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“The Poetic Genius Is the True Man”



William Blake
1757-1827

• Born in London to a working-class family and 
almost never left the city; raised in the religious 
tradition of Protestant Dissent


• Only education was in art, culminating in a seven-
years’ apprenticeship to an engraver beginning at 
age 14


• Married Catherine Boucher at age 24, taught her to 
read, and made a modest living as an engraver and 
illustrator


• Only traditionally published book of poems was 
Poetic Sketches (1885)


• Self-published through his own engraving process 
his own books in very limited editions, beginning 
with Songs of Innocence (1889) and culminating in 
Jerusalem (1820)



William Blake
1757-1827

• Was patronized by William Hayley and brought to 
live at Hayley’s pastoral Felpham residence in 
Sussex in 1800; began to resent Hayley and was 
tried for treason when he threw a soldier out of his 
garden


• Gave up poetry for art in the last years of his life and 
illustrated The Book of Job, Chaucer, Dante; 
mounted an exhibition whose self-written catalogue 
was denounced as the production of a lunatic


• Was a visionary who saw angels and spirits 
throughout his life, and was attracted to radical and 
mystical religious systems such as Swedenborg’s


• Was a political radical who initially sympathized with 
the American and French Revolutions; with the 
failure of the latter began to emphasize imaginative 
and spiritual rather than political revolution 



William Blake
1757-1827

• Was unknown in his own time, especially 
since his self-published work didn’t 
circulate widely, but began to be recovered 
by the Pre-Raphaelites and was fully 
embraced by the modernists; then 
exercised influence on literature, 
counterculture (Beats), and popular culture 
(graphic novels) in the 20th century


• Prophetic books, especially Milton and 
Jerusalem, are difficult texts anticipating 
works like Finnegans Wake, whose 
significance only began to be explained in 
the 20th century by critics like Frye and 
Bloom, though Blake’s earlier and shorter 
poems continue to circulate popularly



Blake’s Poetic Credo and Artistic Method
Poet and Artist



Songs of Innocence and Experience (1794)
Two Introductions



Songs of Innocence and Experience (1794)
Limits of Innocence and Experience



Songs of Innocence and Experience (1794)
Two Animals



Songs of Innocence and Experience (1794)
Image, Abstract, and Nature



The Marriage of Heaven and Hell (1793)
Contra Milton



The Marriage of Heaven and Hell (1793)
The Proverbs of Hell



The Marriage of Heaven and Hell (1793)
The Poetic Genius Was the First Principle



Visions of the Daughters of Albion (1793)
The Prison of the Flesh



Visions of the Daughters of Albion (1793)
Free Love



Milton (1804-1810)
Mental Fight


