
A visionary poet and an engraver, 
considered insane and largely 
disregarded by his peers, Blake has 
come to be regarded as a major 
poet, as one of the most fascinating 
British artists, as an original thinker, 
and as a conundrum of endless 
fascination. His influence can be 
traced in a number of writers, 
artists and even musicians.



SECTION SUMMARY
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W. BLAKE
• 1757: he was born in the Soho district of London and  

grew up in modest circumstances.

He was chiefly educated at home by his 
mother. The Bible had an early, profound 
influence on Blake, and it would remain a 
lifetime source of inspiration.

• 1761: at the age of four he began to 
experience visions which would have 
a lasting effect both on the art and the
writings that he produced.

• 1771: his artistic ability became evident in his youth and 
at 14 he apprenticed with an engraver.

4



W. BLAKE
He was sent to Westminster Abbey to
make drawings of tombs and monuments.
There his love of Gothic art was seeded.

• 1779: he prepared himself for a career as a painter and 
was admitted to the Royal Academy of Art’s Schools of 
Design. 

• 1782: he married Catherine Sophia Boucher, 
and their marriage was a very happy one.

Catherine was illiterate so Blake taught her how 
to read, write, draw and colour his designs and 
prints. He also helped her to experience visions.
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W. BLAKE
 1783: he privately published his Poetical 

Sketches, a collection of poems to protest 
against war and tyranny, and a year later he 
set up a print shop, but within a short time
the business floundered. 

For the rest of his life Blake eked out 
a living as an engraver and illustrator. 

 1787: his beloved brother, Robert, died from tuberculosis 
at age 24. It was the most traumatic event of his life.

At the moment of Robert’s death, Blake allegedly 
saw his spirit ascend through the ceiling, joyously.

6



W. BLAKE

 1789: he published Songs of Innocence, 
the gentlest of his lyrics, which was 
followed by Songs of Experience in 
1794, a deep reflection on the corruption
and repression of the world of adults.

The text and illustrations of both 
books were printed from copper plates: each 
picture was finished by hand in watercolors.

 1800: he moved to the seacoast town of Felpham 
under the patronage of the poet William Hayley. 
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W. BLAKE
He taught himself Greek, Latin, Hebrew, and 
Italian, so that he could read classical works 
in their original language.

 1804: he began to write and illustrate his 
hymn Jerusalem, destined to become a sort
of alternative national anthem for England
and to show his works at exhibitions.

His style of design was so extreme and unfamiliar that reviews 
were vilifying and destructive: he was devastated. 

 1819: his final years, spent in great poverty, were cheered 
by the admiring friendship of a group of younger artists 
who called themselves “the Ancients” .

 1827: he died in his cramped rooms in London.
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THE EXTREME ARTIST
 From childhood Blake wanted to be an artist: his 

father indulged him by sending him to a drawing 
school in London when he was 10 years old.

 At the Royal Academy of Art’s Schools of Design 
he studied the works of Raphael and Michelangelo 
from whom he learnt the technique of representing 
strongly muscular bodies. 

 As an established engraver, he received commissions 
to paint watercolors and he painted scenes from the 
works of Milton, Dante, Shakespeare and the Bible.
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11Oberon, Titania & Puck dancing (1786) The Whirlwind of Lovers (1824-1826)

Illustrations of the Book of Job (1826)

The Ancient of Days  (1794)





THE VISIONARY POET
 Blake was a nonconformist and a radical thinker who  

privileged imagination over reason in the creation of 
both his poetry and images, asserting that ideal forms 
should be constructed not from observations of nature 
but from inner visions.

 Visions were commonplaces to him, and his life and 
works were intensely spiritual though his creed was far 
from orthodox. In fact, he was a religious seeker but 
not a joiner.

 He  believed that the poet was a sort of prophet who 
can see more deeply into reality and who also tries 
to warn man against the evils of society. 13



ILLUMINATED PRINTING
 Blake never published his poetry in the ordinary way 

but used a technology allegedly revealed to him by 
his brother Robert in a vision:

1. he drew his poems and their surrounding designs on 
copper in a liquid impervious to acid;

2. he etched them and then, with the aid 
of his wife, printed them, coloured
them, stitched them in rough sugar-
paper wrappers, and offered them for sale.

He rarely printed more than a dozen copies at a time, 
reprinting them when his stock ran low. No more than 
30 copies of any of them survive; some no longer exist.14





SONGS OF INNOCENCE…
 In 1789 Blake created the first of the poetical works for 

which he is chiefly remembered: Songs of Innocence, 
with 19 poems on 26 prints. 

❑ The poems are written for children: they 
represent the innocent and the vulnerable, 
from babies to beetles, protected and 
fostered by powers beyond their own.

❑ They dramatize the naïve hopes and fears 
that fill the lives of children and trace 
their transformation as they grow into 
adulthood.
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… & SONGS OF EXPERIENCE
 In 1794 he published Songs of Experience

which he  combined with his previous 
lyrics to form Songs of Innocence and of 
Experience Shewing the Two Contrary 
States of the Human Soul. 

❑ The poems of this collection centre on 
threatened, unprotected souls in despair.

