
A THESIS SUBMITTED FOR THE 

DEGREE OF DOCTOR OF 
PHILOSOPHY 

PROPH TIC 

GIS ATION 

WILLIAm BLAKE AND THE 

VISIONARY POETRY OF THE LAW 

MATTBEW MAUGER 
LocI1o\J PA 

LORA. 4 



2 

ABSTRACT 

This dissertation examines the meaning of law in Blake's work. I argue that Blake's poetry 
intersects with contemporaneous challenges to the traditional model of the ancient constitution, 

a debate which I present as a conflict between custom and code. Blake's support for the French 

Revolution's overthrow of the customary systems of the ancien regime is countered by his 

nervousness about the rights-based discourse advanced by leading radical intellectuals such as 

Thomas Paine, a belief that the new systems which they proposed merely re-stated those which 

they sought to replace within an even narrower compass. 

Law is also a contested ground within radical political discourse of this period; although the 

dominant proposals advocated the enshrinement of fundamental rights and the codification of 

law, there was also a tendency towards a more enthusiastic radicalism These millenarian 

groups, emerging from antinomian heresy, rejected the notion of life being framed within a set 

of moral laws. I argue that Blake cannot easily be placed in either group; his work exhibits a 

fidelity to the redemptive potential of law, coupled with a real concern that to define freedoms 

in legal terms serves to limit rather than to liberate. 

Blake's work thus engages with a problem of the period: how to understand the new 

discourses of law. The customary account of the ancient English conunon law is predicated on 

the idea that it is codified, yet not written down; secular, though grounded in divine principle. 

These ambivalences are exploited by Blake in his poetic exploration of the law in the 1790s. In 

his nineteenth-century epics, Blake finds increasing help in dissenting religion's reconstruction 

of a radicalized Jesus. Through this radical prophetic voice, Blake is able to construct a 

redemptive legality founded on a deinstitutio-nalized Christianity, a constitutionalism that is 

also recovered from the conventional customary account. 
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A NOTE ON REFERENCES 

With the single exception noted below, all references to the work of William Blake have 

been taken from The Complete Poetry and Prose of William Blake, ed. by David V. Erdman, 

newly rev. edn (New York: Doubleday, 1988). 1 have followed the convention of referring to 

pages in this book in the format E[page number]; however, as an aid to readers who may be 

using different editions of Blake's works, I have given additional information in the footnotes 

which should allow identification of the passages in question. Although this study remains 

sensitive to the unstable nature of Blake's illuminated books, for convenience I have 

nevertheless adopted Erdman's numbering of the plates of these works. 

References to the notebook drafts for the poem 'Infant Sorrow' in chapter two are taken 

from the transcript offered by Erdman and Donald K. Moore in The Notebook of William 

Blake: A Photographic and Typographical Facsimile (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1973). 

References are given in the form N[notebook page number], adopting the pagination of that 

reproduction. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Satan! My Spectre! I know my power thee to annihilate 
And be a greater in thy place, & be thy Tabernacle 
A covering for thee to do thy will, till one greater comes 
And sn-lites me as I smote thee & becomes my covering. 
Such are the Laws of thy false Heavns! but Laws of Eternity 
Are not such: know thou: I come to Self Annihilation 
Such are the Laws of Eternity that each shall mutually 
Annihilate himself for others good, as I for thee 1 

This passage, from the dramatic climax of Blake's nineteenth-century epic Milton, is one of 

the most spectacular finales of Blake's work. His prophetic envoy in the human world, the 

reawakened figure of the seventeenth- century poet John Milton, has struggled against the 

forces of Satan for most of the epic which bears his name. The final confrontation takes place 

in the imaginative space of the garden of Blake's own cottage in Felpham, the most intimate 

visionary arena in Blake's poetic cruvre. The defeat of Satan has been forecast throughout the 

poem; yet at the very moment when such a climax may be enacted, Blake withholds the 

expected victory of Milton, and suggests that such a victory would be a defeat - Blake turns on 

his readers, revealing to them that their desire for the destruction of Satan exposes their own 

Satanic selves. Satan's dominance in the human world has paradoxically been the result of the 

desire to eliminate evil, a desire for a 'joy without pain 2 The climax of Milton is a restatement 

and reconfirmation of the contraries of good and evil, the importance of which Blake maintains 

from his earliest illuminated poetry. 

What is most striking about this passage is that the conflict between Milton and Satan is 

conceptualized in terms of two sets of laws, the 'Laws of thy [Satan's] false Heavns' and the 

'Laws of Eternity'. This framework raises several questions, the most urgent of which concern 

the meaning of 'Law' in Blake's work. What are the laws of the human world? Are they 

related to the Old Testament moral law, the Ten Commandments received by Moses on Mount 

Sinai in the Exodus account? Alternatively, are they the secular laws of Blake's world, the 

common and statute law of late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth century England? Can they be 

1 Milton: P1.38[43]. 29. E139. 
2 Urizen- pl. 4.10. E71. 
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both? Is it the content of these laws that makes them Sata-nic, or is it - as seems more likely - 
the idea of a world contained within the circumference of an ossified legal structure? If that is 

the case, on what basis can a set of 'Laws of Eternity' be founded? Can Eternity accommodate 
the notion of law, a concept which seems antithetical to the very idea of the infinite? The 

vision of a legalized Eternity is not something that readers would normally associate with 
Blake. 

These questions about law reverberate throughout his corpus. It is not only in Milton that 

the capitalized 'Law' is given a high profile; it is one of the most common - and least 

interpreted - of all of Blake's concepts. There is nevertheless a critical tradition which has 

established one particular discourse - religious antinomianism. - as being that within which 
Blake's comments about law are to be understood. The term was often used as one of derision, 

as in the following eighteenth-century definition: 

[Antinomians] are against the law [ ... ] Some are against it in principle, others in 
practice, and some in both. The name is most coiTmonly applied to those who are, in 
pretence at least, mighty advocates of free grace; and object to the law as the rule of the 
good man's life. 3 

The tenn 'antinomian' describes a range of long-standing heretical beliefs which rejected the 
4 

authority of the Old Testament moral law. Antinomianism. claims a scriptural legitimation in 

certain verses in the Pauline epistles, such as 'Christ hath redeemed us from the curse of the 

law' and 'Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to every one that beheveth'. 5 

Seventeenth- and eighteenth-century antinon-nanism advocated 'an active rejection of the 

authority of the law, sometimes to the point of rejoicing in sinfulness as an occasion for the 

outpouring of God's grace'. 6 

One of the few certain facts about Blake's own religious practice is his known connections 

with the London Swedenborgian movement in the 1780s, prior to the founding of the New 

Jerusalem Church. There are occasional references to Swedenborgian doctrine throughout his 

3 Quoted in Thompson, Witness Against the Beast: William Blake and the Moral Law (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1993), p. 13. 
4 Thompson, p. 10; see also Jon Mee, Dangerous Enthusiasm: William Blake and the Culture of Radicalism in the 
1790s (oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992), p. 57. 
5 Galatians 3.13; Romans 10.4. See Michael Ferber, The Social Vision of William Blake (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1985), pp. 117-18, and Thompson, pp. 10-12. 
6 Dangerous Enthusiasm, pp. 57-58. 
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work, particularly in The Marriage of Heaven and Hell .7 Blake's exposure to specifically 

antinon-lian rhetoric has, however, been a matter of scholarly debate. In his 1958 book The 
Everlasting Gospel, A. L. Morton examined the sfi-nilarities between Blake's language and that 

8 
of seventeenth-century antinornian writing , 

but was unable to establish direct connections 
between these groups and Blake's own world. It is E. P. Thompson in Witness Against the 
Beast (1993) who most convincingly demonstrates the survival of seventeenth-century 

antinon-fian traditions into the late-eighteenth century, manifest in groups such as the 
Swedenborgians and other even more obscure religious congregations. 9 The Marriage of 
Heaven and Hell, though it is bitter in its criticism of Swedenborg, is nevertheless profoundly 

antinomian in its placing of Jesus's gospel in opposition to the Old Testament moral law as 
delineated in the Ten Conmandments. 

These contexts are further explored by Michael Ferber in The Social Vision of William 

Blake, and Jon Mee, whose book Dangerous Enthusiasm appeared shortly before Thompson's 

in 1992. Referring specifically to the religious enthusiasm of the late-eighteenth century, Mee 

notes how 'there is a tendency within Blake criticism to limit the enthusiastic dimensions of 
Blake's texts to Swedenborgian sources'; Mee remarks on the profoundly antinon-lian nature of 
The Marriage, its 'hostility to legalism', and Blake's continued 'antinomian hostility to 

religious ceremonies'. 10 Jeanne Mo skal in the first chapter of her 1994 book Blake, Ethics, and 

Forgiveness argues that Blake takes a more critical stance, that he questions the logical and 

ethical basis of 1790s antinornianism.; she suggests that his work may be understood as much 

as a critique of that antinomianism. as it is an endorsement of its principles. 11 Most recently, 

7 See David V. Erdman, Prophet Against Empire: A Poet's Interpretation of the History of His Own Times, rev. 
edn (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1969), pp. 141-46; G. R. Sabri-Tabrizi, The 'Heaven'and 'Hell'of 
William Blake (London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1973); Graham Pechey, 'Ae Marriage of Heaven and Hell: A 
Text and its Conjuncture', Oxford Literary Review, 3 (1979), 52-77; The Early Illuminated Books, ed. by Morris 
Eaves, Robert N. Essick and Joseph Viscon-ii, Blake's Illuminated Books, 3 (London: Tate Gallery Publications, 
1993), pp. 118 -19. 8 Vie Everlasting Gospel: A Study in the Sources of William Blake (London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1958). For a 
useful summary of Morton's argument see David E. James, 'Angels out of the Sun: Art, Religion, and Politics *in 
Blake's America', Studies in Romanticism, 18 (1979), 235-52, (pp. 243-44). In addition to the books by Morton 

and Thompson listed here, for seventeenth-century antinorruanism see also Christopher Hill, The World Turned 
Upside Down: Radical Ideas During the English Revolution (London: Temple Smith, 1972). 
9 Thompson, S book ultimately places emphasis on London-based Muggletonian congregations, suggesting that 
Blake's parents may have been involved in such groups. However, recent unpublished research by Keri Davies 

and Marsha Keith Schuchard has established beyond doubt that Blake's mother, at least, belonged to the Moravian 
Brethren in Nottinghamshire before her second marriage to Blake's father. 
10 Dangerous Enthusiasm, pp. 51,57 and 58. 
11 Blake, Ethics, and Forgiveness (ruscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1994), pp. 12-47; Moskal suggests 
that in Tlie Marriage of Heaven and Hell and Visions of the Daughters of Albion 'Blake simultaneously advocates 
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e Saree Makdisi in William Blake and the Impossible History of the 1790s has explord the close 

affinities between antinornianism and radical political enthusiasin He suggests that: 

We can best make sense of the discourse of antinon-ýianism in the 1780s and 1790s not as 
a strictly religious matter but rather in broader cultural and political tem-is, as a discourse 
naming a kind of cultural and political stance that would prove unassimilable to the 
requirements of a market economy and a properly modem mode of socioeconomic 
organization. 12 

Makdisi's work is valuable in its recognition that this 'popular antinomianism' is as threatening 

to the liberal radical vision of, for example, Thomas Paine, as it is to the authority of the ancien 

regime. Drawing on the work of Mark Philp, which has demonstrated the misleading nature of 
historical accounts of a monolithic '1790s radicalism', 13 Makdisi identifies two broad 

traditions in radical thought of the period; the liberal radicalism of Paine, John Thelwall and 

the London Corresponding Society, which sought the refon-n of Parliament and the extension 

of the franchise, and the radical enthusiasm of Thomas Spence and popular antinornianism. 14 

He places Blake's own sympathies with the second of these tendencies. Although Makdisi 

acknowledges that this popular radicalism was 'perfectly willing to cooperate' with leading 

radical intellectuals when necessary, I am nevertheless reluctant to accept the oppositional 

relationship in which he places Blake's own political thought in relation to what Makdisi terms 

the discourse of the 'hegemonic strand of radicalism' (such as that of Paine). 15 

There is a danger in all of these arguments that the reach of Blake's political 

interventionism is restricted by being limited to an antinomian field of reference. I do not wish 

to suggest that Morton, Ferber, ThonTson, Mee, Moskal and Makdisi are mistaken in their 

conclusions; indeed, I consider Prophetic Legislation to be participating in the critical 

discussion which they have established. However, while I believe that these writers have 

brought Blake scholarship closer than ever to the truth of the poet's political engagement, it is a 

conviction that there is an important part of his rhetoric which remains unexplored - his 

persistent (if sometimes reluctant) support of constitutionalism and the Paineite discourse of 

rights - that is the impetus for this study. In implying that Blake was anti-law in some un- 

the antinornian course of disobeying law in order to be free of it and also critiques the inextricable interweaving of 

antinorluan actions with a system of obligation -based ethics' (p. 17). 
12 Williarn Blake and the Impossible History of the 1790s (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003), pp. 72-73. 
13 See 'Tbe Fragmented Ideology of Reform', in 77ie French Revolution and British Popular Politics, ed. by Mark 

Philp (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), pp. 50-77. 
14 MakdiSI,, pp. 300-04. 
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nuanced sense, classifications of his work as antinon-iian can prejudice interpretation of Blake's 

often positive valorization of law, blinding readers to his faith that legal discourse can lead to 
improvement in the fallen human condition, a faith that ties him directly into conten-iporary 
debates about the role of law in a civilized society. 

To place Blake's position on law within the world which he inherited, I trace in the first 

chapter the various arenas of legal discussion in the second half of the eighteenth century. I 

examine in depth William Blackstone's Commentaries on the Laws of England (1765-69), and 
the two major traditions of legal writing on which he drew: the English connnon law doctrine 

of the ancient constitution which valued the continuous development of the law from 'time 

immemorial', and natural law theory, which suggested that the laws were a reflection of some 
divine foundational principle of humankind. I argue that Blackstone combines these 

approaches by extrapolating the doctrine of the ancient constitution, to suggest that the English 

law was coeval with God's creation of the human world. I examine how the traditional account 

of the ancient constitution which Blackstone's work legitimized was challenged throughout the 

1780s and 1790s in response to the revolutions in America and France. These political 

upheavals encouraged the development of what Jarnes A. Epstein has termed a 

'constitutionalist idiom', a language which articulates resistance to the customary systems of 
16 European anciens regimes. Writers from across the spectrum of English radicalism operated 

within this discourse: Paine was closely involved in the framing of constitutional documents in 

America and France; Spence made use of the new genre in his Constitution of Spensonia; 

Joseph Priestley and Paine together advocated the codification of law, the only means - they 

argued - by which civil liberties could be guaranteed from the legislative activities of 

Parliament. In contrast, Edmund Burke in Reflections on the Revolution in France, celebrated 

the ancient unwritten English constitution as the only guarantor of liberty. 

In the first part of this study, I argue that Blake's work of the 1780s and 1790s intersects 

directly with these challenges to the model of the ancient constitution in England, the conflict 

between custom and code. Blake's support of the French Revolution's overthrow of the 

csystems' of the ancien regime is countered by his nervousness about the constitutionalism and 

15 Makdisi, pp. 303 and 301. 
16 Radical Expression: Political Language, Ritual, and Symbol in England, 1790-1850 (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1994), pp. 3-28. This 'new political vocabulary' was not only used by individual currents of 

radical opinion such as Paine or Spence; rather, 'the constitutionalist idiom was distinguished not so much for 
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ý1- - the codification of law which was advocated by writers such as Paine and Priestley, a 
recognition that these new systems merely re-stated those that they sought to replace within an 
even narrower compass. Blake's concerns may have been strengthened with the obscuring of 
the initial revolutionary confidence, as the Reign of Terror sought its own justification through 
appeals to law. I argue that this tension is expressed poetically in the books of the Lambeth 

period: Blake is compelled to describe a 'cycle of regulation' in which existence under law 
becomes increasingly oppressive. Reason itself is enclosed within this circumference, unable to 
offer any alternative to accumulating codification. 

In making such a claim, I seek to resituate the literary critical tradition of the Orc cycle 
within a larger mythopoeic framework. The Orc cycle, fonnulated by Northrop Frye in 1947, 
has been extraordinarily influential in subsequent interpretations of Blake's work of the 1790s. 
In FearfW Symmetry, Frye advances a theory based on his observation that, in the Lambeth 

prophecies, Orc (and later Los) becomes increasingly Urizen-like in his actions: 

As soon as we begin to think of the relation of Ore to Urizen, it becomes impossible to 
maintain them as separate principles. If Ore represents the reviving force of a new cycle, 
whether of dawn or spring or history, he must grow old and die at the end of that cycle. 
Urizen must eventually gain the mastery over Ore, but such a Urizen cannot be another 
power but Ore himself, grown old. 17 

Frye examines the symbols of circularity which abound in these poems: the daily cycle of the 

sun, of life and death, of the seasons, and notes ultimately how 'the word "revolution" itself 

contains a tragic irony: it is itself a part of the revolving of life and death in a circle of pain'. 18 

Frye's argument is so persuasive, that many readers have come to assume the existence of an 
Orc cycle; Erdman noted in 1970 that 'the term ['Orc cycle'] is now so current that some 

people father it upon Blake'. 19 Misreading of Frye has increased the confusion; Erdman 

suggests that arguments based on a circular history that charts the 'corruption of revolutionary 

energy [ ... ] into tyrannic cruelty', have been termed by some as the Orc cycle, a corruption 

being the ideological property of any one class or political tendency, but as defining the contested terrain between 
different social and political groups' (pp. 9 and 27). 
17 Fearful Symmetry: A Study of William Blake (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1947), p. 210. 
18 p. 218. 
19 'America: New Expanses', in Blake's Visionary Forms Dramatic, ed. by David V. Erdman and John E. Grant 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1970), pp. 92-114, (p. 112). 
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which has then, via Frye, been 'read back' into Blake; Frye's Orc cycle, Erdman reminds his 

readers, was the cycle of 'slave-rebel-slave-rebel', not 'slave-rebel-tyrant'. 20 

Following Erdman's observations, the theory of the Orc cycle has gradually come under 

greater criticism. George Quasha, in the same 1970 collection as Erdman, suggests that a 

careful reading of America (a poem in which the Orc cycle had conventionally been observed) 

cseriously raises the question of the relevance of any cyclic symmetry to the poem engraved in 

1791). 21 Quasha nevertheless suggests that the idea is helpful in approaching other works by 

Blake in the 1790s; in the Book of Urizen, for example, in the activities of the early Los, 

Quasha observes that 'the later "Orc cycle" enacts a failure of generative power to unite with 

stable and relevant social vision. Culture gives way to inertia; evolutionary progression grinds 

to a halt from the pull of historical gravity'. 22 Morton D. Paley defers the emergence of the Orc 

cycle to an even later stage, suggesting that it is not until Orc's transformation into a serpent in 

The Four Zoas that 'something like an "Orc cycle" can be said to exist in Blake's poetry 23 

The boldest challenge to Frye's construction is Christopher Z. Hobson's 1998 essay 'The Myth 

of Blake's "Orc Cycle"' 
. 
24 Hobson demonstrates how Frye's theory is based on a series of 'if- 

then' statements, that the cycle itself 'is almost entirely a product of Frye's imagination, not 

Blake's'. 25Hobson argues that 'when we try to verify Frye's statements about the "cycle" by 

turning to the texts, we encounter a kind of environmental disaster, in which rusted and broken 

epic machinery crowds the landscape, obsolete and non-functional, leaking contaminants into 

the soil'. 26 

Notwithstanding these challenges to the convention, much modem criticism continues to 

recognize some kind of Orc cycle; thus D. W. Dorrbecker has recently written: 'though the 

cyclical tendency of Blake's Orc to turn into an oppressor himself [ ... ] [has] occasionally been 

over-emphasized [ ... 1, it is nevertheless important to keep in mind Orc's potential for such 

20 
p. 112. 

