentioned neither poets nor
poetry, and that prophets and prophecy, "to which later times
have affixed a new idea" denominated exactly these. His argu-
ment inevitably suggests that famous, fanciful dinner party at
which Blake asked of Isaiah and Ezekiel how they "dared so
roundly to assert that God spoke to them. . . .

"Isaiah answer'd: 'l saw no God, nor heard any, in a finite
organical perception; but my senses discover'd the infinite in
everything, and as | was then perswaded, & remain confirm'd,
that the voice of honest indignation is the voice of God, | cared
not for consequences, but wrote.'

"Then | asked: 'does a firm perswasion that a thing is 0,
make it s0?

"He replied: 'All poets believe that it does, & in ages of imagi-
nation this firm perswasion removed mountains, but many are
not capable of a firm perswasion of any thing.""

We must separate the elements here. The first and basic at-
traction of prophecy to Blake is nothing more than the fact
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that it provided a sanction, unassailable in its sources, for com-
plete independence of judgment. (One recalls that, after an argu-
ment, Yeats's spirits said to him, "You have said what we wanted
to have said,” precisely as "The Spirit said to him: 'Blake, be
an artist and nothing else. In this there is felicityl ") A similar
assurance was a need more dear to Blake than one can well say.
He was born into a Nonconformist's household, and from child-
hood was familiar with the extreme of that antiauthoritarianism
which characterizes the English sects. The significance to his
career as a poet of the deep vein of religious independence in
Blake can never be exaggerated. It is the very root of the man.
Observe, for example, the striking similiarity between a typical
utterance of Blake's and Cotton Mather's complaint against the
Quakers in Massachusetts Bay. Blake wrote:

The Vision of Christ that thou dost see
Is my Vision's Greatest Enemy . . .

Both read the Bible day & night,

But thou read'st black where | read white.

Mather said: ". . . it was very enraging ... to hear these
wretches ordinarily saying among the people, 'We deny thy
Christ! We deny thy God! Thy Bible is the word of the devil!" "
The attitude the elder Blakes took toward William's education
could have prevailed only in a dissenter's house.

Because as a child he could not brook discipline, and espe-
cially the indignity of whippings, William was not sent to school
a al.

Thank God, | never was sent to school
To be Flogd into following the Style of a Fool.

At an early age, and at his own desire, he was given instruction
in drawing, apprenticed to an engraver, and allowed to educate
himself as he wished. His attitude toward churches was identical
with his attitude toward schools. Except for a brief attachment
to a Swedenborgian community, he seems in his youth, as in his
age, to have kept himself free from the claims of al the current
dogmas. a sectarian without a sect. No less were his socia rela-
tions determined by the need of independence. The restrictions
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of conventions and manners quickly drove him out of polite
society, into which he was early introduced and congenialy re-
celved.*

From the time he was fifteen, Blake had been writing verses
that in their extreme statement of the conventional humanitar-
ian attitudes indicated that he would find congenial company
among political radicals, whose tradition was never remote from
English religious dissent. That company he found in the years
when the zealotry of the French Revolution achieved wide public
expression in England, and late in life he declared that he had
always been a "Liberty Boy." This remark separates Blake from
those of his contemporaries among the English poets who
changed their minds after 1791 and began the defense of ortho-
doxy. All through the terrorized reaction in England and the
Napoleonic ascendancy, the radicals were dispersed: hunted and
hounded, publicly execrated, imprisoned, and their dwelling
places burned. Blake went underground with them and his
poetry in a very real way went underground with him.

By 1800, poverty forced him to accept the patronage of a
stupid and stubborn poetaster, William Hayley. For three years
poverty forced him to live under that indignity. This is the one
occasion in Blake's life when he alowed his art to submit to
commercial order, or his judgment to that of another. Two
letters, dated 1799, to the Reverend Doctor Trusler, author of
Hogarth Moralized, are eloquent of Blake's situation. In the
first he wrote: "I attempted every morning for a fortnight to-
gether to follow your Dictate . . . here | counted without my
host. | now find my mistake . . . being aso in the predicament
of that prophet who says: 'l cannot go beyond the command of

* " 'Don't you think | have something of the Goat's face? says he.

"'Very like a Goat's face,’ she answer'd.

"'l think your face,' said he, 'is like that nohle beast the Tyger. Oh, | was
at Mrs. Sicknacker's, & | was speaking of my abilities, but their nasty hearts,
poor devils, are eat up with envy. They envy me my abilities, & all the
women envy your abilities.'

"'My dear, they hate people who are of higher abilities than their nasty,
filthy sdves. But do you outface them, & then strangers will see that you
have an opinion.' "—Poetry and Prose of William Blake, ed. by Geoffrey
Keynes, Random House, 1932, p. 887.
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the Lord " In the second he wrote: "I feel very sorry that your
|dess & Mine on Mora Painting differ so much as to have made
you angry with my method of study. If I am wrong, | am wrong
in good company.” The result of this sort of impossible commer-
cid relationship was that he fled eagerly into the no less impos-
sble embrace of Hayley.*

Hayley seemed sympathetic, and his letters show that as far
as he was capable of understanding them, he did have Blakes
interests at heart. He wrote to Mr. Evans, a booksdler: ". . .
send me your full & frank opinion concerning the adventure of
my worthy Friend Blake, in the Ballads, that | gave Him in a
sanguine Hope of putting a little money in his pocket.—He sus-
pended their publication, that He might proceed, without any
Interruption, in his plates for the Life of Cowper, which have
engrossed much of his time even to this Hour, as He and his
good industrious Wife together take al the Impressions from the
various Engravings in their own domestic press—Do you think it
will answer to Him to resume the Series of the Ballads? ... |

* A number of Blake's letters testify to his expectations. One, Number
Twelve in Keynes Poetry and Prose, has been available until now only in
extracts from a sde catalogue. The original is in the possesson of the
Huntington Library, and reads as follows:

Leader of My Angels

My dear & too careful & over joyous Woman has exhausted her strength
to such a degree with expectation and gladness added to labour in our re-
moval that | fear it will be Thursday before we can get away from this
—City. | shall not be able to avail myself of the asistance of Brunos
fairies. But | Invoke the Good Genii that Surround Miss Pooles Villa to
shine upon my journey thru the Petworth road which by your fortunate
advice | mean to take but whether | come on Wednesday or Thursday that
Day shall be marked on my calendar with a Star of the first magnitude.

Eartham will be my first temple & altar. My Wife is like a flame of many
colours of precious jewels whenever she hears it named. Excuse my haste &
recieve my hearty Love & Respect.

| an Dear Sr
Your Sincere
William Blake
H B Lambeth
Sept 16, 1800

My fingers Emit sparks of fire with Expectation of my future labours.
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am very desirous of not leading Him into an unprofitable ad-
venture. . . . What Cash have you for him?—He is an excellent
creature, but not very fit to manage pecuniary concerns to his
own advantage. . . . Favour me with al your Ideas on this sub-
ject! & assst me, as far as you properly can, in my cordia wish
to serve a very ingenious worthy Man, who is devoted to a Life
of Industry & Retirement!"

What chafing drudgery it must have been for Blake, who had
himself written of lambs and tigers, to put his talents as an artist
to the service of Hayley's stupid little ballads about animals.
What a waste of his energies it must have seemed to engrave
plates for Hayley's pious life of Cowper when Blake himself was
living out a spiritual biography of proportion and vehemence
utterly beyond the range of poor Cowper. What could have been
more offensive to Blake than yielding to the peculiar ignorance
of that patronage? "... | send youl' wrote Hayley to Lady
Hesketh, "a neat copy (on the other side of the paper) from the
Kind Hand of the friendly Zealous Engraver, who daily works
by my sde, & who flatters me so far astosay . . ."

But if for three years he had to trim his sails, Blake, whose
drawings were subject to the dictates of his patron, yet had his
poetry into which to retreat. This Hayley did not need to see
And there was aways that last stand of the badgered artist, the
notebook:

| Write the Rascal Thanks till he & 1
With Thanks & Compliments are quite drawn dry.

And:
Thy Friendship oft has made my heart to ake:
Do be my Enemy for Friendship's sake.

The Hayley relationship was doomed to a wretched end: "I
regard Fashion in Poetry as little as | do in Painting . . . but
Mr. H. approves of My Designs as little as he does of my Poems,
and | have been forced to insist on his leaving me in both to
my own Sef Will; for | am determin'd to be no longer Pester'd
with his Genteel Ignorance & Polite Disapprobation. | know
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myself both Poet & Painter, & it is not his affected Contempt
that can move me to any thing but a more assiduous pursuit of
both Arts." For the last twenty-five years of his life, Blake never
again compromised with his convictions.

