














ABSTRACT

Through an examination of William Blake's literary
works, this thesis attempts a systematic presentation of
Blake's interpretation of the Bible. Following a brief
introduction, which discusses the strength of Blake's
interest in the Bible as well as the character of potential
influences on his interpretation of the Scriptures, the
study examines Blake's earlier works for at least preliminary
statements relating to his reading of the Bible. It is found

that up to The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, which inverts

common interpretations of the Bible, there is little by way
of actual reinterpretation of the Bible but that a number of
notions and personae which are important in Blake's later
efforts to reinterpret the Scriptures already exist though
usually in embryonic form.

The study then presents an overview of Blake's
reading of the Bible and suggests that the poet views the
Biblical account of Hebrew history as representing the
history of Man as a whole and as depicting Man's progress
through a series of cycles from a Creation-Fall toward an
Apocalypse and Redemption. The thesis next discusses in
some detail Blake's version of the Creation-Fall, showing
how he radically reinterprets the Biblical account of the
Creation-Fall. There then follows an examination of Blake's

reinterpretation of the Apocalypse and Redemption, which
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reveals how in his account of Apocalypse and Redemption
Blake inverts or modifies widely held interpretations of
the Biblical version of the Apocalypse and Redemption.
Finally, there is a summary of the findings of this study
regarding Blake's interpretation of the Scriptures,
followed by a concluding discussion of the significance of

Blake's reading of the Bible.
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TEXTUAL NOTE

All citations of Blake's poetry and prose are from

Blake: Complete Writings, ed. Geoffrey Keynes (Oxford

University Press, 1974). This volume is a reprint with
corrections of the 1966 ed}tion by the same editor and
publisher. The source of each citation which is separated
from the text by indentation is given parenthetically
immediately below the quotation. The source of each
citation which is integrated into the text is given in a
numbered footnote at the bottom of the page on which it
appears. All citations of the Bible are from the Authorized

(King James) Version.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

...I rest not from my great task!

To open the Eternal Worlds, to open
the immortal Eyes

Of Man inwards into the Worlds of
Thought, into Eternity

Ever expanding in the Bosom of God,
the Human Imagination.

(Jerusalem 5, 11. 17-20, p. 623)

The major theme in Blake's work is the challenge
of attaining and sustaining imaginative vision. Blake's
"mission, like the mission of the prophets, 1is to expose
the errors that cloud or obliterate this wvision, to attack
those who by law, war, religion or 'false art' deny the
incommensurable in man".l Man's vision had in Blake's
view become blurred and constricted. An imaginative
reading of the Bible would show Man the way to regain true
Vision; it would raise men, in Blake's words, "into a

2 It is this imaginative

perception of the Infinite".
interpretation of the Bible that Blake attempts to provide

in his writings and in this sense his work is that "of a

lWilliam Blake, The Book of Job Illustrated by
William Blake, ed. Michael Marqusee (London: Paddington
Press Ltd., 1976), p. 6.

2The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, Keynes, Plates
12-13, p. 154.
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as well as with the description of a Divine uplifting of
the youth to Eternity, seems to foreshadow the idea of
Christ the Imagination.

The suggestion of a spiritual deliverer is present
in Blake's "Samson" as well and is again communicated
through Biblical echoes and allusions. Blake's "And he
shall be called Israel's deliverer"8 reflects Luke 1: 31.
It also parallels Luke 1l: 38, which concerns the annunci-
ation to Mary, and Isaiah 7: 14, which also relates to
Christ. Such Biblical echoes or allusions seem to hint at
the coming of a Divine deliverer who will bring redemption
to Man.

"Samson" appears as well to contain in rudimentary
form Blake's conception of the Circle of Destiny. Based on
Judges 13: 1-8, but also showing the influence of Milton's

Samson Agonistes, Blake's version of the Biblical episode

deals specifically with Dalila's role immediately prior to
Samson's fall. To emphasize her power over Samson and her
importance in his fall, Blake juxtaposes the events
immediately preceding the fall with an account which recalls
the events leading up to Samson's birth, the circumstances
faced by Samson's parents and his country, and the angel's
visits and prophecies. Recollection of these events ought

to strengthen Samson and enable him to resist Dalila's

8"Samson", Keynes, p. 39.
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wiles, tears and supplications. Blake deliberately focuses
on Samson's wavering. The alternatives open to Samson
might easily be described in terms of Blake's conception of
the Circle of Destiny. Samson might choose to remain in a
state of innocence (in "Beulah") and eventually find
himself in a condition of spiritual and imaginative decline
(the state of "Ulro"), or he might move through a state of
Experience or Generation, associated with Energy and
Imagination, in which a rebirth can occur leading to the
Edenic state ("Eternity"). Blake apparently sees Samson's
"degeneration" as a preliminary to spiritual regeneration.
Like Job, Samson must move from the state of Beulah into
and through the state of Experience or Generation before he
can gain Eternity.

The Poetical Sketches also seams to contalin the seeds

of some of the personae found in Blake's later works in
which he presents his interpretation of the Bible. As Frye
suggests, for example, the words "ruddy limbs and
flourishing hair" in "To Summer", foreshadow the figure of
Orc, the persona who symbolizes the revolutionary spirit
continually striving to free itself from its fetters.
Again, there appear to be repeated portrayals of the

distant, avenging Mosaic God associated with Justice, the

9Frye, op. cit., p. 182.
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The whole Bible is fill'd with Imagination
and Visions from End to End and not with
Moral Virtues; that is the baseness of
Plato and the Greeks and all Warriors.

The Moral Virtues are continual Accusers of
Sin and promote Eternal Wars and Dominency
over others.

("Annotations to Berkeley's 'Siris'", p. 774)
Blake is interested in the "Eternal Vision" which the Bible
might reveal and not simpiy in allegorical interpretations,
since in his opinion allegory might be "seldom without some
Vision" but is nevertheless an "inferior kind of Poetry".
Blake seeks the permanent truth, the real and lasting

message, which is in his view embedded in the Scriptures:

Fable and Allegory are a totally distinct
and inferior kind of Poetry. Vision or
Imagination is a Representation of what
Eternally Exists Really and Unchangeably.
Fable or Allegory is Form'd by the daughters
of Memory... . Fable is Allegory, but what
Critics call The Fable is Vision itself.

The Hebrew Bible and the Gospel of Jesus are
not Allegory but Eternal Vision of all that
Exists. Note here that Fable or Allegory is
seldom without some Vision. Pilgrim's
Progress is full of it, the Greek Poets the
same; but Allegory and Vision ought to be
known as two distinct things... .

(A Vision of the Last Judgment, p. 604)

Blake's approach to interpreting the Bible is
inextricably bound up with his conception of the role of a
prophet. He defines a prophet not as one who foretells the
future but as any "honest man" who reveals truth. This

notion of a prophet is expressed in the following words:
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of Justice and Mercy over Adam before the throne of God",8
as well as in the medieval hymn "O felix culpa'", which
shows God to be both just and merciful.9 A similar attempt

is made in Milton's Paradise Lost in which the poet seeks

to reconcile a Just with a Merciful God:
O goodness infinite, goodness immense!

That all this good of evil shall produce,

And evil turn to good; more wonderful

Than that which by creation first brought forth

Light out of darkness!l10
These lines refer to God's dispensing of Justice for Adam's
disobedience while also extending Mercy by promising Man
redemption through the sacrifice of His Son.

Blake seeks no such reconciliation. He conceilves
of the Creation-Fall as the work of two separate male
agents, Urizen and Los, who seem to be parallels of the
Elohim and the Jahweh, respectively, of the Book of
Genesis. The attributes of the Elohim are reflected 1in
Urizen. For example, Urizen is portrayed as the God of
Reason, as the Lawgiver, and 1is therefore akin to P's

Elohim. On the other hand, Los, who adds the human form

to the Creation by fashioning Urizen's human body, 1is the

8John Milton, Complete Poems and Major Prose, Ed.
Merritt Y. Hughes (New York: The Odyssey Press, Inc.,
1957), p. 175.

d1pid., p. 175.

lOIbid., Paradise Lost, Book XII, 11. 469-73, p. 465.
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