21 'Ore as a Fiery Paradigm of Poetic Torsion', in Visionary Fonns (see Erdman, above), pp. 263-84 (p. 263). 
22 Quasha, p. 267. 
23 Energy and the Irnagination: A Study of the Development of Blake's Aought (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1970), 

p. 115. 
24 'The Myth of Blake's "Ore Cycle"', in Blake, Politics, and History, ed. by Jackie DiSalvo, G. A. Rosso, and 
Christopher Z. Hobson (New York: Garland Publishing, 1998), pp. 5-36. 
25 

pp. 6-8. 
26 

P. 8. 
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violent destructiveness from the start". 27 In this study, I argue that the structural features of 
Blake's poetic mythos that have led critics to observe an Orc cycle can be understood as 
manifestations of a more fundamental circularity that frames the human world; human 

existence, Blake suggests, is defined through legislation. In his work of the 1790s, Blake 

presents this both as the cause, and as the inevitable consequence, of the Fall. He dramatizes 

the emergence of law, and the creation of the legislative space of the fallen world, as a divine 

mercy from the complete destruction which he term 'non-entity'. Within this framework - 
what I term the 'cycle of regulation' - resistance to a particular legal code, no matter how 

radical, cannot conceive of an alternative to further legislation, to the renewal of that code. The 

imprisoning implications of this existence reach their most compelling statement in Blake's 

epic poem The Four Zoas, as I discuss in chapter four. Blake draws on the conunon 
Enlightenment metaphor which describes legal systems as architectural constructions to 

present a chilling vision of the spiralling history of the fallen world, an endless cycle of 
building and ruination which appears to admit of no exit, a world of perpetual human 

enslavement. 

Taken by itself, this narrative offers support for the view of Blake's work as profoundly 

antinon-lian. I argue in this study, however, that Blake's work of the 1790s may be understood 

as a continual probing at the circumference of the cycle of regulation, a persistent return to the 

idea of legislation as somehow providing an exit from the constrictive slave-world in which 

humanity is contained. In the second part of Prophetic Legislation, I examine how Blake, in his 

two illuminated epics of the nineteenth-century, seeks to reconceptualize his account of human 

history in the fallen world. His work demonstrates a new commitment to a radicalized 

prophetic voice, heralded in his an-notations to his 1797 edition of Richard Watson's Apology 

for the Bible (discussed in chapter five). That voice intersects with the discourse of law with a 

renewed complexity. For all that 'A Prophet is a Seer, not an Arbitrary Dictator', prophecy is 

not set up in opposition to law in some crude sense . 
28Prophecy is rather a means of voicing the 

law which does not commit humanity to the well-worn path of the cycle of regulation. Blake 

develops a new understanding of both discourses; he theorizes in his annotations to Watson a 

visionary Paine, who may be at once both lawmaker and prophet. 

27 The Continental Prophecies: Ae Book of Urizen, Ae Book ofAhania, The Book of Los, ed. by D. W. 

D, 5rrbecker, Blake's Illuminated Books, 4 (London: Tate Gallery Publications, 1995), pp. 27-28. 
2" Annotations to Watson: E617. 
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My approach to Blake's epic writing owes much to another debate opened through 

twentieth-century scholarship: the arguments regarding Blake's use of a biblical epic tradition 
first stated by Frye, and extended by Joseph Anthony Wittreich in a series of essays in the early 
1970s. Wittreich suggests that Blake developed, through his reading of Spenser and Milton, his 

own notions of a national epic which he termed 'Sublime Allegory'. This was not an allegory 

which 'reached downwards' to contemporary historical and political events (the way most 

readers in the eighteenth century, including most famously Samuel Johnson, approached 
Paradise Lost) but one which 'reached upwards' into a mythology. 29 While Wittreich 

emphasizes that the downward allegorical interpretation of the epic was the dominant tradition 

in Blake's day, he notes that Blake's own conception was not a completely independent 

position, but one in which he would have found support from his contemporaries such as 
Henry Fuseli, Robert Lowth and William Hayley. 30 Blake's 'sublime allegory', Wittreich 

argues, is therefore identified with vision itself-, and it is at this level that it engages with 

another tradition, that of biblical prophecy. Wittreich continued his work through an 

investigation of the fusion of epic and prophecy in Blake's late poetry, bringing together the 
31 formal conventions of both genres. In making such a critical move, Wittreich is able to trace 

Blake's poetic style beyond the limits of conventional epic. Blake developed what David E. 

James has termed 'the visionary epic' and 'the means whereby it could be created . 
32 

In his epic poetry of the nineteenth century, Blake finds increasing help in dissenting 

religion's reconstruction of a radicalized Jesus. In the often obscure pages of his shortest epic, 

Milton, Blake explores the poetic possibilities offered by this re-energized prophecy. I offer in 

chapter six a new reading of the poetic warfare of this work, detailing how Blake experiments 

with the prophetic voice, the nesting of voices within other voices, the means by which the 

perspective of the outsider may be articulated within the world which the prophet addresses. I 

argue that Blake seeks to educate his readers to discern the difference between true and false 

prophecy. The genuine lawmaker-prophet is embodied in Milton himself, who seeks to cast off 

the encumbrance of countless generations of accumulated law which has hidden the simple 

29 .. Sublime Allegory": Blake's Epic Manifesto and the Milton Tradition', Blake Studies, 4 (1971-72), 15-44 (p. 

22). 
30 Wittreich, "'Sublime Allegory"', p. 24. 
31 See Opening the Seals: Blake's Epics and the Milton Tradition', in Blake's Sublime Allegory: Essays on The 

Four Zoas, Milton, Jerusalem, ed. by Stuart Curran and Joseph Anthony Wittreich, Jr. (Madison: University of 
Wisconsin Press, 1973), pp. 23-58. 
32 Written Within and Without: A Study of Blake's Milton, European University Papers, 14 (Frankfurt a. M.: Lang, 

1977), P. I- 
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beauty of the Human Form Divine; the false lawmaker-prophet, whose biblical prototype is 

Moses, embodied by Blake in the figure of Urizen. Moreover, in Jerusalem, Blake's 

embodiment of the lawmaker-prophet in the figure of Los enacts a return to the political 

immediacy that infused his work of the 1790s. Los discovers that the prophet may be 

compelled to speak in the words of the Satanic law, and even make use of the solidity and 
fixity offered by that law, to enunciate resistance to those codes in the human world and allow 

the emergence of a redeemed legality. 



PART ONE 

CUSTOM AND CODE 
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CHAPTER ONE 

COMMENTA TING ON THE LA WS OF ENGLAND: 

LIBERTYAND CoDiFicAnoNiNENLiGHTENmENT LEGAL THEORY 

'Your Commentaries on the laws of England will probably last as long as the laws 

themselves'. wrote Joseph Priestley (surely somewhat disingenuously) to William Blackstone 

in 1769, in the final part of a short pamphlet scuffle between the two men. 1 Their disagreement 

had been prompted by Blackstone's labelling of religious nonconformity as a crime in the 
fourth volume of his Commentaries on the Laws of England, published earlier in that year. 2 

Under the provisions of the seventeenth-century Corporation Act, Blackstone had carefully 

explained, any person who had not within the preceding twelve months 'received the 

sacrament of the lord's supper according to the rites of the church of England' was disqualified 
3 from election to positions relating to the government of any city or corporation. The 

constitutional position was open to debate, however; though the Corporation Act remained in 

force, its effect had been curtailed in respect of Protestant dissenters by the Toleration Act of 
1689.4 Blackstone, in Priestley's opinion, does not acknowledge that uncertainty; the 

impartiality that Blackstone claims in Commentaries makes such an unequivocal stance 

particularly dangerous. Priestley, a champion of the dissenters' cause, suspects that 

Blackstone's opinion is politically motivated, noting that 'he is supposed to possess the 

confidence of the present ministry'. 5 Blackstone's comments are, Priestley proposes, designed 

'as a notification to Dissenters, in what light they are regarded by those who are in power', a 

warning to Protestant nonconformists of a more stringent application of the Corporation Act. 6 

1 Joseph Priestley, An Answer to Dr. Blackstone's Reply to Remarks on the Fourth Volume of the Commentaries 

on the Laws of England, in The Palladium of Conscience: Or, the Foundation of Religious Liberty Displayed, 
Asserted, and Established, ed. by Robert Bell (Philadelphia: Robert Bell, 1773), pp. 49-56 (p. 56). 
2 William Blackstone, Commentaries on the Laws of England, 4 vols (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1765-69), IV 
(1769), 51. 
3 Commentaries, IV, 58. 
4 Blackstone argued that the Toleration Act had merely exempted Protestant dissenters from the penalties defined 
in the Corporation Act (Commentaries, IV, 53), rather than decriminalized such dissent. 
5 Priestley, Remarks on Some Paragraphs in the Fourth Volume of Dr. Blackstone's Commentaries on the Laws of 
England, Relating to Ae Dissenters (London: j. Johnson and J. Payne, 1769), p. 2. 
6priestley, Remarks, p. 2. 
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Priestley recognizes the immediate authority which the earlier volumes of Commentaries 

had achieved, and realizes that Blackstone could re-energize the Corporation Act simply by 

quoting the legislation 'with Approbation'. Writing in his own defence, a clearly- frustrated 

Blackstone rejects this notion 'unaccountably taken up' by Priestley, and pleads that: 'I have 

barely recited that statute, without either approving or disapproving it [ ... ] But Dr. Priestley 

hath attributed to me the Adoption of those Principles [designed to enforce conformity], which 
I only meant to mention historically, as the Causes of the Laws which I conden-m'. 7 Blackstone 

refuses to abandon his task as he perceives it, to describe objectively the laws of England: 

I must beg Leave to inform Dr. Priestley, since it seems he is yet to learn it, that 
Nonconformity is still a Crime by the Laws of England, and has heavy Penalties annexed 
to it, notwithstanding the Act of Toleration, (nay, expressly reserved by that Act) in all 
such as do not comply with the Conditions thereby enjoined These Statutes oblige 
me to consider Nonconformity as a Breach of the Law. 8 

In a courteous response to this defence, Priestley accepts much of Blackstone's argument 

(though he still re ects the idea that non-confornlity remains a crime in the wake of the i 

Toleration Act). He apologizes for mistaking Blackstone's meaning in the offending passages 

of Commentaries though he asserts that 'it was the construction that every person that I have 
3,9 yet conversed with upon the subject, put upon them . Blackstone claims merely to be 

reporting the legal position of nonconformists under the relevant statute law; Priestley 

maintains his position that, however unintentionally, Blackstone nevertheless signals his 

'approbation' of that law by the sheer weight of his authority. Priestley remains concerned that 

Commentaries may be used by others as legitimation for the reviving of the penal laws against 

Protestant dissenters. Blackstone's defence, that the Commentaries are intended merely as a 

description of the law seems, at best, somewhat naf-ve. 10 The legitimizing authority of 

7 Blackstone, A Reply to Dr. Priestley's Remarks on the Fourth Volume of the Commentaries on the Laws of 
England (London: C. Bathurst, 1769), pp. 6 and pp. 6-9. 
8 Blackstone, Reply, pp. II- 12. 
9 Priestley, Answer, p. 52. Priestley enlarges upon these themes in his tract A View of the Principles and Conduct 

of the Protestant Dissenters, with respect to the Civil and Ecclesiastical Constitution of England (London: J. 
Johnson and J. Payne, 1769), pp. 1-6. 
10 Blackstone's hostility to this apparently inevitable slippage from description to prescription is related to the 

recurring unwillingness in Enlightenment projects of this nature to accept the most obvious conclusions of 
research predicated on objective observation. Encyclopaedias such as Chambers' Cycloptedia: Or, an Universal 
Dictionary of Arts and Sciences or the Encycloptrdia Britannica (first published in 1728 and 1768-71 

respectively), classifications of the natural world (most famously Carl Linnaeus's Systema Naturae, first 

published in 1735), and dictionaries of language usage, all engage in a systematization of knowledge which 
ir II in implies an unacknowledged prescription or c curriscription. Similarly Samuel Johnson, i the Preface to his 

dictionary, expresses his early expectation that his dictionary 'should fix our language', though he comes to 

realize that organic growth and decay are essential if a language is to adapt to the changing world which it 
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Commentaries, Priestley suggests, is beyond Blackstone's control, whatever his intentions may 
have been. 

Whereas Priestley's antagonism to Blackstone is borne out of a concern that it could lead to 
a more stringent application of the law, Jeremy Bentham criticizes Blackstone for legitimizing 

the preservation of the ambiguity of the status quo. In A Fragment on Government (1776) and 
the longer Comment on the Commentaries (uapublished in his lifetime), Bentham attacks the 

principle which forms the central methodology of Blackstone's project - the presentation of the 
laws of England as a symmetrical, balanced whole. Bentham insists that they are nothing of the 

sort, that Blackstone's work is an exercise in hiding the law's otherwise manifest defects. He 

distinguishes between two kinds of writers on the law - 'expositors', who seek to explain the 
law as it is, and 'censors', who report what they think it ought to be. 

The Expositor, therefore, is always the citizen of this or that particular country: the 
Censor is, or ought to be the citizen of the world [ ... ] To the Censor [ ... ] it belongs to 
teach that science, which when by change of hands converted into an art, the 
LEGISLATOR practises 11 

He criticizes Blackstone for taking on the simpler task of expositor, rather than the far more 

challenging - and, in his opinion, useful - task of the censor. The grounds of this argument 

mirror those of Priestley, though Priestley's concern is that while Blackstone sees himself as an 
'Expositor' he is, in effect, a 'Censor'. Blackstone's text, in Priestley's view, serves as a 

censorship of the law, whatever its author's intentions may be in terms of exposition. Both 

Priestley and Bentham criticize Blackstone for his failure to conceive of the authority his work 

will acquire, and for throwing away the opportunity to suggest how the law may be changed. I 

suggest in this chapter that these positions emerge from different approaches to the idea of 

'law', its relationship to society and religion, and the most appropriate means of its 

enforcement. I will argue that questions regarding the role of the law within eighteenth-century 

society do not necessarily align themselves with political or religious viewpoints as neatly as 

scholars may wish, and that this is the context within which Blake's much-discussed 

antinornianism must be placed. 

interprets (A Dictionary of the English Language: In Mich the Words are Deducedfrom ti heir Originals, and 
Illustrated in their Different Significations, 2 vols (London: W. Strahan, 1755), no pag1nation). 

peremy Bentham], A Fragment on Government: Being An Examination of what is Delivered on the Subject of 
Government in General in the Introduction to Sir William Blackstone's Commentaries (London: T. Payne, 1776), 

P. X. 
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The Doctrine of the Ancient Constitution 

The unwritten English common law owes its tangible existence to the concept of 'judicial 

precedent', captured in the frequently-quoted Latin phrase stare decisis ('to stand by things 
decided'). Where an issue is not governed by statute, modem judges, like their eighteenth- 
century counterparts, make reference to a vast heritage of recorded case law, justifying their 
judgements according to established practice and, where it is considered necessary, refining 
those precedents. While eighteenth-century courts had a less rigorous system of law-reporting 

to draw upon, the notion of a cormnon law built from precedent was at the heart of conceptions 
of the constitution's antiquity. 12The dominant eighteenth-century view regarding the origin of 
the conunon law was that the custom from which the law derived - and by extension the 

constitution of England - had existed since time immemorial. 13 The major obstacle blocking 

such a legal history was the Norinan Conquest of 1066. The conventional account somewhat 
disingenuously diminished the significance of that event; for example, Edward Coke (the most 

celebrated authority on English law before Blackstone) argues that the ancient laws of England 

had survived the Conquest, one of William the Conqueror's first actions being the upholding of 
the law of Edward the Confessor. 

I gather that the Conunon Laws of England at this day in use, were not brought in and 
Established by William the Conqueror, as many do affi= but were long tiine, no 
man knows how long time before. 14 

Others, including Blackstone, suggest that the refinement of the law since the conquest had 

achieved the gradual removal of the 'Non-nan yoke', and the reclainiing of the pre-Conquest 

law. 15 

12 Blackstone refers to 'the records of the several courts of justice, in books of reports and judicial decisions 
preserved and handed down to us from the times of highest antiquity' (Commentaries, 1 (1765), 63-64). 
13 The seininal work on the 'cult of in-imemoriality' remains J. G. A. Pocock, The Ancient Constitution and the 
Feudal Law: A Study of English Historical Thought in the Seventeenth Century, 2nd edn (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1987). See also Gerald J. Postema, Bentham and the Common Law Tradition (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1986), pp. 3-38. Pocock demonstrates that profound beliefs about the origins of English civil 
liberty lie at the heart of this doctrine, which had become politicized during the English civil war. 
14 Edward Coke, The First Part of the Institutes of the Laws of England, or, a Commentary upon Littleton 
(London: William Rawlins, Samuel Roycroft, and H. Sawbridge, Assigns of Richard Atkins and Edward Atkins, 
1684), p. 2. 
15 See Christopher ffill, 'The Norman Yoke', in Democracy and the Labour Movement, ed. by John Saville 
(London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1954), pp. 11 -66). For discussion of Blackstone's account of the re-emergence of 
pre-Conquest law, see Michael Meehan, 'Authorship and Imagination in Blackstone's Commentaries on the Laws 

of England', Eighteenth Century Life, 16.1 (February 1992), 111-26 (p. 113). 
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The academic discipline of law, as practised at British universities in the rnýid-eighteenth 

century, was the study of Roman civil law, as recorded in the Institutes of the sixth-century 

emperor Justinian. 16 In contrast to the apparent chaos of the customs-based English common 
law, study of the 'twelve tables' of the Roman law was considered to be 'admirably calculated 

to furnish the minds of youth with universal and leading notions5.17 Roman law was not 

constitutionally binding on English courts, although judges occasionally made reference to its 

principles for guidance where ambiguity existed in the English cominon law. English law itself 

was not taught within the universities; lawyers became acquainted with its principles in a 

separate education system constituted within the various Inns of Chancery. These, as 
Blackstone reports, had long been in decline, and were no longer providing lawyers with an 

adequate training by the mid-eighteenth century. To address this situation, a professorship was 

established at Oxford University in 1758 in accordance with a bequest contained in the will of 

the Oxford law professor Charles Viner; its purpose was to advance the teaching of a 

specifically English jurisprudence at the university. 