The result was a spectacularly unsuccessful career, and the
results of that, a very bitter resentment and an increasing insist-
ence on the triviality of worldly rewards. If at forty-three he
still felt hope of success and could write "tho* [I] laugh at
Fortune, | am perswaded that She Alone is the Governor of
Worldly Riches, & when it is Fit she will cal on me; till then
| wait with Patience, in hopes that She is busied among my
Friends," his tone is conspicuously without any such moderate-
ness in the last years of his life, when he was nearly seventy. On
one of hisillustrations to Dante he wrote then of the same fickle
deity: "The hole of a Shit-house. The Goddess Fortune is the
devil's servant, ready to Kiss any one's Arse." More and more as
his years passed he distinguished in his casua writings between
"corporeal” and "spiritual” bread. When his opinions kept the
former from him, as they frequently did, they seemed more and
more to reward him with the latter, and he asserted, even in
exasperation, that he was satisfied. Not only did his insistence on
independent judgment drive him irremediably into the role of
prophet, but also, and relentlessly, into that specia role of the
prophet without honor.

For meditations upon unknown thought
Make human intercourse grow less and less.

The role of prophet had deeper beguilements. Isaiah iden-
tified the prophet and the man who insists on the truth of a
"firm perswasion." But by implication he aso identified al those
true poets whose senses, like this Isaiah's own, discover the in-
finite in everything. These are the poets of at least twofold vi-
sion, who write "spiritual allegory” in some way like Blake's
poems. "This is to be understood as unusual in our time, but
common in ancient," said Blake. Thus Milton was something of
an exception, but the Bible—and Ossian!—were the rule. Hebraic
prophets and Gaelic bards were one to Blake, and exercised an
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amost equally powerful influence.* Spinozas analysis of proph-
ecy is useful to the understanding of this curious identification:
". . . the power of prophecy implies not a peculiarly perfect
mind, but a peculiarly vivid imagination . . . the prophets per-
ceived nearly everything in parables and alegories, and clothed
spiritual truths in bodily forms, for such is the usual method of
imaginationl' Blake, searching for historical examples of sym-
bolical writing like his own, found them in the prophets and
the available bards, These poets were congenia to the sort of
poetry he himself wrote in greatest abundance. The early poems
were not prophecies in the sense of the later Prophetic Books, it
is true, yet this is only further evidence of the argument that,
giving in to his genius as he conceived it, the poet persuaded
himself of the mask.

But the historical function of prophets is not to write a cer-
tain kind of poetry so much as to order social wisdom toward a
desired conduct of life. The bard is the tribal poet, the singer
of myth and the maker of it; and athough his language is sym-
bolical, his wisdom is public. Blake, who stated most glowingly
the major piece of social wisdom of his day ("All deities reside in
the human breast") and many another of less importance, had
some sense of the public function of prophecy, but one cannot
be certain how abidingly. Many points in his writing revea this
sense, as. "Visions of these eternal principles or characters of
human life appear to poets, in all ages;, the Grecian gods . . .
are visions of the eternal attributes, or divine names, which,

* Blake was not the fiist poet to make this identification. See Ronald
Crane, "An Early Eighteenth-Century Enthusiast for Primitive Poetry: John
Husbands,” Modern Language Notes, Vol. XXXVII (January 1922), p. 35
"To bring Hebrew Scripture, Lapland songs, Runic and Welsh Odes together,
under the general concept of 'natural’ or primitive poetry, and to proclaim
them, in certain qualities at least, equal or even superior to the Greek or
Roman classics—this was to do something essentially new. . . . Husbands
deserves to be remembered among the critics and scholars who in the heart
of the 'classical’ age were helping to prepare men's minds for the coming
transformation of literary taste and ideas”

f"1 Believe both Macpherson & Chatterton, that what they say is Ancient
Is 0. | own myself an admirer of Ossian equally with any other Poet what-
ever, Rowley & Chatterton aso."-Poetry and Prose, p. 1025.
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when .erected into gods, become destructive to humanity. They
ought to be the servants, and not the masters of man, or of
society. They ought to be made to sacrifice to Man, and not man
compelled to sacrifice to them; for when separated from man or
humanity . . . they are destroyers” Our gods are our motives
writ large, "eternal principles or characters of human life," the
vast images of universal qualities and quarrels. "As the interest
of man, so his God—as his God, so he" declared Lavater; and
Blake replied, "All gold!" The poet, the prophet (“every genius,
every hero"), has the power of intuition to perceive these qual-
ities and conflicts in their actuality, in their undying reality as
idess; it is his function to reved them to man in a fashion so
persuasive that man may order them in the interests of his own
best order. But man's world and man's order is here, in this
transitory sphere, where we are always enchaining ourselves and
always submitting to illusion; not there, where ideas prevail in
themselves, where there is no illusion and no davery.

v

Now ALL THE ANTINOMIES in Blake appear, and if they prove to
be not only personal but mainly historical, that indicates that
he followed his genius with good reason; for most of the men of
his time, certainly most of the poets, had no sense whatever of
these conflicts in the historical situation to which Blake's intui-
tions immediately led him. If he assumed a mask, as a counter
to himself, it was perhaps to encompass, to resolve, conflicts that
most men were anxious merely to suppress or conquer. Blake's
proverb "The cistern contains. the fountain overflows," together
with that other, "Exuberance is Beauty," suggests an admirable
comment by I. A. Richards: "People who are aways winning
victories over themselves might equally well be described as
aways endaving themselves. Their lives become unnecessarily
narrow. The minds of many saints have been like wells;, they
should have been like lakes or like the sea” The problem in this
difficult historical moment was not to conquer one, but to recon-
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cile both the public and the private interest, the intellect and
the sensibility, and every poet of this period can be observed
caught in the struggle. Coleridge's poetic faculty was apparently
not robust enough ever to grasp the public interest, and he be-
came an admirable writer of prose. Wordsworth did the inverse,
and more and more wrote prose in the form of poetry—which
is hardly a solution. We like to think that if Keats had lived,
he would have adjusted the attractions of sensuosity and the
impulse to a normal ethical response to society; but it is unlikely
that Shelley, whose mind was prevailingly theoretical, could have
bulwarked with any real socia wisdom his increasingly febrile
pursuit of a static intellectual beauty, his pseudo-Platonics. By-
ron puts the case in lighter terms, as a conflict between socid
conservatism, a private aristocratic snobbery, and an explicit
political liberalism. The tension here between the resultant
eighteenth-century forms and the nineteenth-century content pro-
duced comic verse that retains much of its original attraction;
but one can hardly regard Byron the lyrist very serioudy, for
here the intellectual term has been utterly dismissed.

F. O. Matthiessen recently called Blake (and he is the first to
do s0) the greatest of these poets, and as the period continues
to shake down, this opinion will probably gain genera accept-
ance. We are beginning to see that Blake alone had an intuitive
grasp of the essential conflict; and that he alone established a
diaectical formula by means of which he hoped to deal with it.
"Without Contraries is no progression” was his reiterated de-
mand on life. This is the basis of that potent attraction of Blake
for Yeats, one of the few poets since Blake who achieved an
adjustment of the contraries, whose sensibility, deplorable when
isolated, was successfully encompassed in the rich severity of his
work as "a sixty-year-old smiling public man." Blake, like Y eats,
found metaphorical support for his dialectical view in such
curious, even outrageous, places as the system of correspondence
of Swedenborg and Boehme, in the analogical pursuits of the
cabalists, and in the alchemy of Paracelsus and Agrippa. He
found support aso in the works on magic and religion attributed
to that collective figure, Hermes Trismegistus, who said that "al
things must needs be composed of opposites and contraries’ and
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gooke of "the lendship of contraries!' Blake, like Yesdts, is a
clear example of the axiom—Mr. Eliot's dogma to the contrary—
that no poet can be discredited by his sources.

Blake's work alone formulates the conflict in its basic historical
terms, as a conflict between those forces which Kierkegaard
later called Civilization and Christianity, and T. E. Hulme, the
Humanist and the Religious views; between the desire for man's
improvement here and the desire for his salvation in another
life—progress versus grace. In Blake, this conflict takes many
forms. His early work, for example, may be regarded as a kind of
externalization of the conflict, a series of alternate statements of
one interest and the other. Thus, if Songs of Innocence seems to
be on one side, clearly Songs of Experience is on the other. The
little Tractates on Natural Religion may be opposed to Tiriel;
The Book of Thel to The French Revolution; and The Gates
of Paradise to The Marriage of Heaven and Hell. The ques
tion, then, is whether the later works, the Prophetic Books, re-
solve the antithesis; that they were intended to do so is beyond
question. Furthermore, when one looks back at the early work
from the vantage point of the later, it is apparent that the sepa
ration we have just made is an oversimplification, that it is a
matter of emphasis only and of varying symbols, and that one
group is necessary to an understanding of the other, as in any
dialectical proceeding; for these are, as Blake caled them, "the
two contrary states of the human soull' and one term cannot be
defined without its opposite. '

The conflict begins in Blake's attitude toward nature. Is he
rejecting the material universe, or is he rejecting a particular
materialistic theory of the universe? If the former, what can he
mean by such a line as this? "I'll . . . shew you al aive the
world"; if the latter, by this?

Of the Sleep of Ulro! and of the passage through
Eternal Death! and of the awaking to Eternal Life.

