
  
    
      
    
  



William Blake


America A Prophecy (Illuminated Manuscript with the Original Illustrations of William Blake)

Enriched edition. A Visionary Illumination of America's Revolutionary Spirit
In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience.

[image: ]

Introduction, Studies and Commentaries by Alicia Hammond
Edited and published by Good Press, 2023


goodpress@okpublishing.info



    EAN 8596547777557
  


    Table of Contents

    
    
        Introduction

    

    
    
        Synopsis

    

    
    
        Historical Context

    

    
    
        Author Biography

    

    
    
        America A Prophecy (Illuminated Manuscript with the Original Illustrations of William Blake)

    

    
    
        Analysis

    

    
    
        Reflection

    

    
    
        Memorable Quotes

    

    
    
        Notes

    

    


Introduction




Table of Contents




    A rebellious fire surges against an iron law, flaring across a continent and the very firmament.

America a Prophecy is William Blake's illuminated poem, first issued in London in 1793, at a moment when revolutions reshaped the Atlantic world and the arts turned toward Romantic intensity. Composed and printed by Blake himself, it blends visionary verse with original images in a single, inseparable form. The work reframes the American Revolution as a mythic drama of liberation and control, inviting readers to witness history as spiritual crisis and cosmic renewal. Without recounting events, it channels the upheavals of its age into archetypal energies, asking what it means for a people to imagine freedom and to enact it.

Blake called such works his prophetic books, a genre that fuses poetry, painting, and design into a unified experience. Using his relief-etching method, he printed text and image on the same copperplates, often finishing them with vibrant hand coloring, a process in which his wife, Catherine, assisted. The result is an illuminated artifact that compels slow, attentive reading: every letter seems engraved in flame, every figure participates in the poem's argument. This edition, preserving the original illustrations, restores the cadence of sight and sound that Blake intended, where visual rhythms guide the voice and the voice reanimates the line.

Within these plates, Blake stages a visionary retelling of political ferment as a struggle among dynamic personae. Figures of restraint and figures of ardor contend across skies, shores, and cities, while the poem's cadence rises and falls like a tide of insurgent hope. Mythic names appear alongside evocations of a new world, but the emphasis is never on documentary chronicle. Instead, Blake frames revolt as an awakening of imagination against the encrusted demands of custom and power. The reader encounters not a sequence of battles but a spiritual atmosphere, where chains and trumpets, darkness and dawn, become emblems of a deeper conflict.

This book is considered a classic because it expands the possibilities of what poetry and art can do together. In a period often called the birth of English Romanticism, Blake forged a mode of political vision that is neither manifesto nor report but prophecy. America a Prophecy participates in a sequence sometimes referred to as the Continental Prophecies, through which Blake mapped the energies of his era across imagined geographies. Its enduring status rests on this audacity: it converts current events into a symbolic architecture, enabling later readers and artists to explore political feeling as mythic form, and mythic form as a living argument.

Blake's influence has radiated across generations. Poets, painters, and designers have returned to America a Prophecy for its fearless interlacing of image and word, its refusal to concede that art must either illustrate or explain. Nineteenth- and twentieth-century admirers helped secure his place in the canon, and modern poets have drawn on his visionary poetics and insurgent spirit. Book artists and typographers have learned from his handcrafted integration of letter and line. The work's example demonstrates that a poem can inhabit the page as a visual field while also moving as speech, a lesson that continues to shape experimental and mainstream practices alike.

In literary history, America a Prophecy stands at a crossroads where epic ambition meets lyric intensity. It rejects inherited neoclassical decorum and, in its stead, proposes an alternative epic grounded not in national triumph but in the struggle for imaginative emancipation. Its personified forces of authority and revolt give philosophical arguments a human face, while its compressed, ecstatic stanzas condense treatise into vision. The poem's formal daring has encouraged readers to conceive of political art without didacticism and spiritual writing without retreat from history. By doing so, Blake helped open a path for later myth-making in modern poetry and art.

Key themes course through the poem with volcanic energy. Freedom is not mere policy but a creative principle that disrupts habit; oppression is not only law but a state of imagination that shuns change. The text explores cycles of renewal and exhaustion, asking how new worlds are dreamed into being and how they harden into new constraints. It probes the relation between reason and desire, between vision and the structures that seek to contain it. Above all, it insists that historical transformation requires a transformation in perception, as if seeing differently were the first act of acting differently.

Blake wrote amid the tumult of the 1790s, when the aftermath of one revolution and the shock of another set Europe and Britain on edge. Debates about rights, sovereignty, and conscience raged in pamphlets and pulpits, while governments tightened surveillance and punishment. Rather than argue case by case, Blake sought to dramatize the inner weather of an age: its fear, exultation, and anxiety about the future. America a Prophecy emerges from this climate, not as a partisan tract, but as a radical reimagining of what a continent might symbolize when it is figured as the theater of a spiritual contest.

The illuminated pages are not mere decoration; they are engines of meaning. Coiling lines and radiant washes of color echo the poem's rhetorical surges, while figures strain, fall, or rise with the meter's pulse. Letterforms themselves seem cut from light, binding reading to seeing. The visual field distributes attention, compelling the reader to navigate borders, margins, and centers as if moving through a charged landscape. This interplay suggests that understanding the poem requires the body's participation: the eye tracks, the breath adjusts, the hand turns the page. Interpretation thus becomes tactile and dynamic, keyed to the poem's embodied design.

For contemporary audiences, the work remains strikingly alive. Its vision of liberation grappling with institutional force speaks to ongoing debates about collective belonging, law, and dissent. Its insistence that imagination is a public power challenges narrow views of art as ornament. And its hybrid form anticipates our multimedia sensibilities, reminding us that ideas often demand more than one channel to be fully felt. In times when old orders falter and new possibilities seem uncertain, America a Prophecy offers not answers but a charged space in which the energies of change can be sensed, tested, and reimagined.

This illuminated manuscript endures because it fuses audacity of thought with invention of form. Blake turns the upheaval of his moment into a mythic inquiry, composing a poem that is also a picture and a picture that is also a voice. Readers encounter a drama of freedom and restraint, imagination and law, time's cycles and the hope of renewal. The book's lasting appeal lies in that convergence: it is at once political and visionary, historical and timeless. To open it is to enter a living workshop of prophecy, where art labors to make the possible visible.
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    America a Prophecy is William Blake’s illuminated epic that reframes the American Revolution as a visionary struggle between cosmic forces. Written in prophetic verse and paired with Blake’s original engravings and watercolors, it merges political upheaval with a mythic cosmology. The work is structured in a brief Preludium followed by the main Prophecy, moving from a hushed, nocturnal anticipation to scenes of uprising. Personified powers—such as Orc, a figure of insurgent energy; Urizen, a law-giving constraint; and Albion’s Angel, a guardian of British order—shape the conflict. The result is a symbolic narrative that tracks historical events through allegory, imagery, and apocalyptic tone.

The Preludium establishes the poem’s threshold mood: night thick with portent, winds stirring across the Atlantic, and watchtowers poised before change. A shadowy female figure associated with the imaginative faculty announces the time for utterance, drawing creative power to awaken vision. The world is presented as receptive to transformation, with mountains trembling and ocean currents answering distant calls. This preface sets a cosmic scale for what follows, shifting the reader from ordinary history into Blake’s mythic register. The emphasis on dawn rising from darkness prepares the movement from silence to speech, from sleep to action, and from stasis to prophetic declaration.

The Prophecy opens with Albion’s Angel, emblem of Britain’s authority, startled by a fiery apparition over the Atlantic. The angel senses an insurgent presence—Orc—who threatens established hierarchies. Summoning spiritual allies and invoking tradition, the angel calls for chains, laws, and religious sanction to suppress unrest. The language emphasizes command, surveillance, and containment, as imperial vigilance seeks to hold the colonies within a fixed order. Blake’s framing sets up a central tension: an official power invoking stability and sacred right against a rising force identified with renewal. The stage is prepared for a clash between constriction and expansion, between fear and aspiring liberty.

Orc emerges as the poem’s catalytic voice, announcing the end of a winter of oppression and the birth of a new vitality. His speech is cast in images of heat, sunrise, and youthful strength, signaling a break from ancient customs. He calls on sleepers to awake and casts down the legitimacy of inherited authority. Blake’s imagery spreads the flame from shore to shore, suggesting political resolve catalyzed by imaginative fire. Nature echoes the stir: clouds crack, rivers answer, and the ground quakes. The poem thus pivots from anxious surveillance to overt declaration, using Orc’s proclamation to crystallize the spirit of resistance.