The first Vinerian Professor of English Law was Blackstone who had since 1753 delivered 

private lectures on English law at the university. "The lecture programme was published in 

1756 as An Analysis of the Laws of England. In this short book Blackstone immediately 

presents as his aim the redaction of English law 'to a Systenf, and sharply criticizes his 

predecessors among legal writers for their failure in this regard. 19 His frequent reference to the 

'science' of the law demonstrates his consciousness of his participation in a tradition of 

rational exposition which aligns him with other mainstream Enlightem-nent theoriStS. 20 In 

Commentaries of the Laws of England, first published between 1765 and 1769, Blackstone 

expands his short Analysis into a monumental four-volume work, in which the English law is 

presented as a balanced, symmetrical system, albeit one which its author perceived to be 

16 See Peter Goodrich, Legal Discourse: Studies in Linguistics, Rhetoric and Legal Analysis (Basingstoke: 
Macmillan, 1987), p. 33. 
17 Samuel Halifax, An Analysis of the Roman Civil Law (1774), quoted in Michael Lobban, The Common Law and 
English Jurisprudence 1760-1850 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 199 1), p. 20. See also David Adam Kaiser, "'The 
Perfection of Reason": Coleridge and the Ancient Constitution', Studies in Romanticism, 32 (1993), 29-55 (p. 
39)). 
18 William Holdsworth, A History of English Law, 17 vols (London: Methuen, 1903-1972), XII (1938), 91-92. 
19 [William Blackstone], An Analysis of the Laws of England (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1756), p. v. 
20 David Lieberman suggests that he 'achieved for the laws of England what others had secured for the secrets of 
revealed religion or the mysteries of the natural world: a technical and arcane body of knowledge [ ... ] had been 

reduced to first principles' (The Province of Legislation Determine& Legal Theory in Eighteenth- Century Britain 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), p. 32). 
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threatened through the increased and often misguided legislative activity of Parliament. 21 

Blackstone's methodology is simple; if he is to prove that the English legal tradition is as 

worthy a field of investigation as Roman law, he must demonstrate that English law may be 

accommodated within a similar rational framework as Roman law. 22 Blackstone thus combines 

two extant traditions in legal scholarship: the 'institutional' study of Roman civil law, and the 

English conunon law tradition. 23 

The most celebrated example of the latter tradition in. Blackstone's time was Coke's 

Institutes on the Laws of England published in four volumes from 1628 to 1644. The first 

volume was a translation of Thomas Littleton's Tenures of English law, first published in 'law 

French' (a form of Norman French) c. 1480, almost certainly the first book on English law. As 

is typical of the common law tradition prior to Blackstone, Coke makes no attempt to present 

the common. law as a coherent system Michael Lobban remarks that 'to set down a complete 

defining treatise would have contradicted his [Coke's] idea of what the co=on law was 

about'. 24 Blackstone has no such respect for the generic manifestations of that tradition; he 

comments that the work of Coke, so rich in 'Matter', is 'unfortunately as deficient in Method 

[ ... ] wherein [... ] he hath thrown together an infinite Treasure of Learning in a loose desultory 

Order'. 25 Matthew Hale's treatise The History of the Common Law of England (1713) is 

between Coke and Blackstone both chronologically and stylistically. Whilst not on the scale of 

Commentaries on the Laws of England, it is nevertheless the forerunner for Blackstone's work, 

a debt which Blackstone acknowledges. 26 Unlike Coke, Hale attempts to give some kind of 

overview of the English legal system, though his concentration is on the co=on law alone. 27 

Whilst the sober volumes on the English law by writers such as Coke and Hale represent 

the dominant scholarly tradition of legal writing in England from the time of Littleton to at 

least that of Blackstone, such works are outnumbered by the many collections of legal maxims 

which were published from the sixteenth to the early-twentieth centuries. The common law 

was frequently stated to proceed from such maxims, fundamental truths which had from 

" Commentaries, 1,10. 
22 Meehan, P. 120. 
23 See Lobban, 'Blackstone and the Science of the Law, Historical Journal, 30 (1987), 311-35. 
24Cornmon Law, p. 6. 
25BIackstone, Analysis, p. v. 
26 Blackstone, Analysis, pp. vii-viii. 
27 See Lobban, Common Law, p. 3. 
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antiquity underpinned the concept of justice in England . 
28 Earlier collections, such as Francis 

Bacon's The Elements of the Common Lawes of England (1630), are in fact treatises on law for 

which maxims provide a framework. 29 Blackstone, eager to distiaguish himself from this 

popular tradition, suggests that Bacon abandons order altogether, 'selecting only some distinct 

and dis-joined Aphorisms, according to his own Account of them'. 30 Later- seventeenth- and 

eighteenth-century maxim books are generally alphabetic arrangements of hundreds of 

maxims, with little or no explanatory information or practical advice. 

The maxim books constitute an unusual meeting-place of English conunon law and Roman 

civil law. Many of the aphorisms are derived from the fundamental principles of Roman law 

and are, accordingly, usually quoted in Latin .31 Nevertheless for writers keen to demonstrate 

the immemorial nature of the customs upon which the common law was founded, these 

maxims are the 'tiiineless features of a timeless system', suggesting the existence of an oral 

tradition that may have predated any written record. 32 For Peter Halkerston, writing in 1823: 

'with regard to Law, Maxims are the pillars upon which the system is erected). 33 Most of the 

legal maxims are proverbial in nature, thus: 'Every Man ought so to use his own, as not to hurt 

another', 'The ignorance of a judge is the calamity of the innocent', 'The Law requireth 

decencie and order', 'Hee that claimeth a thing on high, shall neither have gaine, nor losse 

thereby', 'The harvest follows the seed time 7.34 Legal maxims rarely give specific rules for 

particular legal situations, but state general principles. Judges use them as guides where no 

earlier case law assists, rather than as incontrovertible axioms. Edmond Wingate suggests that 

these 'Grand Maximes of Reason, govern and resolve the subordinate Miscellanie of queries, 

and may serve for a Clue and Conduct, through the Labyrinth of that perplext variety7.35 

28 See Commentaries, 1,17, and A. W. B. Simpson, 'The Rise and Fall of the Legal Treatise: Legal Principles and 
the Forms of Legal Literature', in Legal Theory and Legal History: Essays on the Common Law (London: 
Hambledon, 1987), pp. 273-320 (p. 283). 
29Francis Bacon, The Elements of the Common Lawes of England Contayning a Collection of some 
Principall Rules and Maxims of the Common Law (London: the Assignes of 1. More, 1630). 
30 Blackstone, Analysis, p. v. 
31 See Simpson, p. 283. 
32 Simpson, p. 284. Simpson suggests that for Coke and Littleton, maxims are the incontrovertible first principles; 
they 'needed neither authority nor support from argument, and none could be provided' (p. 285). 
33 Peter Halkerston, A Collection of Latin Maxims & Rules, in Law and Equity, Selectedfrom the Most Eminent 
Authors (Edinburgh: John Anderson, 1823), [p. i]. 
34 Thomas Branch, Principia Legis & Equitatis: Being an Alphabetical Collection of Maxims (London: Henry 
Lintot, 1753), p. 29; Halkerston, pp. 24 and 56; Edmond Wingate, Maximes of Reason: Or, the Reason of the 
Common Law of England (London: R&W. L., 1658), p. 267; W[illiam] N[oy], A Treatise of the Principall 
Grounds and Maximes of the Lawes of this Kingdome (London: R. H. by permission of the Assigns of John 
Moore, 1641), p. 5; Halkerston, p. 87. 
35 Wingate, [p. iii]. The echoes of such language by Blackstone over a century later (see p. 15 above) suggests the 

common usage of these metaphors. 
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Some of these maxim books enjoyed incredible longevity: William Noys Treatise of the 
Principall Grounds and Maximes of the Lawes of this Kingdome, first published in 1641, 

appeared in eight editions, published for the last time in 1870. In the sixth (1794), Charles 
Barton notes in his 'Advertisement to the Present Edition' that: 

The eminent reputation which the Maxims of NOY have maintained, from so early a 
period as the reign of Charles 11. to the present time, has rendered their merit 
unquestionable; andfive ample impressions are at length become insufficient to supply 
the demands of the profession. 36 

Nevertheless, Herbert Broom in his introduction to his Selection of Legal Maxims (first 

published in 1845, with a ninth edition - perhaps the last legal maxim book - published in 

1924), indicates that by the n-lid-nineteenth century, the regular quotation of maxims was 

becoming less COMMOTI. 37 Whilst an examination of early law reports 'will shew the 

importance which was attached to the acknowledged Maxims of the Law, in periods when 

civilisation and refinement had made comparatively little progress', Broom notes that in his 

own time 'the increase of commerce, and of national and social intercourse, has [ 
... 

] 

introduced many subtleties and nice distinctions, both in legal reasoning and in the application 

of legal principles, which were formerly unknown'. 38 

Blackstone was thus writing his Commentaries within an English legal literary environment 

dominated by two generic forms; the scholarly, often multi-volume analysis of the fine detail 

of law represented by Coke, and the practical reference book for the conunon lawyer, pocket- 

sized collections of the sacred Latin maxims of the law translated into English, usually in an 

alphabetical rather than a subject-based order, a proverbial rather than a scholastic idiorn. 

Neither offered the 'general map of the law' sought by Blackstone, and which is his particular 

achievement in Commentaries. In one of the introductory essays, Blackstone signals his 

consciousness that he stands at the beginning of a new scholarly discipline: 39 

36 Noy, The Grounds and Maxims, and also an Analysis of the English Laws, 6th edn (London: W. Clarke, 1794), 

?i Ill. 
impson describes how 'although maxims st-11 A Selection of Legal Maxims (London: A. Maxwell, 1845). SI I 

feature in legal exposition [... ] they are now regarded as slightly comical, and the form of literature directly 

related to them is dead' (p. 291). A comprehensive search of the British Library catalogue suggests that the 1924 

edition of Broorn's book is the last example of the genre. 
38 Broom, P. Ill- 
39 Richard Cosgrove portrays Blackstone as the 'Janus of English jurisprudence' (Scholars of the Law: English 

Jurisprudencefroin Blackstone to Hart (New York: New York University Press, 1996), p. 22). 
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It is really amazing, that there should be no other state of life, no other occupation, art, or 
science, in which some method of instruction is not looked upon as requisite, except only 
the science of legislation, the noblest and most difficult of any. 40 

The volumes achieved immediate acclaim, passing through eight editions during Blackstone's 

lifetime, and a further fifteen from Ms death in 1780 to 1849 
.41 Bentham claimed that 

Blackstone was 'an Author whose works have had beyond comparison a more extensive 

circulation, have obtained a greater share of esteem, of applause, and consequently of influence 

[ ... 
] than any other writer who on that subject has ever yet appeared'. 42 More than merely a 

description, in its soon-established position in the 'works of authority' to wMch judges had 

frequent recourse Commentaries became a metaphor for the Enghsh legal system itself, or at 
least the vision of that system quite literally held sacred by Blackstone and his common law 

contemporaries. 43 

A recurrent feature of Commentaries, one which places Blackstone firmly within the 

common law tradition, is the conviction in the superiority of that continually- evolving 

unwritten common law, the leges non scriptae, over the monolithic law introduced by the 

direct intervention of Parliament via statute. Blackstone has a low opinion of such intervention; 

one of the didactic purposes of his work is to educate these legislators so that any damage they 

may cause to the common law is minhnized. In the third volume, moreover, Blackstone 

passionately defends the customary law against attempts at wholesale codification, in a passage 

which is in some respects prophetic of the future codifications executed in the wake of the 

American and French revolutions: 'when laws are to be framed by popular assemblies, even of 

the representative kind, it is too Herculean a task to begin the work of legislation afresh, and 

extract a new system from the discordant opinions of more than five hundred counsellors'. 44 

Blackstone argues that the common law embodies the principles of its own revision, and gives 

examples of its ability to respond to changing needs whilst maintaining the cogency of its 

overall structure. The passage reaches its climax with a compelling image: 

40 Commentaries, 1,9. 
41 Lieberman, 'Blackstone's Science of Legislation', Journal of British Studies, 27 (1988), 117-49 (p. 121); 
Commentaries 'overshadowed all other contemporary legal writing arid at times even overshadowed its author' (p. 
120). 
42 Bentham Fragment, p. iii. 
43 Holdsworth, XII, 716. 
44 Commentaries, 111 (1768), 267. 
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We inherit an old Gothic castle, erected in the days of chivalry, but fitted up for a modem 
inhabitant. The moated ramparts, the embattled towers, and the tropMed haUs, are 
magnificent and venerable, but useless. The inferior apartments, now converted into 
rooms of convenience, are cheerful and commodious, though their approaches are 
winding and difficult. 45 

Blackstone assures his readers that they need not be concerned about the winding passageways, 
for 'once we have discovered the proper clew, that labyrinth is easily pervaded'. 46 

In seeking to rationalize the English connnon law into the framework of Roman law, 

Blackstone encountered potential inconsistencies, which some scholars suggest that he was 

unable to resolve. 47 For Blackstone (as for Coke before him), the English law is greater than 
48 

any individual, any administration or any age. By adopting the structure of Roman law for his 

own work, Blackstone comes dangerously close to implying that English law is somehow 
derived from Roman precedents; Blackstone needs to establish a theory of origins that 

acconnnodates both English and Roman law as independent manifestations of the same 

process. Resistance to a published codification is a central component of his solution; a 
delineated codification is the antithesis of the common law tradition, a tradition whose 

theoretical underpinning is embodied in the practice of the judicial refinement of precedent. 

The equivalent foundational theory in the institutional study of Roman law is the idea of 

4natural law'. The natural law view holds that law ultimately derives from some underlying 

organizational force in Nature, often considered in this period to be the Supreme Being which 

originally created the universe. The moral contours of the law of any age, in this account, 

therefore reflect the principles upon which humankind was founded. Theorists from St. 

Thomas Aquinas in the thirteenth century (including Blackstone himself)49had no hesitation in 

ascribing the ultimate source of natural law as the Christian God. 50 

45 Coninientaries, 111,268. 
46 Comnientaries, 111,268. 
47 See H. L. A. Hart, 'Blackstone's Use of the Law of Nature', Butterworth's South African Law Review, 3 (1956), 
169-74 (p. 169) and Lobban, 'Blackstone, pp. 312-13. 
48 Jeffrey Smitten argues that Blackstone's presentation of the common law 'rests on the complex humanist idea 
of adaptation, the recognition that, on the me hand, the collective wisdom of the past is greater than the individual 
intellect operating in the present; but that, on the other, the heritage of the past must be accommodated to the new 
needs and situations of the present' ('Blackstone's Commentaries as Constitutive Rhetoric', Studies in Eighteenth- 
Century Culture, 17 (1987), 173-89 (p. 174)). 
49 See Commentaries, 1,41. 
" Cosgrove explains that 'natural law doctrine held that a law depended upon its conformity to morality for the 
validity it enjoyed and the obligation of obedience it imposed' (pp. 28-29). See also Thomas A. Fay, 'Thomas 
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If Blackstone is to reconcile the English and Roman traditions of legal writing, 5 1 he needs 
to establish the grounds of an agreement between their foundational theories. 52 It is not difficult 

to demonstrate, superficially at least, how Blackstone may have conceived of combining the 
narrative of law's development implied in the English common law tradition of the ancient 
constitution with that established in the natural law conventions of the Roman systern 53 Both 

traditions suggest that, at the heart of the laws which regulate human society, are structures 

which reflect some innate order within humanity itself. The doctrine of the ancient constitution, 

guaranteed to be central to English law through the procedural imperatives of judicial 

precedent, is extrapolated by Blackstone to be coeval with humanity, a part of the original 

creation. Here, in Blackstone's account, is the rational confirmation of the Thomist natural law 

view, which suggests that the law ultimately reflects the divine creation. For Blackstone, the 

unwritten laws of England constitute a self-renewing Christian testament. It is in this context 
that Blackstone's anxieties regarding Parliamentary intervention in the common law may most 

clearly be understood, as an activity approaching blasphemy. 

With hindsight, Blackstone's ultimate achievement was to establish through his writing the 

crystallization (Blake may have said 'petrification') of law which his Commentaries had been 

designed to render impossible. Blackstone, as revealed in his Reply to Priestley, considered 
himself simply to be reporting the current status of a law whose flexibility was its greatest 

claim to superior, ultimately divine, authority. Like Moses, Blackstone saw himself as the mere 

conduit through which the law of God was delivered: unashamedly an expositor, rather than a 

censor. As with the Mosaic law, however, Blackstone's Commentaries quickly became the 

accepted delineation of a hitherto unwritten law, a codification against which cases could be 

decided, and suggested reforms judged. Blackstone's influence has certainly been enduring, 

with modem legal textbooks almost by convention referring to citations of his Commentaries 

Aquinas on the Justification of Revolution', History of European Ideas, 16 (1993), 501-06, and Lobban, 
'Blackstone', pp. 312-13 and 323-26. 
51 See Lobban, 'Blackstone', pp. 312-13 and Common Law, pp. 26-46. 
52 Postema argues that 'the legitimizing myth of Common Law in the eighteenth century rested on two 
foundations', the idea that common law was 'the expression of the immemorial custom and practice of the people' 
and the conviction that common law 'was guided by and embodied the law of a rational Nature' (pp. 268-69). It is 
my contention that it is Blackstone in Commentaries who most convincingly establishes this 'legitimizing myth'. 
53 1 follow modem critical opinion in its reassessment of Blackstone's use of natural law. The traditional view, as 
described by H. L. A. Hart in 1956, was that Blackstone 'merely pays lip service to natural law doctrines' ('Law 
of Nature', p. 169). Lobban is less dismissive, suggesting that Commentaries is founded on a flawed evaluation of 
natural law theory (Common Law, pp. 27-33); Lieberman, moreover, suggests that the natural law argument is 
Blackstone's central justification for the common law (Province, pp. 38-45). Most recently, Cosgrove has 
suggested that Blackstone succeeds in encapsulating 'both the natural law and positivist traditions of 
jurisprudence' (p. 3 1). 
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by judgeS. 54 It is not only as an authority on the conunon law of England and Wales that 
Blackstone's influence has extended from the rrýd-eighteenth century. His achievement in 

establishing via historical analysis the complex and fiercely-debated laws of the country as a 
systematic and coherent unity is perhaps his most significant legacy, as this methodology has 
'permanently influenced' subsequent writing on the law. 55 The scope of Blackstone's 

achievement is perhaps demonstrated by the fact that, in the lists of established 'works of 

authority' providing guidance for judges which are given in modem books on the English legal 

system, Commentaries is the most recent. 56 Blackstone's work, together with the earlier more 

specific works of authority, provides the scholarly basis of English law from which the 

amending actions of judiciary and legislature have since derogated. 57 The ease of this slippage 
in legal discourse from description to prescription, demonstrated in the reception of 
Blackstone's Commentaries, is a recurring theme of this study. 

Codification as a Means to Achieve Social Reform 

As I have discussed above, one of Blackstone's stated intentions in writing Commentaries 

is the protection of the symmetry of the conunon law from the interference of Parliament. 