Did he want it both ways? Crabb Robinson reports, ". . . he did
not believe in the omnipotence of God—the language of the
Bible on that subject is only poetical or alegorica. Yet soon
after he denied that the natural world is anything." If at thirty-
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six he wrote, "Man has no Body distinct from his Soul; for that
call'd Body is a portion of Soul discern'd by the five Senses, the
chief inlets of Soul in this age" at sixty-three he wrote, "The
Natural Body is an Obstruction to the Soul or Spiritual Body."
And yet in the same late document he aso said that "Form must
be apprehended by Sense or the Eye of Imagination.”

In other terms, the conflict is present in the quarrel between
gnosis and simplicity, in the conception of the prophet as both
the recipient of esoteric and the dispenser of exoteric wisdom,
of spiritual knowledge for natural uses. In still other terms, the
conflict is contained in the opposition between the idea of the
sacred individual judgment and the idea of necessary socid
harmony, the conflict between anarchy and order, liberty and
fraternity, which again finds externalization in the very form of
Blake's long works, where avision of order climaxes considerable
literary disorder. The conflict lay deep in the tradition in which
Blake grew up. The stubborn tendency to transform the prin-
ciple of religious freedom into its political analogues ("the rights
of man's mind" into "the rights of man") is the characteristic
quality of seventeenth-century dissent. There is a significant
connection between the evangelical mood in religion and mor-
as and the prevailing humanitarian attitudes in the second
half of the eighteenth century. The tendency, gaining strength
in French rationalism, crystallized in the Revolution, which
Tocqueville described as operating in the manner of a religious
rather than a political revolution. Such eighteenth-century dis-
senting preachers as Price and Priestley were not radicals with
passionate sympathy for the revolutionary effort by mere reason
of accident. Godwin himself had been a minister, and a pam-
phlet of 1791 called Christianity Consistent with the Love of
Freedom argued that "Christianity is not a negation of the privi-
leges of man but an institution for his improvement.” Such an
argument, like Blake's poetry, involved a violent reorganization
of orthodoxy, but in no other way could a synthesis of these con-
trary ends be attained. "The progress of religion is defined by
the denunciation of Gods" says Whitehead; which says what we
have been saying if it is understood that denunciation is not
destruction, and with gods can never be.
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The essentia conflict in Blake, then, and a major intellectual
crigs of his time, is between an ethical response to man and, in
Kierkegaard's words, "the teleological suspension of ethicsl' the
counterphrase to Hegel's disparaging "mora form of evil." We
may state it in brief if not in easy terms as the quarrel between
politics and mysticism. Most critics of Blake have devoted their
energies to the elucidation of his system, which they have termed
mystical. Mystagogical | believe we must cdl it, but it is mys
tica in a sense so special that the term here is useless. This sys-
tem is the rhetorical result of the mask of Blake, the metaphorical
enlargement in terms of which contraries can be resolved. No
such systematic conception as Y eats worked out in his doctrine
of the mask is intended here; merely the informal and usual
notion of an assumed role that in many features varies from
the features it covers. And yet, like Y eats, Blake might have said:

| made my song a coat
Covered with embroideries
Out of old mythologies
From heel to throat.

And one may argue that in Blake, as in Yeats, the central prob-
lem involves essentially not mysticism at al, but mythology—a
mythology for the materials of which both turned to a wide
variety of documents, some of which are mystical—and that
when Blake seems to be a mystic, he is usually only mistaking
the embroideries for the coat itself.

The distinction is fundamental and the argument necessary;
labels are the agents of a simultaneous diffusion and delimita-
tion of meaning. If we say that Blake is a mystic, we associate
him with a particular order of experience that when we examine
his work we find to be but feebly represented there; but at the
same time we disassociate him sharply from a vast range of ideas
and experiences that is there firmly and crucialy.
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CHAPTER TWO

The Necessity of Myth

I

at all, must be stringent, for mysticism is in itself ahighly

specialized experience. But the definition of myth, if the
term is to be used in the discussion of modern poets, particularly
of William Blake, must be both broad and loose, for myth oper-
ates universally and diversely. The term must include such vary-
ing manifestations as the sharply formed figures of classic fable
and the malformations of delusion and neurosis. Even a loose
definition does not include, however, the current journalistic
sense of falsehood, nor does it imply anti-intellectualism or any
other such pejorative. The term denotes, in fact, neither the
negation nor the contrary of ideas, but their basis and their
structure, the element by which they are activated. "The doc-
trines which men ostensibly hold,” wrote Ledie Stephen, "do not
become operative upon their conduct until they have generated
an imaginative symbolism."

Myths are the instruments by which we continually struggle
to make our experience intelligible to ourselves. A myth is a
large, controlling image that gives philosophical meaning to the
facts of ordinary life; that is, which has organizing value for ex-
perience. A mythology is a more or less articulated body of such
images, a pantheon. Without such images, experience is chaotic,
fragmentary and merely phenomenal. It is the chaos of experi-
ence that creates them, and they are intended to rectify it. All

[27]
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real convictions involve a mythology, either in its usual, broad
sense or in a private sense. In the first case it is embodied in
literature or in ritual or in both, in which it has application to
the whole of a society and tends to be religious. In the second,
it remains in the realm of fantasy, in which it tends to be obses-
sive and fanatical. This is not to say that sound myths of genera
application necessarily support religions; rather that they per-
form the historical functions of religion—they unify experience
in a way that is satisfactory to the whole culture and to the
whole persondlity. Philip Wheelwright, from the point of view
of an uncommon philosophical theism, argues understandably
that "the very essence of myth" is "that haunting awareness of
transcendental forces peering through the cracks of the visible
universe." Durkheim pointed out that myth suggests the sacred
rather than the profane; that is, the enormous area of experi-
ence into which technology cannot usefully enter rather than
the relatively small area into which it does. Yet this does not
make religious experience proper more than a portion of the
larger area. That myth cannot be so limited is made clear by our
own civilization, which seems to -be struggling toward a myth
that will be explicitly ethical, even political. Today, Thomas
Mann has said, "the question of the human conscience ... is
presented to us essentialy in its political form; perhaps more
than in any other epoch of history, it wears a political face."
Wars may be described as the clash of mythologies, and a
basically disorganized society such as ours is the result of a num-
ber of antithetical and competing mythologies that fail to adjust
themselves.

Rational belief is secondary. We habitually tend to overlook
the fact that as human beings we are rational creatures not first
of al but last of al, and that civilization emerged only yester-
day from a primitive past that is at least relatively timeless.
Belief organizes experience not because it is rational but because
al belief depends on a controlling imagery, and rational belief
is the intellectual formalization of that imagery. As a basic set
of images, Christianity has commanded the unanimous faith of
millions, as a system of belief capable of a wide variety of dog-
mas, it has commanded the intellectual assent of hostile sectarian

[28]
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groups. Such a more recent mythology as socidism, which as a
faith presents an international hope for the full development of
democratic man, is rent by schisms as dogma

All those systems of abstractions which we call ideologies act-
tivate our behavior, when they do, only because they are them-
selves activated by images, however submerged. An abstraction
is a generaization, and the essential antecedents of generaliza-
tions are things. Jung, writing of language, has made the useful
observation that "Speech is a storehouse of images founded in
experience, and therefore concepts which are too abstract do not
easily take root in it, or quickly die out again for lack of contact
with realityl' Are not idess, like language itself, supported by
the "submerged metaphor"? In this sense, myth is indispensable
to any form of belief. And in this sense, one may even concur
with Hume's offensive remark that "there is no such passion in
human minds, as the love of mankind, merely as such”; for this
passion, like al others, must have an image, real or ided, as its
correlative. Myth is fundamental, the dramatic representation of
our deepest instinctual life, of a primary awareness of man in
the universe, capable of many configurations, upon which, dl
particular opinions and attitudes depend. Wallace Stevens
writes: ". . . we live in an intricacy of new and loca mythol-
ogies, political, economic, poetic, which are asserted with an
ever-enlarging incoherence.” Even when, as in modern civiliza-
tion, myths multiply and separate and tend to become abstract
so that the images themselves recede and fade, even then they
are gtill the essential substructure of al human activity.

