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Note on the Author and Editor

WILLIAM BLAKE was born in London in 1757, the son of a hosier, and remained a Londoner almost all his life. His parents were
Dissenters, and in youth he came under the influence of Swedenborg, later of Boehme and other mystical thinkers. In touch
with traditions descending from seventeenth century radical sects he was on the fringe of a circle of radicals of his own
day, including Tom Paine and Mary Wollstonecraft. At ten he went to a good drawing school and at fourteen was apprenticed
to an engraver. It was as a painter and engraver that he made a precarious living more than by writing.

He married in 1782 and moved to Lambeth (South London) in 1790, where the next seven years were fairly prosperous and very
prolific. By the late 1790s his fortunes were declining and he moved to the south coast near a well-intentioned, irritating
patron, William Hayley. Returning to London in 1803 he found that his work was too original to be popular. Through years of
poverty and obscurity he continued to practise his arts with uncompromising dedication. His life improved after 1818 when
he met the young painter John Linnell who commissioned some of his greatest works. Later a group of young artists, including
Samuel Palmer, gathered round him, coming to ‘the house of the interpreter’ – his two-roomed sparsely-furnished flat near
the Strand – to hear him talk. By 1827 he was ‘feeble and tottering’ in body, but ‘not in the Real Man the Imagination that
liveth for ever’. On his last day of life he ‘composed and uttered songs to his Maker’, saying to his wife, ‘My beloved, they
are not mine – no – they are not mine.’

PETER BUTTER, formerly Regius Professor of English at Glasgow University, has written on Romantic, Victorian and modern poetry,
especially on Blake, Shelley and Edwin Muir. His editions include Muir’s Complete Poems (Aberdeen: Association for Scottish Literary Studies, 1991) and Blake’s Selected Poems (London: Everyman, 1993).


Chronology of Blake’s Life



	Year

	Age

	Life




	  
	  
	  



	1757

	 

	Born 28 November, son of James Blake, hosier, in Broad Street, Soho, London. Parents Dissenters, mother probably connected with Muggletonians, radical 17th century sect





	  
	  
	  



	1765–7

	8–10

	Sees angels in a tree, and walking among haymakers




	  
	  
	  



	1768–72

	10–14

	Attends Henry Pars’s drawing school in the Strand. No other formal schooling




	  
	  
	  



	1772–9

	14–21

	Apprenticed to James Basire engraver; makes drawings of monuments in Westminster Abbey




	  
	  
	  



	1779

	21

	Student at Royal Academy; exhibits there in 1780. Making living as engraver




	  
	  
	  



	1782

	24

	Marries Catherine Boucher (b. 1762), daughter of a market-gardener in Battersea. No children. She helps colour his pictures




	  
	  
	  



	1783

	26

	Poetical Sketches printed with help of sculptor friend Flaxman and of Rev. A. S. Mathew, at whose house he meets artists and writers





	  
	  
	  



	1784
            
	26
            
	Death of father. Sets up print shop with fellow Basire apprentice James Parker. Buys a printing press




	  
	  
	  



	1784–5

	26–7

	Island in the Moon written, not published





	  
	  
	  



	1787
            
	29
            
	Death of favourite brother Robert (b. 1759)




	  
	  
	  



	1788
            
	30
            
	First works in illuminated printing – All Religions Are One and There Is No Natural Religion




	  
	  
	  



	1789
            
	31
            
	Tiriel written, not published; Songs of Innocence and Thel etched





	  
	  
	  



	1790
            
	32
            
	Moves to Lambeth; severs partnership with Parker




	  
	  
	  



	1790–?93

	32–5

	Marriage of Heaven and Hell




	  
	  
	  



	1791
            
	33
            
	The French Revolution printed, not published





	  
	  
	  



	1793
            
	35
            
	For Children: The Gates of Paradise (written 1787–93), Visions of the Daughters of Albion, America, Songs of Experience advertised for sale





	  
	  
	  



	1794
            
	36
            
	Europe and Book of Urizen
Songs of Innocence and of Experience brought together




	  
	  
	  



	1795
            
	37
            
	Song of Los, Book of Los and Book of Ahania




	  
	  