Legislation such as the Corporation Act is interpreted by Blackstone as an atteWt to force the 

lives of individuals into conformity with a legal model of behaviour approved by the ruling 

authority. Blackstone expresses his disapproval of such an approach in a passage which he 

highlights in his defence against Priestley: 

Certainly our ancestors were mistaken in their plans of compulsion and intolerance. [ ... ] 
If through weakness of intellect, through misdirected piety, through perverseness and 
acerbity of temper, or (which is often the case) through a prospect of secular advantage in 
herding with a party, men quarrel with the ecclesiastical establishment, the civil 

54 S. H. Bailey and M. J. Gunn, Smith and Bailey on the Modem English Legal System, 3rd edn (London: Sweet & 
Maxwell, 1996), p. 448. Judges to this day have occasional recourse to 'works of authority' and legal textbooks 
when there is no clear precedent at common law. Terence Ingman notes that 'these old works [such as Coke's 
Institutes and Blackstone's Commentaries] are undoubtedly still authoritative' (The English Legal Process, 7th 
edn (London: Blackstone Press, 1998), p. 313). 
55 Simpson, p. 293. 
56 David Keenan, Smith & Keenan's English Law, II th edn (London: Pitman Publishing, 1995), p. 16; R. J. 
Walker and Richard Ward, Walker & Walker's English Legal System, 7th edn (London: Butterworths, 1994), p. 
89; Bailey and Gunn, p. 448; Ingman, p. 313. 
57 Holdsworth, X11,702. 
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magistrate has nothing to do with it; unless their tenets and practice are such as threaten 58 ruin or disturbance to the state. 

Notwithstanding its novel approach, Blackstone's Commentaries stands firmly within the 
tradition which allocated an unquantifiable (and often sacred) value to the constitution by 

virtue of its historical antiquity. For Edmund Burke, the principle of immemoriality was the 

guarantor of civil liberty: 'You will see that Sir Edward Coke, that great oracle of our law, and 
indeed all the great men who follow him, to Blackstone, are industrious to prove the pedigree 

of our liberties' 
. 
59Burke passionately defends this notion of a constitution derived through 

inheritance: 

By a constitutional policy, working after the pattern of nature, we receive, we hold, we 
transmit, our government and our privileges, in the same manner in which we enjoy and 
transmit our property and our lives. [ ... ] Our political system is placed in a just 
correspondence and symmetry with the order of the world, and with the mode of 
existence decreed to a permanent body composed of transitory parts [ ... ] Thus, by 
preserving the method of nature in the conduct of the state, in what we improve we are 
never wholly new; in what we retain we are never wholly obsolete. 60 

Burke argues that liberty is assured through the organic self-renewing and yet immemorial 

English constitution because such is in accordance with 'the order of the world'. 61 

Other late-eighteenth-century writers were nevertheless exploring the law's potential as a 

tool for effecting social change. Such arguments became more acceptable with the erosion both 

of the Thomist account of a sacred natural law by seventeenth-century theorists such as Hugo 

Grotius and Samuel von Pufendorf,, 62 and of the traditional doctrine of the ancient 

constitution. 63 The passage quoted above, from Burke's Reflections on the Revolution in 

France, is written in defence of the unwritten customary laws in response to the American 

58 Commentaries, IV, 52-53. 
59 Reflections on the Revolution in France, and on the Proceedings in Certain Societies in London Relative to that 
Event (London: J. Dodsley, 1790), p. 45. 
60 Burke, pp. 48-49. 
61 See J. G. A. Pocock, 'Burke and the Ancient Constitution -A Problem in the History of Ideas', Historical 
Journal, 3 (1960), 125-43, (p. 13 1), and Peter J. Stanl1s, 'Burke, Rousseau, and the French Revolution', in Burke 

and the French Revolution: Bicentennial Essays, ed. by Steven Blakernore (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 
1992), pp. 97-119. Burke conceived, suggests Starilis, that 'all the nations of Europe had evolved from some 
fusion of Roman law, Christian morality, and Teutonic customs and manners a "commonwealth of Europe, " 

the product of slow historical devel opmen t over many centuries' (p. 10 1). 
62 See Knud Haakonssen, Natural Law and Moral Philosophy: From Grotius to the Scottish Enlightenment 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), pp. 26-30 and 37-43), and T. J. Hochstrasser, Natural Law 

7"heories in the Early Enlightenment (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), p. 4. 
63 See Pocock, Ancient Constitution, pp. 91-123. 
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constitutionalism emerging in France. One of the first acts of the French National Assembly, 

by a decree of 11 August 1789, had been to declare that 'the National Assembly entirely 
destroys the feudal system', effectively abandoning the entire legal architecture overnight. " 

Burke criticizes the French for abandoning their own customary systems: 'you had all these 

advantages in your ancient states; but you chose to act as if you had never been moulded into 

civil society, and had every thing to begin anew'. 65 Furthermore, 'you began ill, because you 
began by despising every thing that belonged to you'. 66 

The most celebrated response to Burke was the first part of Thomas Paine's The Rights of 

Man, published in 179 1. Paine was an English intellectual whose pamphlet Common Sense, 

published in Philadelphia in January 1776, played an important part in the movement towards 

the Declaration of Independence six months later. 67 In that pamphlet, Paine had expressed the 

importance of establishing a code of law superior to any individual government, which would 

ensure the continuation of revolutionary ideals: 

But where, say some, is the King of America? I'll tell you, friend, he reigns above; and 
doth not make havoc of mankind like the Royal Brute of Great Britain. [ ... ] Let a day be 
solemnly set apart for proclaiming the Charter; let it be brought forth placed on the divine 
law, the word of God; let a Crown be placed thereon, by which the world may know, that 

68 
so far as we approve of monarchy, that in America THE LAW IS KING. 

This construction allows Paine to propose a shocking inversion: 'for as in absolute 

governments the King is law, so in free countries the law ought to be King, and there ought to 

be no other'. 69Thirteen Years later, Paine was involved in the debates which sought to frame 

the French constitution. His work of the 1790s is a direct conduit via which the rights-based 

discourse which emerged through the work of Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson and John 

Adams in America in the 1770s, is conveyed into the context of the aftermath of the French 

Revolution. 70 Paine sought 'a briefly worded, fundamental law that could be appropriated and 

64Quoted in William Doyle, The Oxford History of the French Revolution (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989), p. 
117. For a full account of the events leading to the decree, see Doyle, pp. 112-18. 
65Burke, p. 51. 
66 Burke, p. 5 1. 
67 See Ronald W. Clark, Benjamin Franklin: A Biography (London: Phoenix, 1983), pp. 285-86. 
68 Thomas Paine, Common Sense: Addressed to the Inhabitants of America (Philadelphia: n. pub., 1776), p. 32. 
69 Common Sense, p. 32 
70 Clark, pp. 285-86. Franklin himself remained influential in the development of written constitutions and laws, 

and in his early eighties was a member of the Pennsylvania delegation at the Constitutional Convention of 1787 at 

which the Federal American Constitution was forged. At his death In April 1790, Mirabeau announced to the 
French National Assembly: 'Gentlemen, Franklin is dead [ ... ]- the genius who has liberated America, and shed 

over Europe the torrents of his light' (see Clark, pp. 394-417). Marcello Maestro has argued that Franklin 
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adapted by other European nations in their struggle against despotism' 
.71 He is not at all 

reassured by Burke's contention in Reflections that the laws of England have developed over 
centuries with the protection of individual liberty as an implied foundation, and celebrates the 
French National Assembly's Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen, which he 

reproduces in his pamphlet. Adopted on 26 August 1789, the document enumerates the 

seventeen fundamental rights to be enshrined in the new order. 72 It begins: 

1. Men are born and remain free and equal in rights. Social distinctions may be based 
only on common utility. 

2. The airn of all political association is to preserve the natural and imprescriptible rights 
of man. These rights are liberty, prosperity, security and resistance to oppression. 73 

The tenth article is of particular interest in the context of this chapter: 'Do one may be disturbed 

for his opinions, even in religion, provided that their manifestation does not trouble public 

order as established by law', 74 the word 'even' giving an indication of the fraught terrain of 

religion in late-eighteenth-century France. The Assembly decreed on several occasions in the 

1790s that a complete code of laws should be established. This was finally achieved in 1804 

and enshrined as the Civil Code, which soon became the touchstone for codifications of law 

throughout Europe and all over the world. 75 

Though Paine accepts the notion of a natural law that ultimately reaches to 'the divine 

origin of the rights of man at the creation', 76 he is scathing of the present system of 

'government by precedent' of which both the law and constitution of England are a part: 

Government by precedent, without any regard to the principle of the precedent, is one 
of the vilest systems that can be set up. Precedents are taken in the lump, and put at 
once for constitution and for law. 

maintained a lifelong interest in the reform of the criminal law (Tenjamin Franklin and the Penal Laws', Joumal 
of the History of Ideas, 36 (1975), 551-62), and that he read many of the leading theories on the effective control 
of crime (including Beccaria's Essay On Crimes and Punishments). 
71 John Keane, Tom Paine: A Political Life (London: Bloomsbury, 1995), p. 357. 
72 Doyle notes how the declaration was consciously drafted 'along the lines pioneered in the 1780s, by certain 
American states' (p. 118). 
73 The Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen, 1789 and 1793, trans. by Irene Collins (Liverpool: 
Department of History, University of Liverpool, 1985), p. 5. 
74 Declaration, p. 6, emphasis added. 
75 Alan Watson, The Evolution of Law (Oxford. - Basil Blackwell, 1985), p. I 11. 
76 Paine, Rights of Man: Being an Answer to Mr Burke's Attack on the French Revolution (London: J. Johnson, 
1791), [part one], p. 45. 
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Either the doctrine of precedents is policy to keep man in a state of ignorance, or it is a 
practical confession that wisdom degenerates in governments as governments increase in 
age, and can only hobble along by the stilts and crutches of precedentS. 77 

Whilst Paine thus appears to subscribe to the narrative of natural law, he clearly has no 

confidence that those original natural liberties have any protection in the customary law of 
England. Indeed, one need only look to the Corporation Act for a vindication of his viewpoint. 
The only guarantee, in Paine's account, can be the enshrinement of those rights within statute 
law, in such a way - as in America - that they may not be easily altered. The methodology for 

the Rights of Man is strikingly similar to Blackstone's Commentaries: a desire to protect the 
4great laws of society [which] are laws of nature' from 'the operations of governmenV. 78 Both 

Blackstone and Paine are concerned that Parliament can overrule the conunon law; by 

implication, for Paine, they could thus destroy any liberties supposedly contained within. 
Blackstone's response to the threat is to present the common law as a national legacy worthy of 

preservation; Paine's, conversely, is to codify the law, thereby enshrining these liberties 

beyond the reach of Parliament. 

Whereas both Paine and Blackstone - however much they may have disagreed in the detail 

- share a view of the law as potentially the guarantor of fundamental freedoms, others were 

aware of its potential to change the world over which it had effect. In 1761, prior to the 

publication of Blackstone's Commentaries on the Laws of England, Joseph Priestley designed 

a lecture series at the dissenting Warrington Academy, 79divided into three programmes: 
80 

general history, English history, and the English constitution and law. Unfortunately, only the 

first progranune was ever published, and the manuscripts of the others were destroyed during 

the arson attack on his Birmingham home during the riots of 1791.81 From the single published 

series, Lectures on History and General Policy, and the surviving plan of the lectures, it is 

77 Paine, Rights of Man: Part the Second Cornbining Principle and Practice (London: H. D. Symonds, 1792), p. 
36. Epstein demonstrates that this rejection of the idea of precedent was a common response to the French 
Revolution among British radicals in the 1790s (see Radical Expression, p. 6). 
78 Paine, Rights of Man, part two, pp. 13-14. 
79 Excluded from grammar schools and universities, dissenters set up academies that 'exploited their want of 
charter and encouraged vigorous, independent-n-iinded speculation' (An Oxford Conipanion to the Romantic Age: 
British Culture 1776-1832, gen. ed. lam McCalman (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), p. 487). 
80 William Prest, 'Law, Lawyers and Rational Dissent', in Enlightenrnent and Religion: Rational Dissent in 
Eighteenth- Century Britain, ed. by Knud Haakonssen (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), pp. 182- 
92, (pp. 182-83). 
81 Prest, p. 183. For an account of the nots see Isaac Kramnick, 'Ei gh teen th -Century Science and Radical Social 
Theory: The Case of Joseph Pfiestley's Scientific Liberalism', Journal of British Studies, 25 (1986), 1-30 (pp. 4- 
6); Arthur Sheps, 'Public Perception of Joseph Priestley, the Birmingham Dissenters, and the Church-and-King 
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possible to approach Priestley's notions regarding law. 82 Priestley, as Blackstone before him, 

subscribes to a view of the law's development from ancient origins, in which law and history 

are closely linked. What is novel in Priestley's work is the notion of the development of law as 
a tool for the investigation of other historical developments. 83 By extrapolation, Priestley 

acknowledges the potential for a re-codification of criminal law to effect social change. He 

envisages a society whose law-abiding behaviour is guaranteed by a justice system which 
instils terror in the face of certain punishment: 84 

In order to prevent the conu-nission of crimes, punishments, at the same time that they 
ought to be adequate to the offences, should be such as inspire the greatest terror [ ... I In 
order to inspire terror, it is of particular consequence that punishment should iTnmediately 
follow conviction, which was the case with all the ancient nations. 85 

England's legal system errs, in Priestley's view, through its dread of convicting people who are 
innocent of the crimes with which they are charged. His rather blunt response is that the 

unfortunate one in every hundred mistakenly convicted of a capital crime 'ought to consider 
his life as sacrificed to the security of the rest of his countrymen'. 86 This unexpected utilitarian 

argument emerges elsewhere in Priestley's writing; 87 indeed, Bentham claimed to have found 

the central axiom of utilitarianism, 'the greatest happiness of the greatest number', in 

Priestley's Essay on the First Principles of Government. 88 In what Margaret Canovan has 

described as a 'largely forgotten' non-secular form of utilitarianism, Priestley conceives of a 

universe governed by natural laws - mechanical for the planets, moralistic for humanity - set 

in place by a benevolent creator for the promotion of the happiness of mankind. 89 Priestley's 

Riots of 1791, Eighteenth- Century Life, 13: 2 (May 1989), 46-64; Anne Holt, A Life of Joseph Priestley (London: 
Oxford University Press, 193 1), pp. 154-74. 
82 Prest, pp. 183-89. 
83 Prest, p. 187. 
84 Priestley almost certainly encountered these ideas in a published translation of Beccaria's On Crimes and 
Punishments; Richard Bellamy suggests that for Beccaria, 'law had to be clear and punishment speedy, certain 
and an economical deterrent so as to ensure an indisputable association of ideas between pain and crime" 
('Introduction', in Beccaria, On Crimes and Punishments and Other Writings, ed. by Richard Bellamy, trans. by 
Richard Davies and others (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), pp. ix-xxx (p. xvi)). 
85 Joseph Priestley, Lectures on History and General Policy: To VVhich is Prefixed, an Essay on a Course of 
Liberal Educationfor Civil and Active Life (Dublin: P. Byrrie, 1788), pp. 295-96. 
86 Priestley, Lectures, p. 295. 
87KrarMiCk, pp. 27-29. 
88 Margaret Canovan, 'The Un-Benthan-Ate Utilitarianism of Joseph Priestley', Journal of the History of Ideas, 45 
(1984), 435-50 (p. 435). Canovan notes that the phrase does not appear in Priestley's treatise (though consistent 
with ideas expressed in it), and suggests Frances Hutcheson or an eighteenth-century translation of Beccaria as a 
more likely source. 
89 canovan, pp. 436-38; see also Robert Schofield, 'Joseph Priestley on Sensation and Perception', in Studies in 
Perceph . on: Interrelations in the History of Philosophy and Science, ed. by Peter K. Machamer and Robert G. 
Turnbull (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1978), pp. 336-54 (p. 349)). 
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adherence to a natural law account ensures that the intended effect of law on the liberty of the 
individual is far from that suggested by a Benthamite utilitarianism which prioritizes 
Parliamentary intervention. 90 Nevertheless, Priestley concurs with Bentham in advocating the 

use of legislation by government as necessary for the well-being of human society, though he 

emphasizes that individual liberty should not be circumscribed unless absolutely necessary. 91 

Priestley's quiet advocation of constitutional reform becomes more vocal with the publication 
in 1791 of his Letters to Burke. In direct contrast to Burke's confident assertion that 'liberty' is 

enshrined in the sacred English constitution, Priestley adopts Burke's own words to celebrate 
its centrality to events in revolutionary France. 92 Priestley, presenting a similar case to Paine in 

Rights of Man (the first part of which was published in the same year as Letters to Burke), 93 

envisages a reformed constitution and legal code in which church and state are firmly 

separated, whereby civil authority is no longer extended over matters of religion. 

None went so far in theorizing the power of legislation as a tool of social control as 
Bentham 94 Discussion of Bentham is normally so focussed on the reception and influence of 
his ideas in the nineteenth century that it is easy to lose sight of the fact that many of his 

important treatises on law were written much earlier. 95 Also motivated by a distrust of the 

historical narrative of the law's assurance of individual liberty, Bentham responds directly to 

Blackstone's work. His sharp critical rhetoric dismisses whole chapters of Blackstone's 

argument, and his views have coloured much subsequent reception of Commentaries. 96 

Bentham is, above all, an advocate for the full communication of the law to the people which it 

regulates; their compliance with law cannot be expected without what he terms its 

cpromulgation'. 97 His major criticism of the common law of England is that it is impossible, 

90 Canovan, p. 438. 
91 Canovan, p. 446. 
92 Priestley, Letters to the Right Honourable Edmund Burke, occasioned by his Reflections on the Revolution in 
France (Birmingham: Thomas Pearson, 1791), pp. 143-44. 
93 Paine, Rights of Man, part me, pp. 76-77. 
94 For Bentham, the task of law was 'to define anew, to establish, and then to sustain, a social and political order 
and framework for broad-scale social interaction' (Posterna, p. 315); see also Philip Schofield, "'Professing 
Liberal Opinions": The Common Law, Adjudication and Security in Recent Bentham Scholarship', Journal of 
Legal History, 16 (1995), 350-67. 
95 A Fragment on Government was published in 1776; A Comment on the Commentaries and Of Laws in General 

were also written in the eighteenth century, though not published until the twentieth century. 
96 See John W. Cairns, 'Blackstone, an English Institutist: Legal Literature and the Rise of the Nation State', 
Oxford Journal of Legal Studies, 4 (1984), 318-60 (pp. 318-20); Lobban, 'Blackstone', p. 312; Cosgrove, pp. 26- 
27. Recently, some writers have sought to restore Blackstone's reputation (see Cosgrove, p. 34). 
97 In Bentham's discussion, 'promulgation' is iterated many times as the key to effective law reform; it may be of 
some significance, therefore, that the 'fiery king' of Blake's 'Song of Liberty' (which forms the last four plates of 
Ae Marriage of Heaven and Hell) 'promulgates his ten commands' in his desire to impose his will over the 
human world. 
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even in the wake of Commentaries, for individuals to have simple access to the laws which 

apply to them in a given situation. 98 Bentham presents Blackstone as part of a tradition of legal 

exposition which seeks 'to terrify men from setting up what is now "private judgment, - against 

what once was "public"' 
. 
99 The differences between Bentham and Blackstone may not, 

however, be as distinct as Bentham himself alleges - both saw their work as enabling an 

education in the law, and both saw their task as establishing a 'science' of the law, in the 

exercise of which inappropriate Parliamentary legislation may be avoided. 100 Moreover, as I 

have shown, Blackstone had inadvertently produced a quasi-codification of English law which 
had acquired, by the end of the eighteenth century, the status of a constitutional document of 

significant authority. 