Most profoundly they apply in literature. Great literature is
impossible without a previous imaginative consent to a ruling
mythology that makes intelligible and unitive the whole of that
experience from which particular fables spring and from which
they, in turn, take their meaning. Literature ceases to be per-
ceptual and tends to degenerate into mere description without
adequate myth; for, to cite Malinowski, myth, continually modi-
fied and renewed by the modifications of history, isin some form
an "indispensable ingredient of all culture." Thus, for example,
the prevailing and tiresome realism of modern fiction. When we
feel that we are no longer in a Bosition to say what life means,
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we must content ourselves with telling how it looks. Those of
our novelists who have transcended realism have done so by a
boot-strap miracle, by supplying the myth themselves. Mann has
made a possibly artificial use of literary myth. Joyce attempted
to digtil their mythical essences from specifically modern de-
velopments such as psychology. Kafka disturbingly dramatized
neurosis. In a disintegrating society such as this, before it can
proceed with other business, literature must become the explicit
agent of coherence. In the ream of the imagination serious
artists must be like Hart Crane's tramps in their cross-country
freight cars: "They know a body under the wide rain." All read-
ers are aware that the chief energies of modern poets have been
expended not simply in writing poetry but in employing poetry
to discover its indispensable substructure. They have been com-
pelled to build a usable mythology, one that will account for and
organize our competing and fragmentary myths. T. S. Eliot is the
most familiar example; here excursions into anthropology and
Orientalism preceded and enriched the final embrace of Chris-
tian orthodoxy. The example of Yeats is no less spectacular and
is even more systematic: Years devoted to the exploration
of magic and spiritualism and all the disreputable purlieus of
mysticism were combined with the results of a late interest in
politics, and the curious mixture seems to have served its pur-
pose. Americans generally have found the material for their
myths nearer at hand than have modern Europeans. Hart Crane
ingeniously but unsuccessfully utilized a combination of Ameri-
can Indian legend and modern American industrialism in the
construction of his single sustained work. Older poets and poets
less given to self-questioning, like Robert Frost, were apparently
quite comfortable in employing the available myth of the inde-
pendent American democrat for which younger men no longer
find historical sanction. Among younger men, the quest is ap-
parent in such diverse examples as W. H. Auden, Delmore
Schwartz, and Karl Shapiro, and one could multiply the in-
dances. The hunt for the essential image goes on everywhere
today—but the problem is hardly new.

[30]
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THE ELIZABETHANS, who seem to have enjoyed an intellectual
flexibility denied to men since the middle of the seventeenth
century,* employed an enormous variety of myth, both classica
and Christian. But on the merely decorative level they ransacked
and temporarily exhausted the myths of Greece and Rome, and
throughout the seventeenth century poetry began to move away
from classical mythology altogether. It is no accident that this
movement began rather abruptly with Donne, who was among
the first of the poets to reflect the developments of science ex-
plicitly. In this he followed a critical mood first expressed by
Bacon, who is the fountainhead of these developments. (The
historical irony here is that when the same impulse was applied
to language itself, as it was by Hobbes, the poetic style of Donne
became an impossibility.) The measure of Dryden and Pope may
be taken up to a point in these terms:. Dryden has majesty be-
cause the pagan and the Christian myths are still moderately
available to him; Pope—a shallower spirit who contented him-
sef with the new and inadequate myth—has a sustained elegance
only, and moments of superb refinement; for when he employs
the older myths at dl, they are now available to comedy aone.
The history of epic is instructive. The old epic formula involved
supernatural machinery, in practice usually derived from pagan
myth. Its many critics did not foresee that when the formula
was demolished, the epic itself would vanish; the discredited
machinery became the vehicle of mock epic. Nor have we yet
effected a substitute for the old heroic reference, the super-
natural. Within the new reference, presumably a socia one, too
many myths are still competing, and there is no certainty. Many

* It is here, when "man became passive before a mechanized nature,” that
Y eats repeatedly located the crisis of modern intellectual life. See the Intro-
duction to The Oxford Book of Modern Verse, Oxford University Press,
1936, p. xxvii, and the passage in the Autobiography, Macmillan, 1938, p.
226, where Yeats contrasts the sensationalism of Locke with Henry More's
faith in the anima mundi.
[31]
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modern men of refined intellect would say that there is no sub-
stitute.

If epic poetry is impossible without an adequate and explicit
mythology, so too is the greatest lyric poetry. Compare such
moderns as Hardy and the later Yeats with their contemporary,
Bridges. The recurrent triviality of this last poet ("l love beauty,
and was born to rhyme") results from the fact that he does
not really regard poetry serioudy, but as a mere ornament to
life. Such a view tends to reduce the composition of poetry to
the arrangement of ornaments. Very pretty, even grave things
may result, but they would hardly satisfy the demands the greatest
lyric poetsplace upon themselves. Thedifferenceiseloquently em-
bodied in this contrast: While Yeats was struggling to break
down the barriers of mind—that is, of modern positivism—Dby as-
sociating himself with societies for psychical research, Bridges was
attempting to impose barriers on language by founding and oper-
ating a society to purify English. On the other hand, didactic and
informative poetry can do well enough with nearly any mythical
material—as witness the eclecticism of The Testament of Beauty,
which has been caled "the expression not of one mind but of
severa"—or even with myth that has not been articulated. This
will explain the prevailing temper of eighteenth-century poetry,
most of which we must designate not as poetry at al, for, in
spite of its increasing solemnity, it fails in an important kind
of seriousness. Solemnity has of course nothing to do with seri-
ousness, many of Blake's lyrics are light verse, but they are more
"serious’ than Wordsworth at his pompous norm or Shelley at
his frenetic. The poems of Prior, minor as they may be, are
yet more "serious’ than those of Addison. And in this respect,
too, Yeatss Crazy Jane songs surpass Bridges sonnets on "The
Growth of Love" Everyone will agree that as the decades passed
eighteenth-century poetry became solemn enough, but few will
contend that it became more serious than Prior, or Pope at his
most vindictive and comic. Employing the myth of contempor-
ary science, eighteenth-century poetry more and more took to
itself the functions of science, which are exposition and descrip-
tion. These are not the functions of major poetry, but they
justify the tag "the age of prose” Thus in the eighteenth cen-
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tury poetry at its best was elegant, like Pope's, impressively
severe, like Johnson's; stunningly vituperative, like Churchill's.
At its second level, it was sometimes worthily prosaic, like Thom-
son's and Dyer's; more often merely prosaic, like Blair's, Young's,
Akenside's, and so on. It was al these things and other things
besides, but one thing it was not—it was not grand. And it was a
fashion of the time, in the unfelt modesty of "progress’ odes
like those of Gray and Collins, to declare the poetry of the cen-
tury—including theirs—inferior. Blake took them at their word
and cried, "Indeed!"

A recent series of lectures by a well-known scholar, Professor
Pottle, attempts to explain this lack of grandeur in the eight-
eenth century and its presence nearly everywhere in the nine-
teenth (as he thinks) and, indeed, al the conflicting fashions of
poetry from age to age, in terms of poetic idiom aone. Idiom,
in this usage, is the direct expression of the peculiar sensibility
of an age. This argument commits Professor Pottle to a complete
relativism in theory and if pursued, reduces the practice of criti-
cism to the drier varieties of scholarship. And it does not go far
enough to be of much use. Idiom is determined by sensibility, to
be sure; but sensibility, which is the form of aesthetic response,
is itself determined by the indispensable cultural ingredient,
myth. Pushing the argument this far, one attains to at least a
limited absolutism, an absolutism to be applied to culture in
general and to all of its products. The myths of one age are
better than those of another; that is, some myths include more
of the total experience of a culture than others, and in the great
ages, ages of amplitude and spaciousness, they include every-
thing. Then poetry attains its full stature: its vitality is not
lessened by shifts of sensibility, because it has achieved density,
strata of various meaning. The great limitation of most
eighteenth-century poetry is that it is thin; it means no more
than it intends to mean.

Did Coleridge, translating Schiller, perceive the problem?

The intelligible forms of ancient poets,
The fair humanities of old religion,
The Power, the Beauty, and the Majesty,
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That had their haunts in dale, or piny mountain,
Or forest by slow stream, or pebbly spring,

Or chasms and wat'ry depths: al these have vanished.
They live no longer in the faith of reason!

But still the heart doth need a language, still

Doth the old instinct bring back the old names*

William Blake, who cried with malice,

Lo the Bat with Leathern wing,
Winking & blinking,
Winking & blinking,
Winking & blinking,
Like Doctor Johnson,

certainly did perceive the problem. Writing at the end of a cen-
tury whose poetic product seemed with very few exceptions un-
utterably dreary to him, he wanted above everything to return
grandeur to poetry; and to this effect alone, he knew, myth was

indispensable.

UNLIKE SOME POETS of his time, Blake attempted almost, no use
of the figures and conventions of classica mythology. They were
not, and in that age he felt could not have been, used in any
organic fashion; for these myths were, in Coleridge's term, "ex-
plodedi* As Douglas Bush points out, only Collins seemed to
have any inclination to use them more significantly than as
decoration. Decoration did not interest Blake, and the classical
mythology enters his work at only four or five points, most of
these in his juvenile efforts. His verses on the decline of poetry
in the eighteenth century are properly addressed "To the

* |t is interesting to recall Ledlie Stephen's remark on Wordsworth's son-
net, "The World Is Too Much with Us" "The, nostalgia for a pagan condi-
tion," says Stephen, represents "the loss of a system of symbols which could
enable him to express readily and vigorously every mood produced by the
vicissitudes of human life."—History of English Thought in the Eighteenth
Century, 2 vals, Putnam, 1927, Val. I, p. 16
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Muses'—the "Far Nine." Half a dozen characters from the Greek
and Roman pantheon appear in "Imitation of Spenserl’
again appropriately enough. Once he mentions Pandora, and a
few times, "Phebus" Mars makes a symbolical appearance, in
strange company, in the Prophetic Book America; and the sev-
era appearances of Bacchus and Venus, jointly with Thor and
Frigga, in Jerusalem, are perhaps no more incongruous than the
appearance of various historical figures. These few instances
comprise Blake's total use of the ancient myths, for he was wholly
aware of their degraded place in the decor of the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries. "Bloated Gods, Mercury, Juno, Venus,
& the rattle traps of Mythology & the lumber of an awkward
French Palace are thrown together around Clumsy & Ricketty
Princes & Princesses higgledy piggledy.”