❑ Via parallels and contrasts, they lament 
the ways in which the harsh experiences of adult life 
destroy what is good in innocence but they  also 
articulate the weaknesses of the innocent perspective 
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COMPLEMENTARY OPPOSITES
 Blake’s vision was made up not of “contraries” but of 

“complementary opposites”. He stated that

“Without contraries there is no Progression. 
Attraction and Repulsion, Reason and Energy, 

Love and Hate are necessary to Human Existence”.

 The possibility of achieving knowledge of what we are 
lies in the tension between opposite states of mind, 
not in their resolution.

 The two states coexist not only in the human being 
but also in the figure of the Creator, who can be at the 
same time 
 the God of love and innocence;
 the God of energy and violence.





A short visual presentation



INTRODUCTION TO THE LAMB

 Regarded as one of the great lyrics of English literature, 
The Lamb is probably the most emblematic poem of 
the collection Songs of Innocence.

 The poet sees in the innocent lamb an expression of 
God’s will and the beauty of God’s creatures; thus the 
poem becomes a kind of hymn to God, praising His 
creation.

 It is told from the perspective of a child, who shows 
an intuitive understanding of the nature of joy and, 
indeed, the joy of nature.
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Little Lamb who made thee

Dost thou know who made thee

Gave thee life & bid thee feed.

By the stream & o’er the mead;

Gave thee clothing of delight,

Softest clothing wooly bright;

Gave thee such a tender voice,

Making all the vales rejoice:

Little Lamb who made thee

Dost thou know who made thee



The Lamb (1)

1st STANZA: the speaker, 
a child, asks the lamb
about its origins:

• how it came into being;

• how it acquired

➢ its particular manner
of feeding, 

➢ its “clothing” of wool,

➢ its “tender voice.”



Little Lamb I’ll tell thee,

Little Lamb I’ll tell thee:

He is called by thy name,

For he calls himself a Lamb:

He is meek & he is mild,

He became a little child:

I a child & thou a lamb,

We are called by his name.

Little Lamb God bless thee.

Little Lamb God bless thee.



The Lamb (2)
2nd STANZA: the speaker 

attempts a riddling answer: 
the lamb was made by 

➢ one who “calls himself a 
Lamb,” 

➢ one who resembles in his
gentleness both the child
and the lamb. 

The poem ends with the child
bestowing a blessing on the 
lamb.



ANALYSIS
 Themes: innocence, the creation, the nature of God

 Setting: idyllic (“stream”, “mead”, “vales”)

 Key images: the lamb, the child, Christ (as the Good 
Shepherd & as the Lamb of God), the identification 
poet / child / Christ

 Rhythm: slow, comforting

 Rhetorical devices:

❖ Repetitions both of lines and of single words

❖ Archaic forms (“thee”, “thou”, “thy”, “dost”) 



INTRODUCTION TO THE TYGER

 Often said to be the most widely anthologized poem in 
the English language, The Tyger belongs to the collection 
Songs of Experience.

 It consists entirely of questions about the nature of 
God and creation, particularly whether the same God 
that created vulnerable beings like the lamb could also 
have made the fearsome tiger. 

 The poem is an expression of marvel and wonder at the 
tiger and its menacing power, and by extension the power 
of both nature and God.
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The Tyger (1)
The poem begins with the 
speaker asking a formidable
tiger what kind of divine 
being could have created it.

Each subsequent stanza 
contains further questions,
all of which refine this first 
one:

• from what part of the cosmos
could the tiger’s fiery eyes
have come? 



The Tyger (2)

And more…
• who would have

dared to handle
that fire? 

• what sort of 
physical presence
and what kind of 
dark craftsmanship, 
would have been
required to “twist the sinews” of the tiger’s heart? 



What the hammer? what the chain,

In what furnace was thy brain?

What the anvil? what dread grasp,

dare its deadly terrors clasp! 

When the stars threw down their spears

And water’d heaven with their tears:

Did he smile his work to see?

Did he who made the Lamb make thee?

Tyger, Tyger burning bright,

In the forests of the night:

What immortal hand or eye,

Dare frame thy fearful symmetry?



The Tyger (3)
The speaker wonders
how, once that horrible
heart “began to beat,” 
its creator would have
had the courage to 
continue the job. 

Comparing the creator 
to a blacksmith, he 

ponders about the anvil and the furnace that the 
project would have required and the smith who
could have wielded them.



The Tyger (4)

And when the job was 
done, the speaker 
wonders, how would the 
creator have felt? “Did he 
smile his work to see?” 

Could this possibly be 
the same being who 
made the lamb?



ANALYSIS
 Themes: experience, the creation, the nature 

of God

 Setting: wild, industrial

 Key images: the tiger, its creator (as a daring, 
courageous being and as a blacksmith)

 Rhythm: hammering, disquieting

 Rhetorical devices:
❖Repetitions both of lines and of single words

❖Archaic forms (“thee”, “thy”, “thine”) 





CONCLUSIONS
 The key point is the nature of God: the question

is whether the same God who made the lamb also 
made the tiger.

 If so, the lamb and the tiger seem to represent

 two different sides of God, 

 two different aspects of existence.

 Experience is NOT evil: it is 

 the other side of innocence; 

 its necessary opposite in order to have progress.



LEGACY

 Blake’s visions were the source 
of many of his poems and 
drawings. As he wrote in his 
“Auguries of Innocence,”
his purpose was …

 If we look carefully inside 
his works we will be able to 
perceive that same heaven
and hold that same infinity
in our own hands!
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