Bentham upheld the right of Parliament to make legislation and regarded with suspicion the 

traditional autonomy of the judiciary in the interpretation and application of the conunon law, 

an autonomy justified by Blackstone in terms of natural law. 101 Indeed, much of Bentham's 

hostility to Blackstone is based on the latter's use of natural law, and Blackstone's suggestion 

that its doctrines set limits on the legislative remit of the state. 102 Bentham rejects any notion of 

4natural limit', or the idea that only with such limits in place is civil liberty guaranteed. 

Bentham's concerns may be traced to a specific passage in which Blackstone describes the law 

of nature: 

This law of nature, being co-eval with mankind and dictated by God himself, is of course 
superior in obligation to any other. It is binding over all the globe, in all countries, and at 
all times: no human laws are of any validity, if contrary to this; and such of them as are 
valid derive all their force, and all their authority, mediately or munediately, fTom this 
original. 103 

U- 
For Benthan4 these sentiments amount to an invitation to transgression, to rebellion against the 

state. 104 Blackstone conceives that only in respect of such human laws as have the sanction of 

98 Bentham's most eye-catching proposition was to produce individual codes summarizing particular aspects of 
law, which could then be displayed in the relevant locations, 'a cluttered vision of daily life decorated by the 
utilitarian promulgator' (Lieberman, Province, p. 251). 
99 Bentham, Fragment, p. xx. 
100 Bentham, Of Laws in General, ed. by H. L. A. Hart (University of London: Athlone, 1970), p. 233. 
101 See Schofield, 'Professing', pp. 354-55. 
102 Hart, 'Law of Nature', pp. 169-74. Alexander M. Forbes suggests that Bentham's critique of Blackstone's use 
of natural law was less a reasoned argument than it was an attempt to undern-iine the authority of Commentaries 
('Johnson, Blackstone, and the Tradition of Natural Law', Mosaic, 27.4 (December 1994), 81-98, (pp. 85-88)). 
103 Commentaries, 1,41, emphasis added. 
104BIackstone's argument may be found as early as Aquinas's Commentary on the Sentences (c. 1254-56) - see 
Fay, p. 502. 
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natural law, which address a mala in se (something 'wrong in itself, such as murder or theft), 

are individuals 'bound in conscience'. 105 Where a crime is merely mala prohibita (an action 

not wrong in itself, but criminalized through legislation, such as the practising of a particular 

religion), 'here I apprehend conscience is no farther concerned, than by directing a submission 
to the penalty -). 106 For Blackstone, this doctrine is an essential part of the legal system, for it 

would 'be a very wicked thing; if every such law were a snare for the conscience of the 

subject - 
107 Blackstone's conception of the law's superiority to state authority is close to 

Paine's 'LAW IS KING' vision (even though - as codified law - Paine's doctrine could not be 
further from Blackstone's); for Benthan-4 this is a frightening argument. 

Far from being a system of legal rules, Bentham views common law as a confused tangle 

which serves only the self interest of the legal and judicial professions. 108 The idea of an 

unwritten law is oxymoronic for Bentham, and he ultimately refuses to accord it the status of 
'law' at all. 

As a system of general rules, the Common Law is a thing merely imaginary: and the 
particular conunands which are all that (in the way of command) there ever was of it that 
was real, can not every where, indeed can seldon-4 be produced. 109 

In his later work, Bentham advocates the positive conversion of whole areas of common law 

into redactional digests which could be passed into statute; ultimately, he sought the 

codification of the laws of England in a Pannomion ('all law'), 'a complete and perfect code of 
laws'. ' 10 Indeed, the earliest usage of the words 'codify' and 'codification' recorded in the 

OED are attributed to Bentham. Only recompiled as a complete code could the law realize its 

full potential as a tool for government. "' To its defenders, liberty was preserved under the 

customary English law through the traditional independence of the judiciary. Through 

codification, Bentham envisaged that power could be wrested from the hands of the judges and 

105 Commentaries, 1,57. 
106 Commentaries, 1,58. 
107 Commentaries, 1,58. 
108 Lobban, Common Law, p. 116; Cosgrove, p. 77. Hart suggests Bentham's desire for 'demystification' of the 
law ('Bentham and the Demystification of the Law', Modern Law Review, 36 (1973), 2-17), a goal which is 
associated with his beliefs concerning the promulgation for law (see p. 23 above, and n. 109); see also Philip 
Schofield, 'Jeremy Bentham: Legislator of the World', Current Legal Problems, 51 (1998), 115-47 (p. 122). 
109 Bentham, A Comment on the Commentaries: A Criticism of William Blackstone's Commentaries on the Laws 
of England, ed. by Charles Warren Everett (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1928), p. 125. 
110 Lobban, Common Law, P. 116. For a thorough account of the Pannornion see pp. 116-54, Lieberman, Province 
of Legislation, pp. 257-90, and Schofield, 'Legislator of the World', pp. 120-22. 
'I' Lieberman, Province, p. 277. 
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restored to the legislature: 'by this means the legislator would see what the Judge was doing: 

the Judge would be a counsel to him, not a control, the sceptre would remain unshaken in his 

hands'. 112 Positive legislation is therefore a government's chief means of fostering a society 
which accords to its interpretation of the principle of utility, 'which all laws have, or ought to 
have, in conunoný. 113 Though the establishment of the Pannomion remained a focus of 
Bentham's work for the rest of his life, he was never able to resolve more than the major 
taxonon-fic principles. 114 His offers to various European governments and to that of the United 

States to draw up a code of laws on their behalf were never taken Up. 115 Though governments 
through the nineteenth and twentieth centuries did adopt the more positivist approach to 
legislation which he recommended, parliamentary statute replacing large areas of the conunon 
law, it was not swept away as Bentham had envisaged. 116 

'Conscience is Not Controulable by Human Laws' 117 

The Case of Thomas Harrison, Chamberlain of London v. Allen Evans, a Dissenter 

I have shown that the contention for legal supremacy between judiciary and Parliament 

became an important topic of legal discussion in the late-eighteenth century in response to 

increasing Parliamentary involvement in law-making, and that this may be understood in terms 

of the custom- versus-co dification debate. The judiciary, like the connnon law itself, had 

emerged through centuries of historical evolution, another part of the ancient constitution; its 

role in the interpretation of an amorphous (and often intangible) body of law was coming under 

increasing scrutiny. Central to these debates was the question of whether civil liberties are best 

protected under customary systems, or codified law. The extraordinary case surrounding the 

funding for the building of the Mansion House illustrates how these issues regarding the 

competing claims to authority between customary and Parliamentary law could emerge in 

judicial courtroom determinations. 118 On 3 and 4 February 1767, the House of Lords (in its 

112 Bentham, Laws, p. 241. 
11' Bentham, An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation (London: T. Payne, 1789), p. clxvl. 
114 Lieberman, Province, p. 290. 
115 Schofield, 'Legislator', p. 144. 
116 Schofield, 'Legislator', p. 144; Lobban, Common Law, pp. 185-222. 
117 William Murray, Earl of Mansfield, Ae Speech of the Right Honourable Lord Mansfield in the House of Lords 

... j in the Cause between the City of London and the Dissenters (Belfast: Daniel Blow, 1774), p. 21. 
118 The only modern examination of this case is William Pierce, 'The Contributions of the Nonconformists to the 
Building of the Mansion House', Transactions of the Congregational Historical Society, 9 (1924-26), 146-69. 
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capacity as England's highest court) dismissed on appeal the case of the Corporation of 
London against Allen Evans, who had failed to pay a six-hundred-pound fine for refusing to 
take on his elected position as Sheriff of London. Evans, a dissenter, had refused the position 
because, under the regulations of the 1661 Corporation Act, he would have to take an oath 

swearing that he had 'taken the Sacrament of the Lord's Supper according to the rites of the 
Church of England' within the previous twelve months. 119 The court ruled that under the 
Toleration Act of 1689, it was illegal to levy fines against honest, conscientious Protestant 

dissenters for matters relating to their particular chosen mode of worship. 120 

Certain historical contexts are important in understanding the issues at stake; it was not 

unusual for the city's residents to choose to discharge themselves from the expense of 

performing one of London's civic offices by paying a fine; indeed, it has been argued that this 

was an important source of revenue for the city authority before modem concepts of taxation 

were widespread. 121 The city's Corporation had decided in 1728 that fines collected from 

people refusing the office of Sheriff could finance the building of a new residence for the Lord 

Mayor: Mansion House. 122 While this isDot in itself remarkable, the persistent rumour 

surrounding the affair is that the Corporation targeted nonconformists in fall knowledge that 

their refusal (and thus their six-hundred pounds) was guaranteed. Though vehemently denied 

by an historian of the Corporation, there is archive evidence which lends support to this 

view. 123 Certainly, the Corporation was frequently in dispute with groups of dissenters 

throughout the period during which money was being raised for the building project (from 

1729 to 1769), 124 though only in the case of Evans did such a dispute reach the House of Lords. 

Pierce was able to view certain documents at the Corporation of London Record Office (CLRO) which were 
subsequently destroyed during the bombing of London in the Second World War. Where possible in the 
discussion which follows, I have attempted to reassemble the outlines of the case from the manuscript records; at 
times, however, I have had to rely on Pierce for information regarding documents that no longer exist. 
119 Taken from Evans's letter to the Corporation's Court of Alderman, formally expressing his refusal of the office 
(quoted in Pierce, p. 156). 
120 Mansfield, pp. 17-21. 
121 See Richard M. Wunderli, 'Evasion of the Office of Alderman in London, 1523-1672', London Journal, 15 
(1990), 3-18. 
122 CLRO: journals of the Court of Common Council, 57, fol. 181. 
123 Alfred B. Beaven dismisses the suggestion as a 'travesty of fact; see The Aldennen of The City of London, 2 
vols (London: Eden Fisher, 1908-13), 11 (1913), p. xxxvi. The prosecution against Evans arid two other dissenters 
was brought under a new by-law of the Corporation passed in 1748, legislation which had been drafted to close 
various legal loopholes exploited by earlier dissenters who had failed to pay their fines (see CLRO: Journals of the 
Court of Common Council, 59, fol. 74). The by-law was designed specifically to facilitate the future prosecution 
of dissenters (Pierce, p. 154). 
124 Pierce, pp. 151-55 and 166-69. 



42 

Most interesting in the context of the present discussion is the speech of Lord Mansfield in 

the House of Lords following the judgement on 4 February 1767, and that of the one judge 

who argued in favour of the Corporation's claim, Lord Perrot. Whilst Perrot's words have not 
survived, it is possible to construct parts of his argument from Mansfield's own reference to 

thern Perrot appears to have looked no further than the Parliamentary legislation; his narrow, 

positivist interpretation of the statutes is at odds with Mansfield, who expresses his 

exasperation with Parliament's unhelpful direct intervention. Mansfield looks beyond the 
Parliament-made law: 

The eternal principles of Natural Religion are part of the Common-law: The essential 
principles of Revealed Religion are part of the Common-law; [ 

... 
I But it cannot be shewn 

from the principles of Natural or Revealed Religion, that, independent of positive law, 
temporal punishments ought to be inflicted for mere opinions with respect to particular 
modes of worship. 125 

At common law, the situation is clear; subscribing to the same account of the sacred origins of 
law seen in Blackstone, Mansfield cannot find nonconformity to be a crime. The judges' 

disagreement rests on their differing beliefs in the legal authority of the customary conunon 
law, and the written, codified statute law. Mansfield uses natural law argument to provide 
himself with a certain degree of latitude in interpretation of the statutes; Perrot does not look 

beyond the letters of the relevant Acts. The judicial freedom practised by Mansfield is what 

Bentham found so tbreatening in the common law tradition, and Burke so worth celebrating as 

preserving fundamental human liberties. 

Mansfield subscribes to the convention later stated by Burke, that liberty is central to the 

customary law; for Mansfield, therefore, the threat which Parliamentary codification presents 

to the conunon law tradition is also a threat to the human liberties which he believes that 

tradition holds sacred. Whereas Blackstone merely suggests that 'our ancestors were mistaken 

in their plans of compulsion and intolerance', Mansfield's argument is more compelling: 

Conscience is not controulable by human laws, nor amenable to human tribunals. 
Persecution, or attempts to force conscience, will never produce conviction; and are only 
calculated to make hypocrites, or-martyrs. [-.. J What bloodshed and confusion have 
been occasioned from the reign of Henry the Fourth, when the first penal statutes were 
enacted, down to the Revolution in this kingdom, by laws made to force conscience ! 126 

125 Mansfield, p. 12. 
126 Mansfield, pp. 21-22. 
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Conscience, Mansfield argues, is a fundamental civil liberty, the sanctity of which it is the 
business of the law to protect, not to restrict. This is a situation, in Mansfield's view, where if 
the requirements of a human law override those of natural law, the law of nature is paramount; 
it is a view for which, as I have shown, he may have drawn support from Blackstone's 
Commentaries (and ultimately from Aquinas), a view horrifying to Bentharn 'There is 

nothing', Mansfield continues, 'certainly more unreasonable, more inconsistent with the rights 
of human nature, more contrary to the spirit and precepts of the Christian Religion, more 
iniquitous and unjust, more impolitic, than Persecutioni,. 127 The fact that Evans had to wait 
nearly twenty years for this judgement suggests that Paine's concerns about the fragile 

protection offered to fundamental freedoms under the common law were well placed. 128 

William Blake: Beyond Antinomia ism 

The systematic study of the English law, which Blackstone founded in his lecture series at 
Oxford, and which was presented to the world in Commentaries on the Laws of England, was 
intended to be a monument to the glory of England's ancient constitution, an example of how 

only now, through Enlightenment scientific endeavour, could mankind begin to appreciate the 

sacred symmetry of a God-given law. Commentaries could prove once and for all, through its 

implied theory of a divine aesthetics of law, that England really was the country particularly 
blessed by the Creator. 129 By presenting the law as a coherent whole, however, Blackstone 

inevitably drew attention to its cracks, its inconsistencies and obscurities, and was the means of 
bringing the failings of English law under great Scrutiny. 130 These challenges to a now-clearly 
delineated (rather than amorphous) legal authority, were strengthened by the great 

codifications in America, France and soon all over Europe in the second half of the eighteenth 

century. While England never placed all of its law into a single code, or adopted a written 

constitution, these arguments nevertheless fed directly into the great constitutional refori-ns of 

the nineteenth century, and the Parliamentary approval of vast quantities of statute law, which 

127 Mansfield, p. 22. 
128 Worse still, Evans's co-accused - Alexander Sheafe and George Streatfield - died before the case was settled. 
129 Cosgrove speculates that the Comynentaries played a part in the 'invention' of the British nation as presented 
by Linda Colley (Britons: Forging the Nation 1707-1837 (London: Pimlico, 1992). 'The statement of 
constitutional glory by Blackstone received such approval precisely because it reinforced accumulating ideas 
about national identity' (Cosgrove, p. 47). 
130 See Cairns, p. 358. 
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has constituted a piecemeal, partially-delineated codification of certain areas Of the common 
law (though resistance to the constitutionalist approach persists into the twenty-flrst 

Century). 131 

The second half of the eighteenth century and the beginning of the nineteenth was therefore 

a period when these questions about law were -not settled; moreover, many of the questions 

were being asked with a renewed insistence. Where can Blake himself be placed within this 

debate? Legal codes are a commonplace of his corpus, from the law of Moses which is 

distributed to every nation at the beginning of The Song of Los, to Urizen's metal books of The 

Four Zoas, to Satan's scrolls of 'Punishments [ ... ] musterd and number'd' in Milton. 132 

Blake's lawmakers often seem to be the source of error, not the means of its correction. 

Nevertheless, Blake maintains an abiding faith in the discourse of law; throughout his work of 

the 1790s, law emerges as the foundation of the world in which humanity survives after the 

Fall, and in the late epics Blake glimpses the 'laws of Eternity' which constitute the Human 

Fon-n Divine. 133 

1 suggest that Blake's idea of law, and his intervention in some of the contemporary 

debates discussed above, demonstrates a much more complex interaction with legal discourse 

than is suggested by the term 'antinomian'. Codification of law, in the account of Paine and 

Franklin, is presented by them as an essential first step after the overthrow of monarchical 

power; and yet in Blake, the great codifier of law is Urizen, representative in works such as 

America not of revolutionary power, but of the European ancien regime. His is a secret code, a 

legal structure which (as Blackstone asserts) exists embedded within the world of eighteenth- 

century England, which only those whose interest it serves may have access to. In Urizen's 

hands, the books of the law together form a weapon which may be used to repel the 

revolutionaries. It is Urizen who engenders a legalistic vision of human existence, who 

establishes through the Tree of Mystery a religion which has enrooted itself in his codified law, 

who provides those who would oppose him no alternative but further codification to preserve 

the liberties of Divine Humanity. 