Under the circumstances Blake found it a mythology without
meaning, first petrified and now corroded, of possible use to the
poet interested in "delicate conceits,” but of no use whatever to
one busy "with the terrors of thought." It might be supposed
that the naturalistic basis of Greek myth would have indisposed
Blake to it in any situation; but this is not true. He was fully
acquainted with its naturalistic basis (“The ancient Poets ani-
mated all sensible objects with Gods or Geniuses' . . .) but his
objection was to its systematization (". . . thus began Priest-
hood; Choosing forms of worship from poetic talcs'). His most
frequent image for systematization was petrifaction, and a good
image this is for a condition that is intended to suggest the im-
possibility of further intuitional activity. A fundamental reason
for Blake's rejecting an older mythology and insisting on his own
was to disassociate his utterance from the literalncss and the ex-
ternality to which older myths had been subjected, and which
had rendered them unadaptable to fresh historical situations.
The example of Keats and Shelley, who found the old mythology
gtill quite limber, did not ater Blake's point of view; as he was
more robust, so he was aso more brash than they.

Coleridge argued that the agent which destroyed the classic
myths was "the mechanical system of philosophy,” and this is
true enough; but it is not al of the truth. For the mechanica
philosophy shook, just as clealy, the established Christian
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mythology. It is important to see that both Christianity and the
mechanical system of philosophy entailed their own myths, Mil-
ton adequately representing one, Pope or Thomson the other.
But vital remnants of the Christian myth remained, and these,
working in terms of politics—for this was the necessary com-
promise if anything was to be saved from Christianity—co-oper-
ated with the antithetical myth of contemporary science until by
the time of the French Revolution a new adjustment had been
attained. Blake's problem was to find the metaphorical terms
that would articulate and encompass both the Christian and the
scientific myth, as well as those new terms which were the terms
of the synthesis itself.

The Christian mythology, never so generally useful to English
poetry as the pagan, was last successfully employed by John Mil-
ton. By deliberately turning his back on the new science, Milton
managed to retain a nearly orthodox view of a universe inter-
penetrated by God and his interests, and of man in immediate
relation to God and answerable to him. Blake was not aone
among his contemporaries in having the enormous good sense
to admire Milton (but in the major poems rather than in the
minor), and while he was the only one among them who pos-
sessed genius, it was perhaps not plastic enough to assimilate
that terrific influence. He took the Christian mythology as Mil-
ton had employed it, with the emphasis on the creation and the
resurrection—paradise lost and paradise regained—and with the
help of certain semimystical writings and his own highly personal
responses to the leading ideas of his age (responses capable of
extraordinary transvaluations), manipulated it to his inclusive
purposes. And in a sense he solved a problem that had existed
throughout the whole literature of the century.

For the literature of the eighteenth century is curious in that
it constantly reflects two worlds and never brings them together.
There is the world of affairs, of reason, of ethical notions, the
world of mechanistic philosophy and of natural religion—all
of which had its myth. And then there istthat curious half-world
of morbid fancy, of Gothic titillation and unkempt bards, of
garden ruins and Tahitian dinner guests and chinoiserie and
every manner of restless exotiri sm]—all of which was an attempt
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to enrich the inadequate myth of the former. Often enough these

two spheres appear in the same writer, as they do in Thomas
Gray, and even in the same work, but they never merge. One
never helps to explain the other; they continue to involve their
separate responses.

No one in the century recognized the trouble, athough a
good many writers observed the symptoms. That nearly unknown
figure John Husbands declared in 1731, " 'Tis too true indeed,
that the Poetical character has of late been separated from the
religious’ which is as exact a statement of the symptom as one
could wish for. But no one went further. Writers like Dennis,
Addison, and Thomson, like Edward Young, Horace Walpole,
Bishop Hurd, and the Wartons, asserted in one way or another
the superiority of primitive genius and resisted the prevailing
neoclassicism. But al these still conceived of genius as operating
rather on the plane of fancy than on the plane of imagination,
which integrates sensibility and intellect. In one sense these
writers were not wrong; for it is the primitive—Blake, Whitman,
Lawrence—who brings these two realms of experience together
most vigorously, if not usually most satisfactorily.

The failure of the eighteenth-century worthies to make a dis-
tinction that was not explicitly made until the time of Coleridge
—the distinction between a function that is external, decorative,
static, and a function that is organic and organizing, "esemplas-
tic' in Coleridge's big word—was not theirs but that of the cen-
tury, or of the condition of contemporary metaphysics. Failure
it was, however, for it is exactly fancy that retains this separation
between ordinary life and the life of the imagination. Yet their
discussion and that Gothic world of sensibility glued together
by poets and novelists comprised the century's rather feeble, if
protracted, attempt to fill the chasm of a departed mythology.
". . . The gradual ebbing of an ancient faith leaves a painful
discord between the imagination and the reason,” wrote Stephen,
and the eighteenth-century attempt to bridge trie gap by fancy
was of course unsuccessful; for true and useful myth does not
titillate, but assmilates and modifies the facts of experience
by means of the imagination, which takes reason into account.

(37
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Juliet's moving fears of the tomb echo in dl the charnel-house
poetry of the age, and in Blake too, but how weakly, how theat-
rically! For they are lath-and-plaster fears of an experience that,
because it is deprived in the imagination of its full consequences,
is nearly meaningless and can only titillate.

The myth that the eighteenth century could seriously employ
was the austere—indeed, in its first manifestations, the barren
myth of Newton, the myth of the mechanical universe, with its
religious, ethical, and socia ramifications. This is the picture
that Milton was dtill able to reject, of a universe created by a
God but from which that God, a mechanist, had withdrawn after
his work was completed. It was a universe that operated on fixed
and changeless principles that man could, to a point, understand
by his reason; of a society comparably fixed and "rational,” in
which all things had their immutable place, their only obligation
being to know it and to keep it. This view prevailed in the
poetry that reflected the sober side of life, the world of affairs
and of manners. That it occasionally resulted in such triumphs
of social and ethical discursiveness as the "Epistle to Doctor Ar-
buthnot" and "The Vanity of Human Wishes' (although this,
of course, is not an "original" poem, and Johnson hardly a deist)
is to the credit of the poets in question, not of the myth.

In the past the myth at its most fertile had provided a basis
for comedy. Because its ideal of society was as rigid as its picture
of the universe, it had allowed enormous ground for al manner
of comic divagation. And if the comedy of the eighteenth cen-
tury was inferior to that produced in the second half of the pre-
ceding century, that is because the myth was already being cor-
rupted by the agent most destructive to comedy—sentimentalism.
The harder the universe became, the softer the heart. The
stricter the conventions, the more outrageous the rebellious taste.
When the glitter of the French drawing-room became too bright
for comfort, it was possible to substitute the gloom of a "Gothic"
hall, and even in gardens that had imitated Versailles one could
find space for a"grot" or a horrid ruin, and on that labor market
one could easly afford to employ a hermit. The manners, like
the poetry, of the century struggled continually to overcome the
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strictures of the myth. No less so religion; for the deeper the in-
cursions that deism made into theology, or the more comfortable
the parson became on a tavern settle, the more vigorous became
the efforts of the revivalists, and the blacker the mood of the
orthodox like Swift and Johnson. The century, like its greatest
genius and many a lesser, died like a certain tree, "a top."

And the fault was in the myth. "Then tell me" Blake asked,
"what is the material world, and is it dead?' What indeed had
the picture of the universe presented by the mechanical philos-
ophy to offer a poet who was serious, as no poet had been after
the death of Milton? For Blake was a poet who constantly felt
the imperative and undeniable energy of life, and he had—in the
perhaps inadequate modern application of Yeats; for those con-
venient absolutes, good and evil, had already gone—the tragic
sense and was therefore truly joyous. Joy is not the icy optimism
of the Essay on Man, that highly enameled structure which in
the opening lines of its second part cracks widely enough to ad-
mit all the shocking anomalies of the age—the melancholy of
Samuel Johnson, the despair of William Cowper, and the mad-
ness of Christopher Smart being the least of them. "Vous criez
‘Tout est bien' d'une voix lamentable” Nor are the alternatives
to Pope—Johnson, Cowper, Smart—more useful to a poetry of
joy than Pope himself. Blake needed to construct a picture of
the world, a myth, that was in some sense the counterpart of his
experience of life; and the Newtonian order, in its mathematical
denial of that dynamic expansiveness and fluidity which energy
connotes, was almost literally "death." When we talk of Blake
and the nothingness of matter, we must always remember that it
was most often that "material universe" which he had in mind.
He addressed this epigram "To God":

If you have form'd a Circle to go into,
Go into it yourself & see how you would do.