	  



	1795–7

	37–9

	Draws copious illustrations to Young’s Night Thoughts, published incompletely and unsuccessfully in 1797; career as engraver damaged





	  
	  
	  



	1797
            
	39
            
	Begins Vala, later titled The Four Zoas




	  
	  
	  



	1799
            
	41
            
	Makes pictures, mainly of Biblical subjects for Thomas Butts, who remains a generous patron until 1810




	  
	  
	  



	1800–3

	42–5

	At Felpham on Sussex coast works on projects for William Hayley, on illustrations to Milton’s Comus, on Vala and probably Milton; learns Greek, Latin and Hebrew





	  
	  
	  



	1803
            
	45
            
	Fracas with a soldier, leading to trial for sedition; acquitted 1804. Moves back to central London for the rest of his life




	  
	  
	  



	1804
            
	46
            
	Title pages of Milton (completed c. 1810) and Jerusalem (completed c. 1820) etched; The Four Zoas eventually (?1807) abandoned





	  
	  
	  



	1805
            
	47
            
	Makes designs for Blair’s The Grave; themore lucrative engraving given to Schiavonetti. Water colour illustrations to Gray’s Poems completed





	  
	  
	  



	1809
            
	51
            
	Unsuccessful exhibition of his paintings. For next decade suffers poverty and neglect, but continues to do some engraving, and to work on Jerusalem and on illustrations to Milton’s poems





	  
	  
	  



	1818
            
	60
            
	Meets John Linnell and John Varley for whom he draws ‘visionary heads’. The Gates of Paradise etched and enlarged; The Everlasting Gospel begun





	  
	  
	  



	1820
            
	62
            
	Makes woodcuts for an edition of Virgil’s Pastorals. About this time The Laocoon, On Homer’s Poetry and On Virgil etched





	  
	  
	  



	1822–5

	64–7

	The Ghost of Abel etched and, for Linnell, illustrations of the Book of Job





	  
	  
	  



	1824–7

	66–9

	Meets Samuel Palmer and becomes inspirer of group of young artists, the ‘Ancients’. Makes illustrations to Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress and, for Linnell, over 100 illustrations to Dante’s Divine Comedy. Learns Italian





	  
	  
	  



	1827
            
	69
            
	Dies 12 August


                           



Chronology of his Times



	Year

	Artistic Context

	Historical Events




	  
	  
	  



	1759
            
	Birth of Burns

	 



	  
	  
	  



	1760
            
	MacPherson, first ‘Ossian’ poems

	Wedgwood’s pottery founded




	  
	  
	  



	1765
            
	Percy, Reliques of Ancient Poetry

	 



	  
	  
	  



	1769
            
	

	Arkwright’s first spinning mill




	  
	  
	  



	1770
            
	Birth of Wordsworth
Death of Chatterton (his ‘Rowley’ poems written 1765–70, published 1777)

	 



	  
	  
	  



	1774–83

	 
	Development of Watt’s steam engine




	  
	  
	  



	1775–83

	 
	American Revolution, leading to American independence in 1783




	  
	  
	  



	1779–81

	Johnson, Lives of the Poets

	 



	  
	  
	  



	1780
            
	 
	Gordon Riots in London (‘No Popery’); attack on Newgate prison seen by Blake




	  
	  
	  



	1783
            
	Crabbe, The Village

	 



	  
	  
	  



	1785
            
	Cowper, The Task

	 



	  
	  
	  



	1786
            
	Burns, Poems Chiefly in the Scottish Dialect
Mozart, Marriage of Figaro

	 



	  
	  
	  



	1787
            
	 
	Committee for the Abolition of the Slave Trade formed




	  
	  
	  



	1788
            
	Birth of Byron

	 



	  
	  
	  



	1789
            
	Bentham, Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation

	Meeting of Swedenborgian New Jerusalem Church in London; French Revolution, storming of the Bastille




	  
	  
	  



	1791
            
	Burke, Reflections on the Revolution in France
E. Darwin, Botanic Garden with engravings by Blake

	September massacres in France




	  
	  
	  



	1791–2

	Paine, Rights of Man

	  