131 See Schofield, 'Legislator', p. 144 and Lobban, Common Law, pp. 185-222. 
132 Milton: pl. 9.25. E 103. 
133 Milton: pl. 38 [43]. 33. E139. 
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While the codified law thus emerges as a self-negating foundation for human existence, 
Blake does not ultimately conceive of a society where there is no law. In his poetry of the turn 

of the century, Urizen the lawmaker is one of the four Zoas who exist in Divine Union, until 

their disagreements bring about the Fall. Humanity will not be restored to its perception of the 

infinite, the long-awaited millennial existence, with the defeat of Urizen, for to struggle against 

the Urizenic is simply to aid its further indoctrination (confmning what I term in chapter three 

a 6cycle of regulation'). Law, for Blake, has its place within the Divine Union, and only when 

restored into balance with the three remaining Zoas, can the Fall be overcome. Even in his 

earlier poetry, Blake's exploration of the role of law in the development of the human world is 

evident. In the next chapter, I shall investigate his ongoing discussion in this period about the 

concept of universal law, a 'one law' which applies equally to both the lion and the ox. 
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CHAPTER Two 

LIONS, OXENANDLAW: 

EDUCATIONAND LEGisLA TioN IN BLAKE -ts PRE-LAMBETH WORK 

Blake's well-known statement concerning the dominance of a universal law in the human 

world occurs, in varied constructions, three times in texts of the late 1780s and early 1790s. Its 

first appearance is at the end of Triel, as the dying king, seeking some explanation for his 

tyranny, asks his father Har 'Why is one law given to the lion & the patient Ox'? ' It is found 

again, in its most recognizable formulation, as a maxim on the final plate of The Marriage of 

Heaven and Hell (before the 'Song of Liberty'); inscribed along the bottom edge of the plate, 

divorced from the rest of the text by an illustration of King Nebuchadnezzar crawling naked 

through the twisted roots of his world, appears the text 'One Law for the Lion & Ox is 

Oppression'. 2 Finally, the phrase forms the basis for Bromion's rhetorical question in Visions 

of the Daughters of Albion, as he hides from Oothoon in his cavern: 'is there not one law for 

both the lion and the OX? i. 3 

All three works are concerned, at least in part, with the development of a world defined in 

terms of a stringent moral law. The fundamental principles of that code are first set in place by 

a mythical patriarch, and are continually restated through the history of that world via 'the 

method in which knowledge is transmitted from generation to generation'. 4 Blake consistently 

describes this process as fathering an increasingly narrow, inflexible understanding and 

application of these foundational laws. His figuring of this development relates on a cosmic 

scale the common Enlightenment recognition of the close relationship between secular 

legislation and the system of education by which it is to be conveyed (a notion which is 

discussed most explicitly in Bentham's notion of 'promulgation'). The familiar Blackstonian 

1 Tiriel: VIII. 8. E285. 
2 Marriage: pl. 24, E44. Critics who have noted the three-fold occurrence of this phrase have tended to gloss over 
the differences in both context and form in each case - see S. Foster Damon, William Blake: His Philosophy and 
Symbols (London: Constable and Company, 1924), p. 309; Harold Bloom, Blake's Apocalypse: A Study in Poetic 

Argument (London: Victor Gollancz, 1963), p. 72; Elizabeth Stieg, 'Reinterpreting the Old Testament: Blake's 

Tiriel as Prophet', Studies in Romanticism, 29 (1990), 273-96 (p. 290). 
3 Visions: pl. 4.22. E48. 
4 Marriage: pl. 15. E40. 
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narrative has affinities with Blake's own depiction: the common law's origins are to be found 

in a divine natural law, customary practice established from time immemorial which, in 

passing 'from generation to generation', gradually crystallizes into the law of eighteenth- 

century England. Other writers in the period argued for the benefits of an association between 

law and education in matters of current public policy. In The Spirit of Laws, for example, 
Montesquieu explains how an identification between legislation and education is necessary for 

social coherence. A whole section of the work examines the 'Laws of Education' and the part 

which they must play in the activities of government: 'the laws of education are the first 

impressions we receive; and as they prepare us for civil life, each private family ought to be 
5 

governed pursuant to the plan of the great family which comprehends them all'. The 

encouragement of a 'love of the laws and of our country", Montesquieu insists, 'ought to be the 

principal business of education'. 6 

Blackstone's first introductory essay to Commentaries on the Laws of England suggests 

that law and education are far apart in the inunediate world of mid- eighteenth century England; 

one of his explicit objectives for his lecture series at Oxford is to bridge the gulf that he 

discerns has opened up between the, 147 to galvanize a new interest in the study of English law. 8 

His arch-critic, Benthan-4 also recognizes this divergence. His critique of the unwritten 

common law is founded on the simple fact that its tenets cannot be published for public 

edification: 'such, 0 Legislators, is the state of uncertainty and distraction in which the people 

lie abandoned, while ye are sleeping! '9 For all their disagreements, therefore, Blackstone and 

Bentham both emphasize the importance of teaching the principles of law for the preservation 

of civil harmony. For both, the division is responsible for the widening separation of the lived 

experience of eighteenth-century England from that envisaged in its secular law. This is a 

situation which, they suggest, will result in greater social dissatisfaction and, ultimately, civil 

5 Charles de Secondat, Baron de Montesquieu, Ae Spirit of Laws, [trans. by Thomas Nugent], 2 vols, 5th edn 
(London: J. Nourse and P. Vaillant, 1750), 1,42. 
6 Montesquieu, 1,48-49. 
7 See Cosgrove, p. 48, and David Lemmings, 'Blackstone and Law Reform by Education: Preparation for the Bar 

and Lawyerly Culture in Eighteenth-Century England', Law and History Review, 16 (1998), 211-55. 
8 One contemporary clearly felt that this objective had been partly met, when writing in a published letter to 
Blackstone: 'Proud am I to repeat my Admiration of your Commentaries on the Laws of England [ ... ], a System 

that was most important for every Man to know; yet, 'till you brought it from Darkness into Light, had been as 

carefully secreted from common Understandings, as the Mysteries of Religion ever were'; William Meredith, 

Letter to Dr. Blackstone (London: G. Woodfall and Messrs. Richardson and Urquhart, 1770), p. 2. 
9 Bentham. Coininent, p. 248. 
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unrest. 10 The solution proposed by both Blackstone and Bentham is thus identical: whilst the 
law must be purged of its absurdities and anachronisms, the populace must ultimately be 

educated to meet the legally- endorsed model. 

Blackstone and Bentham agonized over the separation of education from legislation; I will 
demonstrate in this chapter how, in each of the three early texts identified above, Blake is more 

concerned about their conflation. He explores the relationship between legislation and 

education within an overtly biblical context via the Hebrew concept of t6ra, a sacred law 

which paradoxically provides Blake with a framework for his poetic account of the emergence 

of the ostensibly secular law of eighteenth-century England. The major characters of his 

mythos, not yet organized into the pantheon of Blake's subsequent work are patriarchal 

legislators (Bromion, Har, and the Old Testament God) and rigid educators (Tiriel, 

Theotormon, the Marriage's 'Angel'), whose activities become increasingly difficult to 

distinguish and who are all implicated in the imposition of the 'One Law'. 

The Biblical Context 

Surprisingly, considering that the construction of Blake's aphorism with its ambiguous 

reference to lions and oxen claims a biblical legitimacy, the precise allusion has never been 

fully investigated. " The ox is a biblical symbol of pastoral humility, constancy and faithful 

service; oxen are the source of power for ploughing fields, their importance suggested by the 

rules governing their use. 12 The -number owned is a means for assessing the relative wealth of 

individuals. 13 Descriptions of animal sacrifice in the Old Testament often include the slaughter 

of oxen as a symbol of devotion (their value suggests that this was a ritual not to be taken 

10 For Blackstone, the education of the population is in the hands of the 'gentlemen of fortune' who become 
Justices of the Peace; in order to maintain 'good order in his neighbourhood [ ... I it is necessary that the magistrate 
should understand his business [ ... ]. 

Else, when he has mistaken his authority [ ... ] he will be the object of 
contempt from his inferiors, and of censure from those to whom he is accountable for his conduct' 
(Conunentaries, 1,8-9). Bentham felt that law could be a key tool of social control for government through its 
C promulgation'; before this was possible, however, it was essential that both common law and existing statute was 

condensed (Laws in General, p. 71). 
11 Robert E. Simmons suggests that the phrase indicates a law based on the 'coupling of power and stupidity' 
CUrizen: The Symmetry of Fear', in Visionary Fonns (see Erdman, above), pp. 146-73 (p. 167)). 1 feel that the 
biblical examination offered here provides a frame of reference which would have been widely recognized in the 
late eighteenth century. 
12 Deuteronomy 22.1,4 and 10. 
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lightly). 14 The ox is also the animal which Nebuchadnezzar is forced to emulate to teach him 

the evils of arrogance and self-pride. 15 Lions too are frequently cited in the Bible, most 
famously in the 'Lions' Den' incident in Daniel and as a source of divine vengeance fii 

Jeremiah and Isaiah 16 Lions and oxen appear together in the carved decoration on Solomon's 

temple and as two of the 'living creatures' seen by the prophet Ezekiel in his account of the 

approach of Yahweh, one of the sources for Blake's vision of Divine Unity in The Four Zoas. 17 

The most meaningful biblical source for Blake's phrase occurs in the eleventh chapter of 
Isaiah, usually interpreted as foretelling the restoration of Israel. The prophet describes the 

arrival of a great leader, infused with 'the spirit of wisdom and understanding, the spirit of 

counsel and might, the spirit of knowledge and of the fear of the LORD ý. 18 This will herald a 

period of judgement: 'he shall smite the earth with the rod of his mouth, and with the breath of 
his lips shall he slay the wicked'. 19 

The wolf also shall dwell with the lamb, and the leopard shall lie down with the kid; and 
the calf and the young Eon and the fatling together; and a little child shall lead them 
And the cow and the bear shall feed; their young ones shall lie down together: and the 
lion shall eat straw like the ox. 
And the sucking child shall play on the hole of the asp, and the weaned child shall put his 
hand on the cockatrice' den. 20 

The clause regarding the lion and the ox therefore appears in a passage describing how all will 

be judged according to the same, immutable divine law . 
21 The suggestion that the 'lion shall 

eat straw like the ox' also provides Blake with a direct prototype for the unlikely proposition 

that what is appropriate for the humble ox is also appropriate for the fierce lion. 

The search for the biblical sources of the construction 'one law' is similarly rewarding. The 

first five books of the Bible, in which all of the Old Testament's legislative codes are to be 

found, are known collectively as the Pentateuch of Moses. The Hebrew word most frequently 

translated in the Pentateuch as 'law' is t6ra, which has the more generahzed signification of 

13 Job 1.3; Numbers 7.3. 
14 Numbers 7; 11 Chronicles 5.6 and 35.8-16. 
15 Daniel 4.25-37. 
16 Daniel 6.16-24; JererTuali 4.7 and 5.6; Isaiah 5.29. 
17 1 Kings 7.29 and 36; Ezekiel 1.10 and 10.14. 
18 Isaiah 11.2. 
19 Isaiah 11.4. 
21 Isaiah 11.6-8, emphasis added. 
21 Alec Motyer, Isaiah: An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries, 18 (Leicester: 

Inter-varsity Press, 1999), pp. 104-05. 

LORM, 
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'teaching or instruction'. 22 T6ra is also used as a collective term for those five books, 

particularly within Judaism There are various passages in the t6rd to which Blake may be 

alluding, though the construction of each is very similar. In Exodus, Yahweh tells Moses and 
Aaron how the anniversary of the Passover is to be celebrated: 

And when a stranger shall sojourn with thee, and will keep the passover to the LORD, let 
all his males be circumcised, and then let him come near and keep it; and he shall be as 
one that is born in the land: for no uncircumcised person shall eat, thereof 
One law shall be to him that is homeborn, and unto the stranger that sojoumeth among 
YoU. 23 

The command of the final sentence of this passage is repeated with only minor textual 
differences at Numbers 15.16 and 29, in respect of the requirements of devotion which apply 
to the Hebrew people and to -non-Hebrew 'strangers' who wish to live in their society and 

worship the Hebrew God. 24 There are various other examples of this principle throughout the 
Pentateuch, though the construction 'one law' does not appear in the King James translation of 
these passageS. 25 As with the Exodus example, Yahweh's requirement throughout is that the 
duties expected under law shaR be no different for 'homeborn' or newcomer. 

What kind of 'law' is being referred to, the jurisdiction of which is repeatedly explained? 
In these books, Yahweh sets out the laws governing the rituals through which he is to be 

worshipped. Any 'stranger' who wishes to join the Hebrew people in their religious devotion 

and become, thus, a member of their conununity, must accept those laws. The code defines at 

once the relationship of the Hebrew exiles to each other and to Yahweh; this in turn implies the 

limits - both territorial and doctrinal - within which they will survive in the promised land, an 

arena which would have been recognized in the eighteenth century as a constitutional space. 

For Isaiah, such constitutional identity is unimaginable, for it is inseparable from the 

spiritual/devotional space of the Hebrews' relationship with their God. 26 In combining the 

22 Carl S. Ehrlich, 'Israelite Law', in The Oxford Companion to the Bible, ed. by Bruce M. Metzger and 
Michael D. Coogan (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993), pp. 421-423 (p. 421). 
23 Exodus 12.48-49. For the identification of this passage, see Stieg, p. 290. 
24 George Buchanan Gray in A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Numbers, The International Critical 
Commentary (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1903), notes the difficulties presented by the Hebrew word &, usually 
translated as 'stranger' or 'sojourner'; 'the two leading characteristics of the &[... ] are that he was not of 
Hebrew descent, but that he was a permanent member of the Hebrew community' (p. 175). 
25Gray points, in addition to those examples already discussed, to Exodus 12.19, Numbers 35.15 and Leviticus 
16.29-31,17.8-15,18.26,20.2,22.18-20, and 24.16 (p. 175). 
26 Walter Houston notes in his commentary on the Exodus passage that its commands regarding national identity 
also apply, by implication, to the individual family unit (see 'Exodus', in The Oxford Bible Commentary, ed. by 
John Barton and John Muddiman (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), pp. 67-91, (p. 75)). 
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biblical references in the construction 'one law for the lion and the ox', Blake is therefore 

alluding to two independent Old Testament visions of a future Hebrew state, one from each of 
the major groupings of the Old Testament texts: from the books of the Law, Yahweh's 

revelation to Moses regarding the founding of Israel, and from the books of the Prophets, 
Isaiah's teaching of the apocalyptic renewal of the promised land under a Messiah Under the 
first, what will come to be the modem category of 'citizenship' is inseparable from 

discipleship, under a strict code of law whose violation will result in an exile both spiritual and 
territorial. Under the second, the Messiah will judge all according to a universal law, and a new 
order established under which both the lion and the ox will eat straw together. Thus while 
Blake alludes to specific biblical passages in his phrase, his reference is to the project of the 
Old Testament as a whole - the revelation, interpretation and transmission of the law of the 
Hebrew God. 

Why is One Law given to the Lion & the Patient Ox? 

Family relations are a metaphor for politics and statesmanship in the unfinished manuscript 

of Tiriel 
. 
27 Tiriel is a tyrannical father-figure, a blind, mad king, a forerunner for the Urizen of 

Blake's illuminated prophecieS. 28His inept attempts to control his children through threats and 

curses suggest his own shortcomings as a father, a leader and a legislator. This parent/child 

relationship is contrasted with that which exists between Tiriel and his own parents, the senile 

Har and Heva. In their old age they have regressed into an Edenic state of innocence and have 

become child-Eke, 'Playing with flowers. & running after birds they spent the day I And in the 

night Eke infants slept delighted with infant dreams'. 29 

27 See Nancy Bogen, 'A New Look at Blake's Tiriel', Bulletin of the New York Public Library, 74 (1970), 153-65, 
(p. 155). 
28 Critics have suggested various identifications for Tinel. The most obvious prototypes for the mad king are 
George III (Erdman, Prophet, p. 135; Marsha Keith Schuhard, 'Blake's Tiriel and the Regency Crisis: Lifting the 
Veil on a Royal Masonic Scandal' in Blake, Politics, and History (see Hobson, above), pp. 115-35), or 
Shakespeare's Lear (Kathleen Raine, Blake and Tradition, 2 vols (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1969), 1,36- 
52; Robert F. Gleckner, 77w Piper & the Bard: A Study-of William Blake (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 
1959), p. 147)). Other identifications of Tiriel as a parody of Spenser's Red Crosse Knight (Sheila A. Spector, 
'Tiriel as Spenserian Allegory Manque', Philological Quarterly, 71 (1992), 313-35, (pp. 318-19)), as the Old 
Testament Joseph (G. E. Bentley, Jr., Tiriel: Facsimile and Transcript of the Manuscript (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1967), pp. 14-15), or as the occult figure 'Tiriel, the intelligence of Mercury' contained in Cornelius 
Agrippa's 1651 Three Books of Occult Philosophy, fail to account for the madness of Blake's mythic character. 
29Tiriel: 11.8. E277. Most scholars suggest that Har and Heva live in a world of innocence from which they have 

never escaped - see Frye, Fearful Symmetry, p. 242; Bloom, Apocalypse, p. 32; Stieg, p. 285; Anne Kostelanetz 
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Tiriel is obsessed with the failure of his own paternal authority; in his increasing 
desperation to enforce his will, he ultimately reduces his kingdom to a state of near anarchy. It 
is only in the last section of the poem that law is referred to directly, as the dying Tiriel 

addresses his father: 

0 weak mistaken father of a lawless race 
Thy laws 0 Har & Tiriels wisdom end together in a curse 
Why is one law given to the Eon & the patient Ox[? ] 
[Dost thou not see that men cannot be formed all alike? ] 
And why men bound beneath the heavens in a reptile form 
A worm of sixty winters creeping on the dusky ground[? ] 30 

It does not require the hindsight of the Marriage of Heaven and Hell's identification of the 
4one law' as 'oppression', to understand its centrality to the tyranny which Tiriel has 

engendered. The fourth line of this passage (crossed out in the manuscript) takes the preceding 
line out of the immediate biblical context of the lion and ox, and unambiguously places it as a 
commentary on the use of the law as a form of social control. 31 Just as it is absurd to consider 
the lion and ox as identical either in terms of appearance or temperament, so individual 'men' 

are distinct from each other. The deleted line makes plain Blake's allegory: straw provides 

sufficient nourishment for the ox, but cannot provide the necessary energy to support the 

activities of the lion; a particular law may be appropriate for an individual (or even a particular 

group), but a universal and immutable code of law, can only result in the oppression of the 

ma ority. Tiriel's accusatory tone is borne out of fiustration: he only understands now, as he 

faces his own death, that 'men cannot be formed all alike'. 

Tiriel recognizes that the curse which has afflicted his world has its source in the 'one law', 

a legal code of which he is both imposer and victim. The source of this law is soon revealed, 
for these are not mere rhetorical questions. The passage which follows is a key to the 

understanding of the poem as a whole. Tiriel describes the nurture and education of a young 

child; at the moment of its birth, 'the father ready stands to form I The infant head' whilst the 

Mellor, Blake's Human Form Divine (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1974), pp. 30-3 1. In the Song of 
Los, Blake describes the flight of Har and Heva from the world of experience, though Bentley is correct to warn 
against prejudging the role of these characters In Tiriel through knowledge of the later work (Tiriel, p. 14). It is 
not necessary to go beyond Tiriel to argue for Har and Heva's retreat to the world of innocence. Tiriel's own 
description of his upbringing demonstrates that at an earlier time, his parents must have lived outside that world 
when Har nurtured him from innocence to experience (Stephen C. Behrendt, "'Me Worst Disease": Blake's 
Tiriel', Colby Library Quarterly, 15 (1979), 175-87, (p. 180)). 
30 Tirtel: VIII. 7. E284-85. For the line in brackets see Bentley, Tiriel, p. 86. 
31 Blake may have chosen to cancel the line because it made the allegory so obvious (Schuhard, p. 115). 



53 

mother appears to shun her maternal responsibility. 32 As the 'innocent' child's senses begin to 

awaken ('the little lids are lifted & the little nostrils opend'), the 'experienced' father is at 
hand: 

The father forms a whip to rouze the sluggish senses to act 
And scourges off all youthful fancies from the newborn man 
Then walks the weak infant in sorrow conipelld to number footsteps 
Upon the sand. &c 
And when the drone has reachd his crawling length 

33 Black berries appear that poison all around him. 

The child's development is mapped out by paternal authority; he is not free to wander as he 

chooses but compelled to 'number footsteps' in the sand. The child's education is thus an 
imposed, codified progranime set in place prior even to his birth. He becomes not an 
independent sentient being but a 'drone', the single bee who has no individual identity, and 

34 
which only has a role as part of a collective colony. On reaching adulthood, compliance with 

the tenets of paternal education is ensured by the poisoning of all but the approved route. 