Blake's experience—his temperament—demanded a universe
that was above al "open," a universe that was not indifferent
to man but an extension of man, a universe in which all things
were in organic and active relationship with al others, and
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which was constantly interpenetrated by these relationships.*
He could express his need in terms as hyperbolic as these:

A Robin Red breast in a Cage
Puts al Heaven in a Rage.

But it was nevertheless a peculiarly modern view; it suggests
Bergson's vitalism, Einstein's relativity, Whitehead's "eventsl'
Freud's fluid levels of consciousness, and |. A. Richards's "men-
tal balances" The tradition in which Pope found his ideas as
sumed the "rational" Newtonian universe, and deduced from
that what seemed to be the inevitable conclusions for man
and society. But Blake, who jeered,

To be, or not to be
Of great capacity,
Like Sir Isaac Newton,

and aways argued that "Where man is not, nature is barren," be-
gan with his picture of man and from that deduced a comparable
society and a comparable cosmos. There is at least this to be said
for his innocence, or his arrogance: The static universe of the
eighteenth century did not fit the facts of scientific experience
for very long after it had failed the facts of poetic experience, t

* "Plato was the first man who perceived that this idea could be made to
provide the philosopher with a vehicle of expression more powerful than
any other. If a man will once plant himself firmly on the proposition that
he is the universe, that every emotion or expression of his mind is correlated
in some way to phenomena in the external world, and that he shall say how
correlated, he is in a position where the power of speech is at a maximum.
His figures of speech, his tropes, his witticisms, take rank with the law of
gravity and the precession of the equinoxes. Philosophical exaltation of the
individual cannot go beyond this point. It is the climax."—John Jay Chap-
man, Emerson and Other Essays, Scribner, 1898, pp. 12-13.

fit is of some interest to speculate whether Blake's enormous disrespect
for the pretensions of the contemporary world picture was merely a tempera-
mental difference—which, inlarge part at least, it certainly was—or whether
it was aso based on some understanding of the contradictions within the
theory on which that picture rested. The speculation is suggested by a re-
mark of J. H. Randall: ". . . if we start with Locke's assumptions, we are
bound to end up with Kant, that whatever certainty our science may have,
it does not give us any light upon the basic structure of the world; in
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BUT ALL THE TIME, out of these conflicting elements in the cen-
tury, anew myth was in the making—was, one might almost say,
being rescued from the ruins of religion. And this is as good an
example as one can find of the interdependence of myth and
history. For if on the one hand the myth of rationalism was con-
strued to mean that society, like the universe, was static, and that
men, like stars, were fixed by immutable law in the position to
which they were born, on the other hand it could be argued that
men could employ their reason not toward some passive under-
standing merely, but toward a new control of the frame and of
themselves. Reason could be employed for revolutionary as well
as for traditional purposes. Either way, it was useful to keep
God—the old God—out of the universe; for divine interference
is always confusing to that rational faculty on the superiority of
which both arguments founded themselves. Thus that very deism
which in Pope argued against man's progress could also, as in
Paine, be used to argue for it; and into this second tendency
flowed most of the rich protest against authority of the Non-
conformist tradition.

The new myth, therefore, finds its modern beginnings as far
back as Bacon's denial of authority (‘Bacon has broke that Scar-
crow Deitie") and the beginnings of scientific investigation; in
other words, that the mind of man cannot know reality as it exists, if in-
deed there be any such world at al apart from man's mind."—The Making
of the Modern Mind, rev. ed., Houghton Mifflin, 1940, p. 270. Did Blake, in
short, recognize that the distinction was between different pictures, literally—
the scientist's, his own, etc., and that there was no reason to assume, even by
the enemy's metaphysic, that the more respectable was the more "rea"?
And could he not have claimed that his picture was at any rate the more
complete, since it was able to take the other into account? This brings us
once more to the question whether his exception was not taken, primarily,
to the limitations of the rationalistic view rather than to the materials that
composed that view. "All that we saw,” said Blake to an angel who had
presented him with an unattractive view, "was owing to your metaphysics."
—Poetry and Prose, p. 200.
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Bacon's precedent applied to religion, with its insistence on the
right to individual worship of seventeenth-century Protestant-
ism. And this protest was summarized once and for al in that
era by the metaphysical speculations of Locke and the argument
of the tabula rasa. The myth is of man's native goodness, a vision
of the liberated individual progressing into dignity when re-
leased from the most crushing forms of authority, whether eco-
nomic, political, or theological. It is the concept of regeneration
not in the next world, but in this—the regeneration of the social
man. This is the chiliastic hope of seventeenth-century Prot-
estantism given specifically political form, the millennium con-
ceived anew in terms not of graves burst open but of institutions
broken down. It is perfectibility. If there is no merely logica in-
congruity present in this concept, a sharply logica incongruity
exists between perfectibility and an utterly antithetical idea with
which it co-operated, namely, primitivism. But it disturbed no
one. It is precisely this co-operation between these logical op-
posites, primitivism and progress, that marks the religious ante-
cedents of the new myth. For what are these concepts but politi-
cal terms for the older conceptions of Eden and the millennium,
of paradise lost and paradise regained?

With the breakdown and bankruptcy of Christianity in the
eighteenth century, the dissenting myth, combined with science,
passes over to politics completely, and ever since it has been poli-
tics that, in terms of the liberal idea of progress and more recent,
radical revisions of that idea, has performed the ethical functions
of religion. The French Revolution, precisely because it was
antiecclesiastical, was a revolution determined by values that
politics had seized from a failing Christianity. The transmuta-
tion, however, meant a certain immediate loss in the poetic value
of the myth and only if it was presented in reorganized terms of
the old Christian imagery, as in Blake, or in a reorganized ver-
son of the older pagan imagery, as in Shelley, would it readily
yield itself to poetic purposes. Nor should the ultimate failure
of the myth in the life of the nineteenth century prevent us
from recognizing its character at the end of the eighteenth.

For in the nineteenth century the myth was of course dis
tracted. Here again, history and myth collide; for the distraction
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of the myth came about, in the first instance, by the necessities
of a new and misapprehended and utterly uncontrolled indus-
trialism, and in the second, by the necessities of an overweening
imperialism. Under the blight of these forces, the idea of intrin-
dc human worth could only wither. And only when these uncon-
trolled forces resulted in the explosion of World War | did
many men seriously begin to question the value of the distrac-
tions in the myth, and even now we are still only learning. These
distractions had been at least obliquely sanctioned by some of
the best minds of the nineteenth century, such as Mill's. To
Blake, for example, the motive was liberty—freedom from all the
repressive strictures of the past and the present. For this, the
necessary condition was equality; but the end was aways, and in-
sistently, fraternity.

The impulse to individualism had as its god not some ideal of
aggressive competition, but the vision—the word is used ad-
visedly—of harmony. And in general the eighteenth-century rev-
olutionary myth may be described in these terms; they will not,
of course, do for the nineteenth century. Then that individual-
ism which was only the first tenet of revolutionary doctrine was
utilized for economic purposes alone—and bad ones. It was
isolated from those psychological and socia purposes which it
originally involved but which were either lost sight of, or—by
the large middle-class element involved in the struggle—ignored.
These developments were not intended by Locke or his succes-
sors, Voltaire, Rousseau, Holbach, Hclvetius, Condorcet, and in
England, Paine, Priestley, Godwin, and the host of pamphleteers
who surrounded them. Yet they were foreseen by William Blake,
who in his curious way and for his somewhat special reasons was
immediately in this tradition, and whose aim it was to find a
proper figurative embodiment for it, and so to correct what
seemed to him its excesses. In its baldest terms the liberal myth
of progress has long since been discredited, but our best hopes
today attach to those portions of it which endure. Blake's mo-
dernity is nowhere clearer than in his manipulation of this ma
terial.

That Blake, for reasons of temperament, had certain qualifica-
tions as mythmaker seems indubitable. His pride, in the first
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place, was essential: "Genius has no Error." In the second place,
his imagination was habitually animistic, yet, if only because of
his horror of abstract systems, he never fell into the trap of
pantheism, which would have reduced the mythopoeic faculty to
the dogmatic. Again, metaphor is the indispensable vehicle of
myth, and Blake, through that gift of vision which he so assidu-
ously cultivated, saw things habitually in their metaphorical
guises, and often, indeed, refused to distinguish between their
literal values and these others precisely because his intention,
his deliberate intention, was myth. Here the concept of a mask
is essential. Blake's work contains evidences that he was quite
aware, when he wished to be, of the distinction between the lit-
erd and the metaphorical; and that he felt it essentia to his
purposes as a poet to practice a kind of self-deception that would
alow his mind to function in the primitive fashion.

The primitive intelligence produces and consents to articu-
lated myth with an ease utterly alien to the cultivated mind; for
it does not deal with abstractions but with images, and it
makes no distinction between images and their symbolical (that
is, their ideal) content. The primitive intelligence, too, enjoys
a subject-object wholeness that intellectual discrimination splits
into subjective and objective. Blake refused to make this dis-
tinction radically, holding, in advance of philosophy, that inner
and outer were one. Jung, writing of science and gnosticism, has
said: "In my picture of the world there is a vast outer realm
and an equally vast inner realm; between these two stands man,
facing now one and now the other, and, according to his mood
or disposition, taking the one for the absolute truth by denying
or sacrificing the other." Blake, standing between these realms,
pulled them together, as they are together for the primitive. It
is from this act alone that sound myth can proceed.