	  
	  
	  



	1792
            
	Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman

	Invasion of France by Austria, Prussia defeated




	  
	  
	  



	1793
            
	Godwin, Inquiry Concerning Political Justice

	King Louis executed; Reign of Terror

England at war with France




	  
	  
	  



	1794
            
	 
	Suspension of Habeas Corpus; Pitt Prime Minister (until 1801)




	  
	  
	  



	1794–5

	 
	Robespierre executed; Jacobins succeeded by the Directory




	  
	  
	  



	1795
            
	Birth of Keats

	Napoleon commander in Italy




	  
	  
	  



	1796
            
	Stedman, Expedition to Surinam with engravings by Blake


	 



	  
	  
	  



	1798
            
	Malthus, Essay on the Principle of Population

Wordsworth and Coleridge, Lyrical Ballads

	 



	  
	  
	  



	1799
            
	 
	Napoleon First Consul




	  
	  
	  



	1802
            
	Scott, Minstrelsy of the Scottish Border, followed by own poems (1805–17)


	Peace of Amiens




	  
	  
	  



	1803
            
	 
	Resumption of war with France

General Enclosure Act, simplifying continuing process of enclosing common lands in large
farms





	  
	  
	  



	1804
            
	 
	Napoleon Emperor; France in control of much of Europe




	  
	  
	  



	1805
            
	 
	Battle of Trafalgar




	  
	  
	  



	1808
            
	Beethoven, Fifth Symphony

	 



	  
	  
	  



	1809–13

	 
	Wellington’s successful campaigns against France in Spain and Portugal




	  
	  
	  



	1811
            
	Jane Austen, Sense and Sensibility; other novels 1813–17


	 



	  
	  
	  



	1812
            
	Byron, Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage; other poems 1815–24


	 



	  
	  
	  



	1812–13

	 
	Napoleon’s unsuccessful invasion of Russia




	  
	  
	  



	1813
            
	Turner, ‘Frosty Morning’

	 



	  
	  
	  



	1814
            
	Scott, Waverley; other novels 1815–32


	Napoleon’s first abdication




	  
	  
	  



	1815
            
	 
	Napoleon’s escape from Elba; final defeat at Waterloo




	  
	  
	  



	1816
            
	Shelley, Alastor; other poems 1817–22


	 



	  
	  
	  



	1817
            
	Keats, Endymion; other poems 1817–20


	 



	  
	  
	  



	1819
            
	 
	‘Peterloo’ massacre




	  
	  
	  



	1820–21

	 
	Revolutionary outbreaks in Spain, Portugal, Piedmont, Greece




	  
	  
	  



	1823
            
	Constable, ‘Hay Wain’

Lamb, ‘Essays of Elia’

	            





	1824
            
	Death of Byron at Missolonghi during Greek war of liberation (1821–30)

	 



	  
	  
	  



	1825
            
	Hazlitt, The Spirit of the Age

	Stockton to Darlington railway line opened






Introduction

Samuel Palmer, who knew Blake well in his last years, wrote that the poet was ‘gentle and affectionate, loving to be with
little children, and to talk about them. “That is heaven,” he said to a friend, leading him to a window and pointing to
a group of them at play.’ No other poet conveys more beautifully than Blake in his Songs of Innocence the sense that heaven lies about us – and not only in our infancy. The poems are mainly spoken by or to children; but there
are also protective adults able to share their joy. And Blake retained his powers in old age more than Wordsworth. Palmer
says: ‘He was energy itself, and shed around him a kindling influence; an atmosphere of life, full of the ideal. To walk with
him in the country was to perceive the soul of beauty through the forms of matter.’ The Songs of Innocence were inspired partly by the young Blake’s walks from the centre of the much smaller London of those days into the open country
surrounding it, and mainly by his visionary power which enabled him not to escape into a dream world but to see ‘the infinite
in all things’ – in ordinary things.

Songs of Innocence and of Experience may be compared to other volumes of hymns and songs for children popular at the time, which Blake uses, transforms, subtly
undermines. With Blake, unlike the usual missionary hymns, it is the black boy who leads the white one
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