This narrative of a child's development is of particular interest for Blake at this time. 35 In 

the short poem 'Infant Sorrow' (in the Songs of Experience sequence) a new born baby, 'bound 

and weary' in its 'swadling bands', rejects its father's hands and clings to the protection 
36 

offered by the mother. Blake's notebook drafts indicate that this was originally conceived as 

a much longer poem, in which the subject's later childhood was to be presented. In the fourth 

stanza of that draft poem, the now-crawling infant enters into a world of sensual delight in 

which 'many a lovely flower & tree I Stretched their blossoms out to me'. 37 The child's 

wanderings have also, however, taken it away from its mother. It is not long before the paternal 

steps in to curtail this sensory exploration: the father-figure 'embracd the blossoms bright'. At 

one stage the draft of a proposed fifth stanza appears to have read: 

32 Tiriel: VIII. 12. E285. 
33 Tiriel: VIII. 17. E285. 
34 'Drone' had also acquired its signification of monotony by the late-eighteenth century (OED). In the context of 
this passage, this is strongly suggestive of a child denied the infinite variety of the sensual world. 
35 This discussion follows scholarly opinion which places the , witing of Tiriel M the period c. 1785-89 (William 
Blake, ed. by Robin Harnlyn and Nhchael Phillips, Tate Gallery Exhibition Catalogue (London: Tate Gallery 
Publishing, 2000), P. 44. 
36 Experience: Infant Sorrow'. 6,7. E28. 
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My father then with holy look 
In his hands a holy book 
Pronounced curses on my head 
And bound me in a mirtle shade 38 

Of particular interest for the discussion of Tiriel, is the religious, moralistic justification for 

paternal authority, the explicit link between fatherhood and priesthood. The closeness of this 

connection for Blake is indicated in that 'father' in the first line above had itself been changed 
from 'Priest' in the notebook. Though it is difficult to trace the narrative of this longer 'Infant 

Sorrow' to its conclusion, the final stanza indicates that the child ultimately rebels against this 
father/priest figure: 'So I smote them & their gore I Staind the roots my miale bore' 

. 
39 This 

rejection comes, however, at a price - the innocence of the speaker: 'But the time of youth is 
ý 40 fled I And grey hairs are on my head . It would appear that in spite of, or even because of, his 

rebellion against paternal authority, the child has become a product of the paternalist account 

of the world of experience which it had sought to reject, ready to convey that account to the 

next generation. This circularity, the sense of the inevitability of the paternal and the place of 

the religious within that, is an important context for Tiriel. 41 

The passage in Tiriel exan-fined above is reminiscent of the Christian metaphor of the 
journey through mortal life to heaven as walking the straight, narrow path through the Valley 

of Death, popularized in John Bunyan's Pilgrim's Progress. Tiriel's description of a child's 

paternal education may thus be extrapolated as an allegory for the generational development of 

Humanity - Humanity's development has been curtailed through belief in a God who has 

already dictated the path which life is to follow, the invisible 'Nobodaddy' who Blake accuses 

elsewhere of 'darkness & obscurity I In all thy words & laws'. 42 This is the leader described by 

Isaiah whose teaching does not merely fail to take account of the vital difference between the 

lion and the ox, but which actively seeks to reduce the hon. to the condition of the ox (though 

37 Notebook: NI 13 (see 'A Note on References' at the beginning of this study for details). Quotations provided 
here from this unstable text make no claim to having discerned any definitive 'moment' in the successive 
revisions of the poem. 
38Notebook: N 113. 
39Notebook: N 113 with variants at NI 11. 
Q Notebook: N 113 with variants at NI 11. 
41 A similarly circular narrative of human life is to be found in "Me Mental Traveller', written between 1801 and 
1805 (see Blake's Poetry and Designs, ed. by Mary Lynn Johnson and John E. Grant, Norton Critical Editions 
(New York: Norton, 1979), p. 201). Blake thus continued to find new expressions of this theme for over a decade 
after Tiriel. 
42 'To Nobodaddy': 5. E47 1. 
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for Isaiah that is something to be celebrated). 43 These allusions are confirmed in the final lines 

of the poem. While the style of Tiriel's complaint suggests that this discussion is a narrative of 

childhood education in general, he then reveals that he has a particular child in mind: himself 

Compelld to pray repugnant & to humble the immortal spirit 
Till I am subtil as a serpent in a paradise 
Consuming all both flowers & fruits insects & warbling birds 
And now my paradise is falln &a drear sandy plain 
Returns my thirsty hissings in a curse on thee 0 Har 
Mistaken father of a lawless race 44 

Tiriel's leadership is the product of his paternal education, Har's 'laws'; indeed, it is the 

reproduction of those law S. 45 Tiriel's oppression of his children is his re-enactment of his own 

oppression by his father. Har as the educator of his child, is thus also the patriarchal legislator 

of his kingdom I have discussed above the etymological connection between teaching and 
legislation through the Hebrew word tdra. Har, the patriarch of the human world, may be 

identified with the Hebrew God as represented in the Old Testament. Humanity is oppressed by 

the laws of a repressive God, a 'Nobodaddy'; as the Marriage of Heaven and Hell makes more 

explicit, this Creator is an abstract entity given form through the false teaching of generations 

of priests who reproduce those codes of moral conduct. The narrative of the transformation of 

biblical moral codes into secular law which is developed in Blake's work of the 1790s, is thus 

foreshadowed in this early prophetic text. 

One Law for the Lion & Ox is Oppression 

The immediate CODtext for the appearance of this maxim in The Marriage of Heaven and 
46 

Hell is the illustration of Nebuchadnezzar which it appears to caption (see figure one) . In the 

43 John Howard is mistaken in suggesting that 'the insistence on one law for all is simply a way of gaining 
dominance by either the lions or oxen of this world' (Infernal Poetics: Poetic Structures in Blake's Lambeth 
Prophecies (Rutherford: Fairleigh Dickinson University Press; London: Associated University Presses, 1984), p. 
94). The passage in Isaiah is explicit: the ox has always eaten straw, and the imposition of the one law requires no 
modification of its actions - it is the lion which is being constrained under this doctrine. 
44Tiriel: VIII. 22. E285. 
45 See Gleckner, Piper, p. 148. Gleckner suggests that the tragedy of this poem rests with Har and Heva, 'the 

authors of the law and curse' (p. 148); the reading presented here suggests, rather, that the tragedy lies in the 
inability of successive generations to take the imaginative step towards challenging received wisdom. 
46 Marriage: pl. 24. E43-44- 
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Old Testament book of Daniel, Nebuchadnezzar (the king of Judah) is warned in a dream that 

the sacred authority and majesty which he has assumed through his vast temporal power is 

blasphemous, as it is alone the province of YahwelL Nebuchadnezzar ignores the warning and 
humility is imposed upon him: 'he was driven from men, and did eat grass as oxen, and his 

body was wet with the dew of heaven, till his hairs were grown like eagles' feathers, and his 

nails like birds' claws'. 47 The full context for the relationship between Blake's illustration and 

the maxim which captions it is not, however, provided in the text of Daniel. In Blake's plate 
illumination, Nebuchadnezzar is himself depicted as a lion, with fiery eyes and long flowing 

48 
yellow hair (in some copies flecked with orange). He is the fierce animal who is forced to 

teat grass as oxen', the fulfilment of Isaiah's prophecy that 'the lion shall eat straw like the 
5 49 50 

ox . The king is firmly put back in his place, and the superiority of Yahweh is confirmed . 
The judgement of the God of Daniel on Nebuchadnezzar, described in the language of Isaiah, 

is that the lion should be forced to obey the law of the ox - Nebuchadnezzar's punishment, not 

the style of his rule, is therefore the symbol of oppression for Blake. Blake's maxim is 

deliberately provocative, directly contradicting Isaiah's rather static vision of a pastoral bliss 

ushered in with the Messiah's arrival by stating that to impose the same food on the Eon and 

the ox is 'oppression', a denial of the vital difference between the animals. Indeed, an 

important part of Blake's argument in The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, is that the actions of 

Jesus do not correspond with those of the Messiah foretold by Isaiah 

Within the structure of The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, the exclamation ends the final 

section of prose, the fifth 'Memorable Fancy', the last of many contentions between the angelic 

and the demonic. A Devil 'in a flame of fire' ain-noys a cloud-dwelling Angel by suggesting that 

the only way to worship God is by 'Honouring his gifts in other men each according to his 

genius. and loving the greatest men best' and, furthermore, that God only exists through such 

47 Daniel 4.33. 
48 Martin K. Nurmi, The Marriage of Heaven and Hell: A Critical Study (Kent, OH: Kent State University, 1957), 
p. 59. 
49 See Eaves, Essick and Viscorni, Early Rluminated Books, p. 139. Erdman identifies a ghostly face which 
appears above Nebuchadnezzar's waist in copy 1, as that of an ox (Erdman, with Tom Dargan and Marlene 
Deverell-Van Meter, in 'Reading the Illuminations of Blake's Marriage of Heaven and Hell', William Blake: 
Essays in Honour of Sir Geoffrey Keynes, ed. by Morton D. Paley and Michael Phillips (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1973), pp. 162-207). 
50 Vincent Carretta offers a fascinating sidelight on Blake's depiction of Nebuchadnezzar (George III and the 
Satiristsfrom Hogarth to Byron (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1990), pp. 162-66; see also John Barrell, 
Imagining the King's Death: Figurative Treason, Fantasies of Regicide 1793-1796 (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2ooo), pp. 545-47)). Carretta documents the popularity of satirical identifications of George III with 
Nebuchadnezzar in early 1790s, and suggests that this may inform Blake's own use of theimage. If such an tl 1 
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men. 51 astonished Angel struggles to maintain compo sure before replying in doctrinal 

language that God is One, reDdered visible through the person of Jesus who has 'given his 

sanction to the law of ten commandments; in comparison, other men are not 'great' as the 
Devil would insist, but are 'fools, sinners, & nothings'. 52 Thus introduced by the Angel, the 

codified Old Testament moral law is central to the Devil's strident response: 

if Jesus Christ is the greatest man, you ought to love him in the greatest degree; now hear 
how he has given his sanction to the law of ten commandments: did he not mock at the 
sabbath, and so mock the sabbaths God? murder those who were murderd because of 
him? turn away the law from the woman taken in adultery? [ 

... 
]I tell you, no virtue can 

exist without breaking these ten commandments: Jesus was all virtue, and acted from 
impulse: not from ruleS. 53 

The Devil suggests that Jesus, the greatest of all great men, condones the breaking of the 

religious laws; the virtuous and the moral are thus differentiated as the results of conceptions 

residing, respectively, outside or within the limits established by law. For Blake, Jesus's 

teaching actively distinguishes itself from a rigid legal code. Nevertheless, subsequent 

interpretation of Jesus's words, through a priesthood represented by the Angel, codifies his 

teaching as a t6ra, a law claiming sacred origins. Such is the testimony of Ezekiel and Isaiah in 

an earlier 'Memorable Fancy' (considered below), regarding their own teaching. Though the 

'illegal' activities of Jesus listed by the Devil suggest a divinely- sanctioned rejection of certain 

oppressive elements of the relevant Jewish religious law and Roman civic law, the interaction 

described in this 'Memorable Fancy' illustrates only part of the maxim which appears under 

the illustration of Nebuchadnezzar. That aphorism identifies oppression not as the automatic 

consequence of the legal, but rather as the result of the generalizing perspective implied by a 

rigid law which cannot take into account the particulars of human existence. This wider 

interpretation of the maxim, together with its displacement from the rest of the text, suggests 

that it acts as some kind of comment on the Marriage of Heaven and Hell as a whole. 

In the third 'Memorable Fancy', the narrator describes a journey to 'a Printing house in 

Hell' in which he sees 'the method in which knowledge is transmitted from generation to 

identification is to be made of Blake's print, I suggest that even an allusion to George III should be read as an 
exemplar of the infinite power of a tyrant god. 

Marriage: pl. 22-23. E43. 
Marriage: pl. 23. E43. 

53 Marriage: pl. 23-24. E43. 
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generation'. 54 The reader has already witnessed that method in action in the 'Proverbs of Hell' 

which end five plates earlier with another (this time pictorial) image of knowledge transferred 
into written form, as the words of the winged figure are copied down faithfully by two young 

scribes (see figure tWO). 55 Commentators have offered various prototypes for this list of 

gnomic truths; most recognizable is the biblical book of Proverbs, traditionally attributed to 
Solomon. 56 In the biblical book, the proverbs are presented with a clear educational purpose, 
the means by which a father communicates to his son 'the instruction of wisdom, justice, and 
judgment, and equity . 

57 The father-figure in the biblical book repeatedly warns his son not to 
ignore the wisdom imparted: 'forget not my law; but let thine heart keep my cornmandments', 
'I give you good doctrine, forsake ye not my law', 'they that forsake the law, praise the 

ý 58 
wicked: but such as keep the law contend with them. The Old Testament's identification of 
law with education is thus demonstrated once again. For the speaker, proverbs are an important 

vehicle for transrffission of the law, an activity presented as synonymous with the education of 

children, the method 'in which knowledge is transmitted from generation to generation'. 

As is widely acknowledged, Blake also had a contemporary template for his 'proverbs' in 

popular eighteenth-century aphoristic publications (he annotated Johann Lavater's Aphorisms 

on Man) and in 'dictionaries' of proverbs which claimed their origin in some generalized 

ccommon sense' of humanit Y. 59 While such publications carry moralistic and religious 

connotations from their biblical prototype, there is also, however, a more secularized genre 
from within the field of legal literature discussed in the previous chapter: the legal maxim 
book. Most of these books contain many hundreds of pithy phrases in explication of legal 

doctrine. By the late-eighteenth century, many legal maxims were entering conunon parlance 

and were being included in books of proverbs intended for a general audience. Thus 

Macdonnel's Dictionary of Quotations of 1797 includes basic legal maxims such as 'Let the 

54 Marriage: pl. 15. E40. 
55 See Eaves, Essick and Viscoriu, Early flluminated Books, p. 134. 
56 Bloom sets out concisely the conventional interpretation, that Blake intends the 'Proverbs of Hell' as some kind 
of counterpoint to the 'Proverbs of Heaven' contained in the biblical book (Apocalypse, p. 85). Randel Helms 
demonstrates that though few of the Proverbs of Hell resemble those of the biblical book in form, Blake often 
takes imagery directly ftom the biblical source (Troverbs of Heaven and Proverbs of Hell', Paunch, 38 (March 
1974), 51-58). 
57 Proverbs 1.3. 
58Proverbs 3.1,4.2 and 28.4. 
59 Michael E. Holstein, 'Crooked Roads without Improvement: Blake's "Proverbs of Hell"', Genre, 8 (1975), 26- 
41, (pp. 28-29). 
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buyer beware' and 'The law regards those only who watch, and not those who sleep ). 60 

Successive editions of the Dictionary, in 1798 and 1799, increase the quantity of legal 

aphorisms including more technical examples such as 'When the cause is removed, the effect 
must cease to follow' and 'A personal action dies with the person'. 61 Many more are included 

in H. T. Riley's 1856 Dictionary of Latin Quotations, Proverbs, Maxims, and Mottos, in which, 
for example, the maxim 'He is not deceived who knows that he is being deceived' appears on 
the same page as the proverb 'He falls not from the bridge who walks with prudence 5.62 

In the previous chapter, I outlined the Thomist tradition of natural law theory which 

suggested that the law was ultimately God-given. Furthermore, I argued that Blackstone 

establishes a theory of origins which links this notion of a divinely- inspired (indeed, divinely- 

authored) law, with existing traditions regarding the origins of the English common law. 

Maxims are, for Blake, the emblems of a contemporary legal system which claims its authority 
from religion. In their gnomic simplicity they are at once directly related to a biblical prototype 
in the book of Proverbs, and also reminiscent of God's pronouncements to Moses in Exodus. 

The proverbial in the late- eighteenth century therefore constitutes an interesting meeting place 
between a claimed 'popular' wisdom, and law, both biblical and secular. This is the sense in 

which Blake contends that the proverbs 'shew the nature of Infernal wisdom'; 63 they are 

presented (however deviously) as a direct reflection of the beliefs and principles which 

constitute the world of Hell. Blake is confident in their superiority over 'description of 
buildings or gannents' to demonstrate 'Infernal wisdom'. 64 Architectural structure, in 

particular, is a common metaphor in the period for legal frameworks; I will show in chapters 

four and seven that, notwithstanding his dismissive comment here, Blake drew upon this 

metaphor extensively in his later work. 

The method which the poet witnesses in the third Memorable Fancy, whereby 'knowledge 

is transmitted from generation to generation', warrants further examination. 65 It is significant 

that the location for this transmission is a 'Printing House', where the unwritten knowledge of 

60 [Daniel Evans Macdonnel], A Dictionary of Quotations, in most Frequent Use (London: G. G. and I Robinson, 
1797), no pagination. 
61 [Macdonnel], A Dictionary of Quotations, in most Frequent Use, 3rd edn (London: G. G. and J. Robinson, 
1799), no pagination. 
62 H. T. Riley, Dictionary of Latin Quotations, Proverbs, Maxims, and Mottos, Classical and Mediaval (I-Ondon: 
Henry G. Bohn, 1856), p. 275. 
63 Marriage: pl. 6. E35. 
64Marriage: pl. 6. E35. 
65 Marriage: pl. 15. E40. 
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generations is ultimately delineated in vast written volumes (often interpreted as an allegory of 
66 Blake's own method of relief engraving) . 

The activity takes place in six large caverns, 

continuing the previous plate's allusion to Plato's allegory of the cave; in Blake's account, the 

man trapped within the cave of perception 'sees all things thro' narrow chinks' of the curtailed 

senses. 67 

In the first chamber was a Dragon-Man, clearing away the rubbish from a caves mouth; 
within, a number of Dragons were hollowing the cave, 

In the second chamber was a Viper folding round the rock & the cave, and others 
adorning it with gold silver and precious stones. 

In the third chamber was an Eagle with wings and feathers of air, he caused the inside of 
the cave to be infinite,, around were numbers of Eagle like men, who built palaces in the 
immense Cliffs . 

68 

In the context of the Platonic metaphor, the activity of the Dragon-Man in the first cavern 

removes the artificial barriers to perception, whilst the multitude of conipanion Dragons seek 

to expand the limits of the mind. The function of the second cavern is more difficult to 

interpret; serpents have an ambiguous signification for Blake, their spiralling bodies an 

appropriate symbol for revolutionary potential in the illuminated books of the early 1790s, 

whilst also alluding to a more negative circularity connected with Adam and Eve's expulsion 

from Eden in the Genesis account of the Fall. In the third chamber, the eagle works to make the 

Human mind boundless. As Blake exclaims in one of the 'Proverbs of Hell', 'When thou seest 

an Eagle, thou seest a portion of Genius. lift up thy head! '69The Eagle is Blake's symbol of the 

Infinite, of senses unconstrained, an appropriate agent for the third chamber . 
70 Nevertheless, 

66 Howard produces the most painstaking examination in Infernal Poetics, pp. 84-86, but see also Viscorni, 'In the 
Caves of Heaven and Hell: Swedenborg and Printmaking in Blake's Marriage, in Blake in the Nineties, ed. by 
Steve Clark and David Worrall (London: Macmillan; New York: St. Martin's, 1999), pp. 27-60. Essick in 
'William Blake, Thomas Paine, and Biblical Revolution', Studies in Romanticism, 30 (1991), 189-212, is more 
cautious, suggesting that Blake is making a more general allusion to his method. Gleckner ('Edmund Spenser and 
Blake's Printing House in Hell', South Atlantic Quarterly, 81 (1982), 311-22, (pp. 316-17)) and Nurmi (p. 45) 
both resist a connection between the passage and Blake's technique, and Behrendt suggests an interpretation based 

on the publishing world of the period in general (Reading William Blake (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1992), pp. 
102-03). 
67Marriage: pl. 14. E39. Plato's allegory can be found in The Republic, book seven; see The Republic, trans. by 
Desmond Lee, 2nd edn, Penguin Classics (London: Penguin, 2003), pp. 240-48. 
68 Marriage: pl. 15. E40. 
" Marriage: pl. 9. E37. 
70 The plate illustration depicts an eagle holding a viper. Howard suggests that 'we must recognize the eagle as the 
imagination which clasps the material body (the serpent's five coils represent the five senses) and soars as a 
married contrary into the sky, away from the clouds of delusion at the bottom of the plate' (Infernal Poetics, p. 
86). 
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the activity of the additional snakes in the second chamber and the Eagle-men of the third 

appears to be an abstract attempt to make the knowledge appear attractive, striking a somewhat 
discordant note in proceedings. Could this be the beginning of some kind of veiling of the 
Infinite? 