He was, of course, imposing upon himself a tremendously
difficult task, for while he encouraged in himself a primitive
habit of mind, he could hardly reproduce in the eighteenth cen-
tury the conditions of a primitive life. And, one might add, un-
like many of his contemporaries and such later primitives as
D. H. Lawrence, he never showed the naive inclination to do so;

his lines
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Tho' born on the cheating banks of Thames,
Tho' his waters bathed my infant limbs,

The Ohio shall wash his stains from me:

| was born adave, but | go to be free . . .

carry no literal, pantisocratic significance; they are wholly sym-
bolical. The myths of the primitive are rudimentary because his
life is simple; but Blake's myth—if it was to serve its purpose—
had to be relatively complex because the life of the late eight-
eenth century and of the nineteenth was enormously so. And he
who hated systems was finally caught in a system of his own
that entailed endless elaboration if it was to be useful at al. It is
this, perhaps, which has discouraged prophets in the modern
world; their "parables and allegories' are no longer able to work
in the simple fashion characteristic of parables and alegories.

Nevertheless, the role of prophet presented Blake with the
easiest terms in which to conceive his problem; and the prophet
he opposed to the philosopher. "There are always these two
classes of learned sages, the poetical and the philosophical.”
Wordsworth had found them equal, the bard and the sage,
"twin labourers’; but not Blake. For him the prophet is that
visionary poet who, through his enlarged senses, perceives the
"eternal principles or characters of human life)" the living
basis of belief, myth. But the philosopher is the priest, who,
through his closed senses and his reason, abstracts and external-
izes those "eternal principles’ and reduces them to dogma. The
difference is between an agent that frees man and serves him,
and an agent that restricts him and makes him serve. This is
the great and abiding distinction in Blake: myth versus dogma.
"Let the Philosopher aways be the servant and scholar of inspi-
ration and al will be happy." The distinction and the recom-
mendation suggest at once Blake's primary revision of that con-
temporary myth for which he was trying to find the proper
metaphors: his attitude toward reason.

To transcend the "universe® that dominated but did not
satisfy the eighteenth century, to gain his own "universe," Blake
felt it essential to reject that narrow rationalism which was the
corollary of eighteenth—centurr science—felt it necessary to re-
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move this from its central position in the myth and substitute
his own ideal of intuitionalism:

And 'tis most wicked in a Christian Nation
For any Man to pretend to Inspiration.

Not only was contemporary rationalism inimical to Blake's
own method of perception and to the prophetic faculty, and
congenia instead to dogma and to the "dogmatic fallacy,” but
in Blake's conception it was aso wholly inimical to the very
end that the myth itself sanctioned—private and public harmony,
a socia regeneration. The really complex fact about Blake be-
gins to appear. If on the one hand he encouraged certain facets
of his temperament in order to write the kind of poetry he
thought essential, on the other hand, he aso formed his ideas
in such a fashion that they would meet the needs of his tem-
perament. This was a simultaneous collaboration, a nearly equal
one that continued and progressed al his life. He wrote proph-
ecy in order, as he thought, to guide his age or the next; but the
ideas he proposed as guides were in themselves partially formed
by the nature of prophecy. In no item of his creed is this clearer
than in his attitude toward reason. That his antirationalism did
not lead him into either of the extremes of anti-intellectualism
attests to his greatness. These extremes are an unenlightened
naturalism and total mysticism. Blake would no more have been
capable of writing, with D. H. Lawrence,

Yet, O my young man, thereis avivifier.

There is that which makes us eager.

While we are eager, we think nothing of it.

Sum ergo non cogito.

But when our eagerness leaves us, we are
godless and full of thought,

than he would have been capable of plunging, with mystics like
the pseudo-Dionysius or John of the Cross, into that "darkness
of unknowing" which is the rejection of dl ideas.
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A4

THAT HE WAS NOT in thetradition of mysticism somefew critics
of Blake have indicated, but only one, Professor Helen White,
has demonstrated.* No critic, however, has pursued the impli-
cations in Blake's work if it is indeed not mystical, and no critic
has really stated the simple and significant fact that differen-
tiates Blake once and forever from traditional mysticism. This
is that his intuitions do not have a religious but an ethica con-
tent, do not deal with man's relationship to God but with man's
relationship to his total being and to other men. Klake's empha-
§s was psychological when it was not socia, and it was never
directly theological. The fact that Blake may have conceived
of himself as a mystic is of no particular importance. Delusion,
no less than illusion, has been the source of poetry before. But
it was a delusion that was peripheral and self-induced, a fiction
that he proposed for himself in order that he might counter
the intolerable condition of life in his time with a larger fiction
for it. -1- In submitting to his delusion, in creating his fiction,
Blake may have mistaken the accidents of mysticism (the gift

* |t is perhaps only fair to the reader to point out now that Miss White
seemed eager to separate the mystics from the dubious company of Blake,
whereas |, as must be clear, am eager to separate Blake from the dubious
company of the mystics.

t"Delusion," \viote Dr. Charles Macfie Campbell, "is no strange and
mysterious element, it is no foreign parasite battening on the mind, it is not
the meaningless expression of disturbed physiological processes, delusion is an
attempt of the personality to deal with specia difficulties, in which attempt
the mind not infrequently tends to revert to primitive modes of adaptation,
which are at vaiiance with the actual level of thought of the period and
group in which the individual finds himself. . . . Delusion, like fever, is to
be looked on as pait of nature's attempt at cure, an endeavor to neutralize
some disturbing factor, to compensate for some handicap, to reconstruct a
working contact with the group, which will still satisfy special needs. To
those with no such special needs the delusion is apt to appear superfluous,
repellent, grotesque."—Delusion and Belief, Harvard University Press, 1926,
pp. 89.
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of "second sight,” or vision, and his consequent conviction that
he was writing under extrahuman compulsions) as the distin-
guishing marks of mysticism, which in history they have never
been; but even of this we cannot be certain.

What we can be certain of is that Blake's mind, like any mind,
worked in at least three ways. it opposed some ideas, it ac-
cepted others, and it transformed still others. Unlike most of
us, however, Blake rejected none. Even for those ideas of his
time which he opposed with such dearly bought earnestness,
Blake felt it essential to find a place in his myth. If he stated
the myth amply enough, it would itself provide the corrective
for them. Thus into it came that whole familiar catena of the
century—a rationalist philosophy glazed over by a frigid skepti-
cism, a barren mechanical-materialistic science, sensationalism in
psychology, deism in religion, and neoclassicism in art.

Yet to articulate this myth, Blake had not only to break
through the traditional vocabulary of poetry and devise a vo-
cabulary of his own, but aso to find the metaphorical terms for
it that were not ready-made in traditional English thought and
had not been employed in English poetry. Professor Tillyard
has said that mythology and rhetoric are the two essentials for
a poet; Blake had largely to invent both of them. Both, insofar
as they were borrowed, he found in the Bible, in Milton, and
in certain Protestant mystics low in the scale like Boehme, or in
pseudo-mystics like Swedenborg, or in nonmystics like Paracelsus.
Blake's earliest volume of verse shows no obligation to the last
three, nor any mystical insights of his own, but borrows heavily
instead from the traditional English poets for its form, and
from conventional eighteenth-century thought for its attitudes.
This fact may indicate either that Blake was still in a condition
of nonillumination, or that his "mysticism," as | believe, was self-
cultivated and external.

Or shall we say that Blake, like so many eighteenth-century
poets, was mad, and rest complacently there, even admitting with
Wordsworth that his madness is more interesting than the sanity
of Byron or Scott? The question no longer deserves to be asked.
Yet to those persons who still ask it with sincerity, to those
readers of Blake who continue to be more baffled by him than



The Necessity of Myth

they need be, something must be said. The failure to distinguish
between fact and fancy is assuredly a mark of madness, and this
is the point of arguing for what we may call the mask of mad-
ness. Blake himself argued as much: "Cowper came to me and
said: . . . You retain health and yet are as mad as any of us
al—over us al—mad as a refuge from unbelief—from Bacon,
Newton, and Lockel " "Mad as a refuge”"—could any remark be
more sane or more revelatory? If Blake's mask was the refuge
from unbelief, his myth was to be the means of circumventing
unbelief.

Certainly his mind was not deranged; yet finally his sensibili-
ties were. They were deranged in a curious way by the violence
of his own unchallenged response to the leading ideas of his time.
The difference between the compressed and lovely lucidity of an
early poem like "Ah! Sun-flower" and the prolix and endless in-
volutions of the later work reveals the extent of this derange-
ment.

