BLAKE (1757-1827): 

THE MARRIAGE OF HEAVEN AND HELL (1793)

Infernal Prophet:

· This is one of his “cryptic” or prophetic books. He speaks from the position of the bard-prophet who sees past, present, and future – in a tradition of prophets from the Biblical prophets to Spenser and Milton.

· Blake’s method of illuminated printing: writing in reverse on copper plates with illuminations, using acid to eat away the untreated copper, then printing copies from this copper plate – an “infernal method”.

· So, reading the printed text only is somewhat limited, the visual is part of the text.

· Blake a supporter of the French Revolution in the early 1790’s – felt it was part of the purifying violence of the apocalypse leading to the redemption of humanity.

· Radical changes in history, for Blake as for Romantics in the idealist tradition, occur in the mind or imagination. The French Revolution as apocalypse requires a shift in individual consciousness in order to be completed; a visionary re-casting of the world.

Blake’s Myth:
1. Truth-Original = Universal Man (Albion), a united, “imaginative vision”

2. Fall-Creation = Psychic individuals (alienation of the united whole)

3. Lowest point-Hell = Rationality, stasis, selfishness, science “physical sight” of the modern world

4. Apocalypse-Redemption = Re-vision of things, reunion of fallen physical individual and spiritual-imaginative unity of humanity (of nature-spirit)

Blake’s Critique of Enlightened Religion

There is No Natural Religion (1788)

· A critique of “Deism” of the 18th century; bounding religious thought within what could be learned of the physical world.

· Blake holds out option of other dimensions to human knowledge and access of the divine

· See NAEL: Major Authors, 1347-8; NAEL: Vol 2, 26-27. 

“The Tyger” (1790-92)

· Question of the dark forces that manifest themselves, as part of the Absolute, of the whole – He who made the fearful tyger also made the lamb.

· See NAEL: Major Authors, 1359-60; NAEL: Vol 2, 37-38.

Marriage as Satire:

A satire of conventional morality, wherein 

· GOOD = angelic, passive, reason, and restraint; 

· BAD = devil, active, energy-passion, and freedom.

First aspect of the satire involves reversing this hierarchy: 

· Poet assumes the voice of the devil, this is his “diabolical vision”. 

· Poet says that what has been called “EVIL” (energy etc.) is actually good.

Second aspect of the satire shows that both the conventional position of Good over Evil and the ironic-diabolical position of Evil over Good are limited.

· Both start from the perspective of humanity as a divided-alienated body-soul.

· True GOOD = the marriage of good and evil (heaven and hell).

· True EVIL = the fall into the alienation of reason-passion, physical-spiritual.

Plate 3 (NAEL: Major Authors, 1378-79; Vol. 2, 55)

· Humanity needs contraries-strife to be. Creativity-progression of human life (vs the stasis of mechanical existence) requires strife: the questioning, opening of new possibilities.

· “Opposition is true friendship” (plate 21).

Plate 4 (1379; 55-56)

· So, true evil is the ERROR of interpreting the body negatively, and as distinct from soul – 5 senses as the chief inlet of the soul in this age.

Diabolical Reading of Milton

· Perspectival nature of good and evil.

· Milton as of the devil’s party without knowing it (or, of no party if we consider the ultimate myth of Blake).

· Milton’s God = destiny (boring); Son = ratio; Holy Spirit = vacuum (untreated).

Diabolical Wisdom: vision-creativity (as a bird) vs the 5 senses, materialism, and reason.

Proverbs of Hell: 

· Are some manifestations of “Diabolical Wisdom” while some are manifestations of a higher combined wisdom – products of the marriage of heaven and hell ?

Plate 11, p. 1382:

· On the abstraction of divinity that has held sway hitherto. On the true divinity that manifests itself in and through us.

Plate 14, p. 1383-84:

· On seeing through the finite to the sacred-infinite in it.

· This as a forerunner to “American Transcendentalism” and “Natural Supernaturalism” (Carlyle).

Question of Form:

· Poetry and prose mixed = prophetic-poetic and philosophic-rational mixed = a marriage of sorts.

· Poetry and painting mixed (illuminated printing) = an individual work of art, not the mass-static reproduction of the industrial printing press.
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