In the activity of the next two caverns, the condensing of the knowledge contained in the 
infinite mind established in the first three begins. The description becomes increasingly 

prosaic, a development which foreshadows the end of the process: 

In the fourth chamber were Lions of flaming fire raging around & melting the metals into 
living fluids. 

In the fifth chamber were Unnaidd forms, which cast the metals into the expanse. 71 

The 'Proverbs of Hell' establish lions as a positive image referring to a divine infinite: 'the 
72 

wrath of the Eon is the wisdom of God' . The lions melt the metals which are to receive the 

impression of the knowledge to be recorded, the responsibility of the mysterious 'Unnam'd 

forms'. The use of 'cast', however, also suggests something more static, the solidifying or 

'fixing' of those metals. That subtly ambiguous tone, ahnost a questioning of the entire 

enterprise, is confirmed by the rupture contained in the events of thefimal cavern, a satiric 

portrayal of almost bathetic proportion: 'there they were reciev'd by Men who occupied the 

sixth chamber, and took the forms of books & were arranged in libraries'. 73 The magnificent 

mythological characters, the 'flaming fire', the imaginative activity of the earlier caverns, the 

tenific, inexpressible infinite, has been replaced by 'Men' devoid of any adjectives, 

reminiscent of Tiriel's 'drones'. whose actions are similarly uncoloured. There is a sense in 

which the 'unnam'd forms' of the fifth chamber harden into the 'Men' of the sixth, just as the 

'living fluids' of the lions have become static books 'arranged in libraries'. These are books 

whose 'arrangement' is never violated by an interested reader. The process which begins with 

vigour and noise, ends in stillness and silence. 74 

71 Marriage: pl. 15. E40. 
72 Marriage: pl. 8. E36. 
71 Marriage: pl. 15. E40. 
74 See Viscorrij, 'In the Caves', p. 48. For Eaves, the books remain apocalyptic, revolutionary texts, trapped in the 
dark, death-like chambers of Christian thought' ('A Reading of Blake's Marriage of Heaven and Hell, Plates 17- 
20: on and Under the Estate of the West', Blake Studies, 4 (1972), 81-116, (p. 84)). 
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Ms key passage in The Marriage of Heaven and Hell demonstrates how visionary 
knowledge acquires a rigid structure at the hands of unimaginative 'Men', and implies a 

systematizing of knowledge. 75 Conventions harden into rules as delineated textbooks of 

wisdom emerge. I have already discussed this development in relation to the biblical book of 
Proverbs, in which the speaker moves with ease between the categories of knowledge, teaching 

and law, contained within the meaning of the Hebrew word Ord. In an earlier 'Memorable 

Fancy', Blake provides an example of this development and its consequences for humanity. 

The narrator dines with the Old Testament prophets Isaiah and Ezekiel, and interrogates them 

regarding their teaching. These figures are for Blake 'true prophets', and he certainly approves 

of the foundations of their teaching: 'we of Israel taught that the Poetic Genius (as you now 

call it) was the first principle and all others merely derivative'. 76 Notwithstanding the 

importance of their teaching in their own age, it has nevertheless become for successive 

generations the source of oppression. 77 Even the words of these 'inspired men' have become 

corrupted through the transmission of knowledge 'from generation to generation'. Ezekiel 

describes: 

we so loved our God. that we cursed in his name all the deities of surrounding nations, 
and asserted that they had rebelled; from these opinions The vulgar came to think that all 
nations would at last be subject to the jews. 

This said he, like all firm perswasions, is come to pass, for all nations believe the jews 
code and worship the jews god, and what greater subjection can be[ ?] 78 

Their 'vulgar' listeners, the priests of the future, misunderstand and read into the prophets' 

words some kind of militant agenda; importantly, the worship by all nations of the Jews' God 

is concomitant with their subjection to 'the jews code' (my emphasis). In Ezekiel's statement 

Blake offers a version of his own argument regarding the imposition of law, as discussed 

above. The teaching of the prophets has hardened into a set of laws, 'the jews code', within the 

conf-ines of which - Blake will soon tell his reader - 'no virtue can exist'. In his annotations to 

Richard Watson's Apologyfor the Bible eight years later, Blake makes more explicit this 

" Such a process could be seen as related to the Enlightenment tendency towards the categorization and 
systematization of luiowledge discussed in the previous chapter. 
76 Marriage: pl. 12. E39. 
77 Howard interprets The Marriage of Heaven and Hell as the narrative of the development of an apprentice 
prophet (Infernal Poetics, p. 62). In a persuasive argument, Howard suggests that the apprentice ultimately 
recognizes that 'the tradition of prophecy requires constant renewal', that he must become a new kind of prophet 
(p. 78). 
78 Marriage: pl. 13. E39. 
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metaphorical connection between the development of the Jews code' and the English 

constitution, in its yoking together of Church and State: 

The laws of the Jews were (both ceremonial & real) the basest& most oppressive of 
human codes. & being like all other codes given under pretence of divine command were 
what Christ pronouncd them The Abomination that maketh desolate. i. e State Religion 
wlidch is the Source of all Cruelty 79 

Even the words of true prophets like Ezekiel and Isaiah become corrupted, forced into 

providing a justification for an essentially secular law 'given under pretence of divine 

command'. 80 This provides a complete demonstration of the mutation of a divine 'Poetic 

Genius' to a secular code of law, of how 'One Law for the Lion & Ox is Oppression'. As in the 

'Proverbs of Hell', Blake in this 'Fancy' therefore suggests the slippage between biblical law 

and civil law, how the laws which define the limits of 'legitimate' behaviour in his world claim 

a divine origin. Blake's narration of this process may therefore be contrasted directly with 
Blackstone's celebration of the divine origins of the English conunon law as discussed in the 

previous chapter. 

The end of the prose narrative of The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, 'One Law for the Lion 

& Ox is Oppression', is therefore a criticism of the inflexible imposition of a code of moral 
laws for which Blake draws support in his 'infernal' reading of Jesus's actions (seen in the fifth 

'Memorable Fancy'), and also a maxim directed against the urge towards generalization. 'The 

eagle never lost so much time, as when he submitted to learn of the crow', one of the Proverbs 

of Hell advises; another notes how 'the apple tree never asks the beech how he shall grow, nor 

the lion. the horse; how he shall take his prey'. 81 An indication of value in one thing, can mean 

the opposite in another; thus 'the best wine is the oldest. the best water the newest-). 82 As Tiriel 

has realized by the end of the earlier poem, attempts via education or legislation to impose the 

same standards of judgement on all things, do indeed constitute oppression. 

79 , Annotations to Watson': E618. 
80 Mee Suggests that this statement is perhaps the clearest demonstration of the antinon-iian basis of Blake's 
hostility to religious services in all of the poet's writing (p. 58). 

Marriage: pl. 8. E37; pl. 9. E37. 
Marriage: pl. 9. E37. 
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Is There not One Law for both the Lion and the Ox? 

The appeal to the 'one law' at the mid-point of Visions of the Daughters of Albion is best 

understood in the context of the first half of the poen-L On the opening plate Oothoon, 'the soft 
soul of America', 83 experiences a sexual awakening which spurs her to seek her betrothed, who 
has a gentle name suggestive of religious doctrine: Theoton-non. 84 However, her journey has 
hardly begun when she is attacked by Bromion, a rapture echoed in the verse itself: 

Over the waves she went in wing'd exulting swift delight; 
And over Theotormons reign, took her impetuous course. 

Bromion rent her with his thunders. 85 

Though recent critical opinion has been divided regarding Oothoon's complicity in this 

encounter, its violent intrusion into the verse gives little doubt that it is to be interpreted in this 

mythological world as a rape. 86 The three protagonists have complex and individual reactions 
to this event and its immediate consequences. Ironically, Bromion's violent claim to masculine 
dominance results in his own psychological subjection and confirms for Oothoon the 

corruption at the heart of moral rules governing sexuality. Though Oothoon laments the rupture 

the rape causes in her relationship with Theotonnon (he rejects her as Bron-fion's 'harlot'), 

Bromion's violence does not bring a halt to Oothoon's perceptual emergence described in the 

poem's opening. She is increasingly alert to the world of sensual diversity: 

83 Visions: pl. 1.3. E45. 
84 Damon describes what has become the standard derivation of the name, a combination of the Greek theo, 
'divine', and the Hebrew t6rd, 'law' (Philosophy, p. 329). 
85 Visions: pl. 1.14. E46. 
86 Modem criticism generally follows Bloom's view that the encounter is a rape which encourages Oothoon's 
sexual awakening (Apocalypse, p. 103), rather than Frye's more trivializing account (Fearful Symmetry, p. 239). 
An alternative position is offered by Laura Ellen Haigwood in 'Blake's Visions of the Daughters ofAlbion: 
Revising an Interpretive Tradition', San Jose Studies, 11.2 (Spring 1985), 77-94. Countering earlier feminist 
accounts which have concentrated on her status as a rape victim (such as Alicia Ostriker's article 'Desire Gratified 
and Ungratified: William Blake and Sexuality', Blake: An Illustrated Quarterly, 16 (1982-83), 156-65), 
Haigwood restores to Oothoon some of the guilt, suggesting that the category 'rape' is Misleading because it 
suggests that 'Oothoon has no real will of her own toward it' (p. 97). Haigwood discerns that the event only 
becomes represented as rape by Bromion, who claims subsequent possession of Oothoon (p. 87). Recent 
scholarship has not dwelt so intensely on this subject; for James E. Swearingen in 'The Enigma of Identity in 
Blake's Visions of the Daughters ofAlbion', Journal of English and Germanic Philology, 91 (1992), 203-15, the 
poem studies the socialization of gender, while Nelson Hilton relates Oothoon to Mary Wollstonecraft ('An 
Original Story', in Unnam'd Forms: Blake and Textuality, ed. by Nelson Hilton and Thomas A. Vogler (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1986), pp. 69-104). For a reassessment of Blake's analysis of sexual exploitation, 
see the third chapter of Helen P. Bruder's William Blake and the Daughters ofAlbion (Basingstoke: MacMillan; 
New York: St. Martin's, 1997), pp. 55-89. 
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With what sense is it that the chicken shuns the ravenous hawk? 
With what sense does the tame pigeon measure out the expanse? 
With what sense does the bee form cells? have not the mouse & frog 
Eyes and ears and sense of touch? 

87 

While Oothoon's experience enables her to fly like an eagle beyond the rigid limits set by 

priests and philosophers on the five senses, it has an opposite effect on Bromion and 

Theotormon, who become oppressed by their own laws. Oothoon is able to conceptualize a 

personal transcendence over the limits imposed by that empiricism. Nevertheless, in her own 

actions she finds herself unable to enact that complete transcendence; plate four depicts 

Oothoon as ascending above the despairing Theotormon, but still chained to the ground (see 

figure three). 88 

Oothoon's argument is deeply subversive of the moral and secular codes which regulate the 

world of Theotormon and Bromion. Forced by Oothoon's example to confront the possibility 

of sensual existence beyond those codes, Theotonnon encloses himself in a cave of self-pity 

and introspection, his enclosure emphasized by his inability to recognize whether it is day or 

night. Bromion appears to be even more shaken than Theotormo-n. He hides in his own cavern, 

and laments: 

Thou knowest that the ancient trees seen by thine eyes have fruit; 
But knowest thou that trees and ftuits flourish upon the earth 
To gratify senses unknown? trees beasts and birds unknown: 
Unknown, not unpercievd, spread in the infinite microscope, 
In places yet unvisited by the voyager. and in worlds 
Over another kind of seas, and in atmospheres unknown: 
Ah! are there other wars, beside the wars of sword and fire! 
And are there other sorrows, beside the sorrows of poverty! 
And are there other joys, beside the joys of riches and ease? 
And is there not one law for both the hon and the ox? 
And is there not eternal fire, and eternal chains? 

87 Visions: pl. 3.2. E47. 
88 See Eaves, Essick and Viscomi, Early Illuminated Books, p. 239. There is critical disagreement concerning the 
degree to which Oothoon may be considered a revolutionary figure, transcending the sexual and sensual limits of 
her world. David Aers suggests that Blake naively presents Oothoon as standing above an 'alienated' world 
('Blake: Sex, Society and Ideology', in Romanticism and Ideology: Studies in English Writing 1765-1830, by 
David Aers, Jonathon Cook and David Punter (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 198 1), pp. 27-43 (p. 3 1)). 
Others argue that Oothoon's transcendence is limited; Mellor in 'Blake's Portrayal of Women', Blake: An 
Illustrated Quarterly, 16 (1982-83), 148-55, and Harriet Kramer Linkin Mi 'Revisioning Blake's Oothoon', Blake: 
An Illustrated Quarterly, 23 (1989-90), 184-94, both suggest that it is critics who have been naive in attempting to 

portray Oothoon as an icon for contemporary feminism (see also Vernon E. Lattin in 'Blake's Thel and Oothoon: 
Sexual Awakening in the Eighteenth Century', Literary Criterion, 16 (1981), 11-24, (p. 23)). 
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To bind the phantoms of existence from eternal life? 89 

Unlike Theoton-non, Bromion recognizes the power of the senses; unlike Oothoon, he recoils 
from them, remaining ýa his cavern and shaking it in his fear-90 In his lament, he moves from a 

realization of his own sensual confinement to a questioning of the principles at the heart of the 

world he rules with Theotormon, the 'one law for the lion and the ox'. In contrast to Tiriel's 

interrogation of law's influence, these questions are doomed to remain rhetorical. Bromion, 

unlike Tiriel, does not have the insight to discover the origins of that 'law'. Bromion lacks the 

courage to leave his cavern. It is only in terms of the 'one law' that he may justify his rape of 
Oothoon; stepping out of the cavern and rejecting the law as 'oppression' would involve taking 

personal responsibility for his actions. 91 In the carefully-ordered world of his cavern, both 

secular and spiritual limits (the 'one law' and the 'eternal chains' respectively) are set on 
human experience that bind these 'phantoms of existence' - the inadequately conceived 

consequences of unlimited perception - away from his mind. Enclosed in his cavern, 
Bromion's sight is restricted to one unchangeable direction; existence in the cavern is thus a 

metaphor for life under the 'one law', a self-imposed tunnel vision or monocularism. 92 

As in both Tiriel and The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, the process by which such laws 

have become established is revealed; once again, it is explored via the metaphor of childhood 

education. Oothoon reminisces on her own education prior to the sexual awakening of the 

poem's opening: 

They told me that the night & day were all that I could see; 

89 Visions: pl. 4.13,19. E48. 
90 Fred Hoerner, in 'Prolific Reflections: Blake's Contortion of Surveillance in Visions of the Daughters of 
Albion', Studies in Romanticism, 35 (1996), 119-50, suggests that Bromion revels in his own power in this speech 
(p. 127). It is introduced, however, as the means by which Bromion 'shook the cavern with his lamentation' 
(Visions: pl. 4.12. E48) - Bromion may well speak with some pride of his 'one law' and 'eternal chains', but 
there is no doubt that they are synonymous with his cavern, a refuge in which he may take cover from alternative 
possibilities which, to Brornion at least, appear to threaten his existence. 
91 For further discussion on Bromion's recourse to legal legitimation, see Ronald A. Duerksen in 'The Life of 
Love: Blake's Oothoon', Colby Library Quarterly, 13 (1977), 186-94, (p. 187), and Howard, Infernal Poetics, p. 
108. Whilst these arguments are convincing, they ignore an important implication of Bromion's speech, that he is 
nevertheless conscious of the delusive nature of his legitimation, a self-consciousness which threatens the 
integrity of his world. 
92 Tracing the mythological sources for the appearance of dolphins earlier in the poem (pl. 1.19. E46), Rodney M. 
Baine suggests an identification of Brornion with Polyphemos, the Cyclops of 777e Odyssey ('Brornion's "Jealous 
Dolphins"', Blake: An Illustrated Quarterly, 14 (1980-81), 206-07 (p. 206); see also Hilton, p. 83). Baine argues 
that the cave of Bromion is modelled on the cave of Polyphemos, and that the Cyclops - though yet to be blinded 
by Odysseus - is suggestive of Bromion's own spiritual blindness. I would suggest that the as-yet unbtinded 
Cyclops is a fascinating prototype for Brornion, who maintains a one-eyed concentration on such concepts as 'one 
law' to the exclusion of any alternative, a monocularism which will indeed lead to his blindness. 
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They told me that I had five senses to inclose me up. 
And they inclos'd my infinite brain into a narrow circle, 
And sunk my heart into the Abyss, a red round globe hot burning 
Till all from life I was obliterated and erased. 93 

What Blake is later to name 'a Philosophy of Five Senses' constitutes in itself a t6ra, in which 

a legalist vision of the world is the basis of teaching and instruction. 94 In its discussion of the 

source and nature of this education, Visions of the Daughters of Albion moves beyond the 

earlier texts, closer to ideas which Blake continued to develop in his illuminated prophecies of 

the 1790s and in The Four Zoas. In Oothoon's opinion, the paternal God of Humanity is 

ultimately to blame for the rupture which the rape has caused in her relationship with 
Theotormon. He is named by her as 'Urizen! Creator of men! Mistaken Demon of heaven', 

who has educated Theotormon in the suppression of his senses in general and in the denial of 

sexual energy in particular, what Blake in his later work terms the 'Religion of Chastity' - this 

is the 'one law for the lion and the ox'. 95 The means of this education in rigid moral law, as 

Ezekiel remarks in The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, is religion; specifically, it is the religion 

championed by a Urizenic priesthood which advances the retributive Old Testament God, 

which teaches nations to 'believe the jews code and worship the jews god' . 
96 'Father of 

jealousy', Oothoon despairs, 'why hast thou taught my Theotormon this accursed thing'? 97 

Love, for Theotormon, can only be a relationship of jealousy and denial, until he becomes 'a 
98 

creeping skeleton I With lamplike eyes watching around the frozen marriage bed' . 

Though presented as a biblical phenomenon, Visions of the Daughters of Albion provides 

one of the most explicit accounts in Blake's corpus of the translation of the moral law of the 

Old Testament into the secular law of the Urizenic world (though that Urizenic law, as I 

discuss in the next chapter, claims its own legitimacy and authority from a supposed divine 

93 Visions: pl. 2.30. E47. 
94 Though the 'Philosophy of Five Senses' is a commonplace in Blake criticism, the poet only uses the 
construction once: see Song of Los: pl. 4.15. E68. 
95 Visions: pl. 5.3. E48; Jerusalem: pl. 60.48. E21 1; pl. 69.34. E223. For discussion of Urizen's first appearance 
in Blake's mythos, see Eaves, