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WILLIAM BLAKE
(28 November 1757 – 12 August 1827)

• English poet, painter, printmaker, prophet

• Considered a seminal figure in the history of both the 

poetry and visual arts of the Romantic age

• Noted for the philosophical and mystical undercurrents 

of his work 
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• Blake’s writings and illustrations can be interpreted in a 

variety of ways

– Personal

– Political

– Psychological

– Mythological

– Archetypal

• Belongs to sacred tradition of prophets and thinkers whose 

works are based on spiritual insights

• Also a universal visionary



The Background

 Blake’s creative period coincides with the early Romantics

 His early prophesies appear when the French revolution had 

reached its crisis

 The age was one of tremendous political, technical, economic 

and social change

 European civilization altered between high hopes of a Paradise 

on Earth & the threat of total collapse into chaos



… 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)



William Blake: The Great Humanist

• Man central to Blake’s vision

• Blake is “probably the most extreme humanist of all time” 

(Martin K. Nurmi)

• The human and the divine were interchangeable terms

• The Fall of man was not because of a Biblical transgression 

but because man failed to perceive truth and doubted his own 

divine humanity

• Man’s restoration to perfection of Eden is in humanity’s hand

• When man restores himself to harmony, the universe and all 

life will be perfected



Portrayal of Human Body

Blake’s humanist approach can be seen in the use of the 

body in his art

Nature is painted in glowing hues

Human body is fleshy, muscular, naked and glorious

The body is a celebration of beauty and splendor

The body is receptacle of the spirit, the seat of passion and 

wisdom, symbolic of the “External Glory” which makes it 

part of the body of God



Views on Sexuality

• In the beginning we were all one

• The division into sexes is just like any other division: child 

from parent or class from class or man from God

• One way towards unity, though partial and temporal is 

through desire gratified

• The time of Apocalypse will come and creation will be 

consumed and again appear infinite and holy

• Sensual enjoyment presupposes an outward movement from 

self enclosure

• Once the millennial state is achieved no sexual division will 

be retained



The Female
“A Woman Scaly and a Man all Hairy

Is such a Match as he who dares

Will find the Woman’s Scales scrape off the Man’s Hairs”

• Scaly links woman to the devil

• Scaly also links her to the sea – this is the sea of time and 
space the fallen world in which we are to pass our mortal 
lives

• To live in terms of the fallen world is to accept the doctrine 
that one’s entire being is contained within one’s body

• This ferocious and destructive power is what Blake calls 
female



Round me flew the Flaming Sword

Round her snowy Whirlwinds roar’d

Freezing her Veil, the Mundane Shell

• The flaming sword is a phallic image

• The veil refers both to maidenhead and the state of mind that 

leads one to exalt virginity, chastity, modesty – ‘moral virtue’ 

or ‘Satan’s Labyrinth of Good and Evil’

• The Veil is the construct of the Woman Scaly – the ‘real’’ 

world of the five senses

• Blake warns us that a man “perceives more than sense can 

discover” if only he listens to his inner self

• Blake is reflecting the Western mythological viewpoint that 

woman was first formed by splitting man himself



The Book of Thel

 Thel is a young woman faced with the problems of coming to 
maturity

 A shepherdess, dissatisfied with her easy life, she converses 
with nonhuman creatures

 These nonhuman beings, depicted in human form – Lily (a 
virgin), Cloud (a lover) and Clod of Clay (a matron) – teach her 
why the springtime of life inevitably fades so that all things 
must end 

 She enters the land of the dead to hear a voice lamenting that 
the senses are either too strong or too restrained

 Thel flees back to vales of Har in fear

 The plates imply concern that are strongly though not 
exclusively sexual



Frontispiece of 

The Book of Thel



Cloud and the Worm with Thel



The Book of Thel  The Leaning Matron



Visions of the Daughters of Albion

The central narrative is of the female character Oothoon and her 

sexual  experiences

Oothoon loves Theotormon, a chaste, righteous man

She is raped by Bromion

After her rape none of the males want her

They are chained by expectations of the society

Oothoon speaks with the voice of true prophecy – her joyous 

energy, undisguised desire, clarity of vision are ideals put forth by 

Blake

Theotormon is immobilized by prudish jealousy

Bromion is a victim and perpetrator of the cultural hoax that sees 

any extramarital sexual experience as a fall for the woman, 

regardless of the source or kind of her experience



Frontispiece of 
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Engraving from 

Visions of the 

Daughters of Albion



Plate 4 Visions of the Daughters of Albion



Paradise Lost: Milton

• Blake worked as a commissioned illustrator 

• One of his most important illustrations was that of Milton’s 

Paradise Lost

• Though the text of Paradise Lost is by Milton, the 

illustrations by Blake help us to understand the latter’s 

philosophical viewpoints

• Blake views that Adam and Eve lived in a state of 

unabashed sexual wantonness 



Satan watching 

the caresses of 

Adam & Eve



Temptation and 
Fall of Eve



Satan exulting over Eve



Christ as 
redeemer



Original Stories from Real Life:

Mary Wollstonecraft

• Original Stories narrates the re-education of two young girls, 

fourteen-year-old Mary and twelve-year-old Caroline, by a wise 

and benevolent maternal figure, Mrs. Mason

• After the death of their mother, the girls are sent to live with Mrs. 

Mason in the country 

• They are full of faults 

• Mrs. Mason, through stories, real-world demonstrations, and her 

own example, cures the girls of most of their moral failings and 

imbues them with a desire to be virtuous



Mrs. Mason, Mary, 
and Caroline

Frontispiece of 

Original Stories



Conclusion

• Blake’s prophetic and mystical visions get reflected in 

his illustrations of the religious texts

• Nature in Blake is incomplete without the presence of the 

human beings

• Every human being has a male and a female within

• It is through the union of the two that man can enter the 

state of perfect harmony and bliss
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