The thirteen colonies appear as angels, each voicing hesitation, grievance, or resolve in a chorus that dramatizes collective decision-making. Boston’s Angel takes a prominent stance, articulating the cost and necessity of action against imposed control. The poem invokes scenes recalling street confrontations, harbor disputes, and martial presence without naming specific incidents, blending history with emblematic tableaux. The dialogue among the colonies traces a progression from caution to determination, aligning civic sentiment with the broader awakening introduced by Orc. Their voices establish a shared momentum, situating local suffering within a larger, transatlantic crisis of power, conscience, and political identity.

Blake introduces named figures—Washington, Franklin, Paine, Warren, Gates, Hancock, Greene—not as biographical subjects but as signs of concerted purpose. Their presence punctuates a series of visionary battle scenes rendered as storms, flames, shattered chains, and responsive landscapes. Cities and rivers seem to take sides, indicating a moral and spiritual dimension to material conflict. Albion’s Angel contends in vain to contain the surge, while the chorus of colonial voices grows in confidence and scope. Rather than narrating tactical detail, the poem emphasizes the felt pressure of historical transition, where institutions strain and the human will rallies under the sign of renewed possibility.

At the height of confrontation, Urizen descends as the embodiment of codified law, cold reason, and restrictive religion. He carries a book of brass and spreads a net of binding ordinances, countering fire with ice, decree, and sacrifice. His intervention seeks to restore hierarchy and silence the insurgent imagination. The poem depicts opposing elements—frost and flame—contesting the field, with the American upheaval presented as one phase in a wider, cyclical drama. As Urizen measures and commands, Orc’s heat refuses containment, leaping across seas and stirring other peoples. The imagery signals that America’s conflict reverberates beyond its shores, unsettling distant thrones.

A turning sequence unfolds in which thresholds open, shackles loosen, and watchers lose their posts as the morning spreads. Blake’s voice looks outward from the American scene toward a general unbinding, hinting at broader consequences while withholding definitive closure. Thrones shake, prophetic winds blow, and the poem imagines transformations still in motion. The narrative rhythm slows from battle to aftermath, balancing triumphal images with reminders of recurring cycles of restraint and release. By keeping the terminal outcome implicit, the poem maintains tension between achievement and vigilance, suggesting that moments of liberation belong to an ongoing, larger drama rather than a final settlement.

Blake’s illuminations amplify the text’s energies: figures strain against bonds, flames course along borders, eagles rise, and presiding angels lean over turbulent fields. The integrated design guides reading pace, underscores tonal shifts, and embeds the political narrative in a symbolic landscape. Overall, America a Prophecy presents the Revolution as a mythic contest between imaginative freedom and constricting authority, aligning historical events with archetypal struggle. It conveys a message of awakening and transformation while framing liberty as a dynamic process subject to renewed pressures. The book closes on a forward-looking note, leaving the sense of a world reconfigured and still becoming.
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    America a Prophecy unfolds across the Atlantic world during the era of imperial crisis and revolutionary war, roughly the 1760s through the early 1780s, while also projecting visionary scenes onto Britain itself. Its geography spans the Thirteen Colonies from Boston and Philadelphia to Charleston and New York, and reaches back to Albion, Blake’s mythic Britain. The temporal setting is contemporaneous with key milestones of American independence, yet filtered through apocalyptic imagery of dawns, chains, fires, and storms. The poem’s dramatis personae overlay historical actors with archetypal forces, so that political conflict in North America appears as a universal struggle between restraint and liberation, empire and insurgency.

The poem’s imagined spaces reflect late eighteenth century urban and maritime spheres: bustling port towns, legislatures, printing houses, and battlefields linked by the Atlantic. News, pamphlets, and sermons knit together London’s coffeehouses and colonial assemblies, shaping expectations from the Stamp Act crisis to the Treaty of Paris in 1783. Britain’s metropolis, particularly Lambeth and Southwark where Blake later worked, stands in the background as the seat of monarchy, Parliament, and surveillance. In the setting, seaborne armies, enslaved labor systems, and Indigenous polities collide with commercial capitalism and evangelical fervor. America a Prophecy situates these places within a cosmic map where British authority descends and insurgent energies rise.

The American Revolution (1775–1783) is the central historical matrix. Colonial resistance grew from tax and sovereignty disputes after the Stamp Act of 1765, the Boston Massacre of 1770, and the Tea Party of 1773, escalating with the
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