It is difficult to mark the points at which Blake accepts the
mask as the end and forgets that it is a means only; yet this
happens. To an outcast in the world of the early nineteenth
century, the mask and the myth had great attractions in them-
sdves. The figures of the myth attained the power of incantation
for Blake, a hypnotic power, a power almost of ritual, over him.
There are many points at which he takes the embroidery of the
coat for the coat itself, the symbol for fact, the metaphor for his-
tory. Neither the mind that conceived the later ideas nor the later
ideas are different, but the way of conceiving them—or of stating
them—has changed. The problem is to distinguish, even when
Blake sometimes fails to, between mysticism and that system of
metaphor, Blake's myth for moderns, which he derived in part
from a sort of mysticism.
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CHAPTER THREE

Mysticism

I

YSTICISM IS ACTIVE, only secondarily specula-
Mtive. It is a technique, and its attempts to formulate

even casua reports of what it believes it has discovered
are incidental to the act of discovery. As a technique for a par-
ticular way of life, it inevitably suggests certain metaphysical
conclusions; but these are effects in philosophy, not the causes
of mysticism. Thus the mystic's basic impulse, to establish rela
tion with a supernatural reality that is not accessible to reason
or to sense but to what the mystic calls "love" implies at least a
rudimentary theory of knowledge. The fact that "love" works
not in any diffusive way but through a strictly concentrated
discipline that is intended to release the mystic from all natural
claims implies a sharp dualism. The fact that this discipline falls
into stages through which the agent passes on the way toward
his desired end points to an ultimate optimism. And finally, the
fact that the goa of the mystic is not knowledge of that super-
natural reality which he first assumes, but union with it, indi-
cates that his whole paradoxical endeavor is to mitigate that
dualism which he first establishes, that he struggles to come at
last to some form of monism. These speculative results have
no basic interest for most mystics, whose concern is the prac-
tical achievement of a goa, not the inferences that philosophy
may make from it if it chooses. Yet the two together, the psycho-
logical characteristics of mysticism and these four philosophical
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concomitants, can be utilized to make the necessary distinctions if
we bear in mind that one group takes priority over the other.
These characteristics, with their ramifications, comprise the pat-
tern of life and thought that may fairly be caled mysticism;
but outside the central pattern, there are many "mysticisms'—
patterns of life and thought that share in part the characteristics
of the central pattern. Defenders of orthodoxies, such as Dean
Inge and Dom Cuthbert Butler, argue for the "true" and the
"false” mysticism, depending on the specia dogma with which
their interests are alied. This habit is less useful than arguing
for total mysticism and the countless variations of partial mys-
ticism, or "mystihood." "The art of mysticism,” Santayana has
written, "is to be mystical in spots” On the practical side,
William Blake was hardly even "mystical in spots." On the spec-
ulative side, the documents that chiefly influenced him were only
"mystical in spots'—those of Swedenborg and Boehme; and that
influence was hardly ever conceptual, but merely metaphorical,
even when Blake would have denied the "mereness.”

THE INTENTION of the mystic is to associate himself in the fullest
way possible with supernatural reality by means of "love" and
with no purpose in mind but the end in itself. Immediately a
number of distinctions appear. Most "obstinate questionings of
sense and outward things," intuitions of spirit "deeply inter-
fused," do not comprise mysticism, nor even, necessarily, the
mystical impulse. No more do most protests against the finality
of the conclusions of reason and science. All religion and poetry
exist if not inevitably to protest against reason and science, at
least to supplement them; * and mysticism is avery specia devel-

Sir Francis Gallon, in one of his statistical "surveys of human faculties,"
concluded that scientists have the weakest capacity of visualization among
all classes of men. See Herbert Read, Education through Art, Ryerson Press,
1943, p. 46n. Blake would have been interested in this fact, and would have
used it in his attack on the claims of science. It underlines the clash of

[51]



William Blake

opment of the religious impulse (a "disease’ to Paul Elmer
More) and is no part of poetry at al. Wordsworth is no more
mystical than D. H. Lawrence; both, with the mystics, protested
against the strictures of rationalism, but the one did not intend,
with the mystics, to achieve union with supernatural reality, and
the other placed his reality entirely in the natural sphere. On
the other hand, no man whose spiritual pursuit founds itself on
the efficacy of reason, and no man who proposes for his end the
increase of knowledge or of power, is properly termed a mystic.
A philosopher like Spinoza and scholars like the Cambridge
Platonists must be excluded for the first reason, and students
of the occult and of magic for the second. Here again the
analogy with Yeats is irresistible.

Both Blake and Yeats were repelled by the scientific picture
of the universe. Blake saw God at the window at the age of four,
and in one of his last letters wrote, "Sr. Francis Bacon is a Liar."
Yeats was told that as a child he saw a supernatural bird, and
late in life he wrote: "The mischief began at the end of the seven-
teenth century when man became passive before a mechanized
nature; that lasted to our own day with the exception of a brief
period between Smart's Song to David and the death of Byron,
wherein imprisoned man beat upon the door." Both poets de-
manded a nature expansive enough for them to see God and
supernatural birds with comfort. Nor is this necessarily to con-
vict them, as the strictest rationalists would, of choosing to con-
fuse fancy and knowledge, hence of madness. It is only say-
ing that both felt more keenly than most men the disturbing
contradiction that had been developing ever since the Renaissance
—the breach between the scientific and the ethical view, in White-
head's words, "between the materialistic mechanism of science
and the moral intuitions, which are presupposed in the concrete
affairs of life." It is a contradiction that only now is being ale-
viated, perhaps at the total expense of morals.

The poetry of the eighteenth century had relaxed into that
easy discipline which has become the characteristic business of
temperament that is the motive of his criticism, and it suggests what is the

most important reason why scientific fact, until we are a race of robots, can-
not begin to satisfy the whole need of the human intellect.
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intellect: the measuring and the mastering, not the understand-
ing, of the world. Both Blake and Yeats, fearful of the trivial-
Blake after a short exercise of it, Yeats after a long—were con-
vinced that abstractions could not illuminate the daily experi-
ence of life and were destructive to art; and both refused to allow
experience to be confined to the senses. Both therefore turned to
magic, Blake to reading in the alchemists and the hermetics,
Y eats to reading alchemy and practicing spiritualism extensively.
Each felt that his pursuit would help to meet what seemed to
be an instinctive need, which Y eats described as "an ungovern-
able yearning" in himself, and Blake, as "The Thing | have
most at Heart—more than life."

Magic has curious and elaborate associations. In its simplest,
most primitive forms, it assumes the reality of mysterious forces
in nature that defy logic but which man, through traditional
ritual, may control. In its more sophisticated forms, when it
combines itself with both mysticism and science, it assumes the
reality of supersensible universes that individuals may appre-
hend through a disciplined will, or experiment, or both. This
spiritual plane penetrates and supports the world of sense. All
things in nature are thus intimately and organically related by a
vitalistic sympathy; indeed, al the multitudinous forms of nature
contain within themselves the representation of the whole of
nature. A systematic analogy and balance exists between the
sensible and the supersensible spheres, the external forms of
things half revealing, half concealing, the spiritual forces that
sustain them. Thus emerge not only the doctrine of microcosm
and macrocosm, but the doctrine of alegory in al its various
forms. One such form is the study of analogy on which alchemy
and occultism are based. The symbolism of medieval theology
and the doctrine of signatures of medieval science are others.
Still other forms are the systems of correspondence of Sweden-
borg and that of Boehme, who construed his ideas explicitly in
terms of the alchemical vocabulary and point of view. All these
efforts are related to magic in two ways. They are based on the
premise that life is single and purposeful, a universalism more
intimate than the Platonic unification by a remote intellect,
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more attractive than the later, Newtonian unification by matter;*
and they al assume that the secrets of this universalism form a
body of arcane wisdom available to initiates and adepts. Thus
they also have at least a partial bearing on mysticism, which
they have often influenced and have nearly always corrupted. It
is useful to remember that in the early Christian centuries d-
chemy was a monopoly of the priests; that it is argued that the
so-caled spiritual achemists, like Boehme after them, did not
intend the transmutation of metals at all but the transmutation
of man's material consciousness to spiritual consciousness, his
lower to a higher self. And it is significant that Y eats once pro-
posed to write a book in the style of Sir Thomas Browne that
would construe the alchemic quest as the transmutation of life
into art, which is simply the substitution of aesthetic for reli-
gious terms, and reveals the same impulse to perfect nature. The
central tenet of alchemy—that all things possess a hidden quality
opposite to their particular apparent quality, which fire can re-
veal—has a strong apocalyptic flavor.

The concept of regeneration, whether in the specific medical
application of Paracelsus, or in the general, philosophical appli-
cation of Cornelius Agrippa, lies at the heart of alchemy. It is
this concept that was useful to the countless enthusiasts, mainly
Protestant, in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries who at-
tempted to adapt the occult studies to Plotinian mysticism by
simply abandoning their theurgic claims. But the kind of pur-
suit that resulted, usually called nature mysticism, is not, in the
present definition, mysticism. The aim of magic, even if it oper-
ates through a knowledge of the spiritual world, is the increase
of natural knowledge and the control of natural forces, and
these interests mysticism initially impugns. To conjoin natural
and spiritual ends, after the fashion of magic and its religious
derivatives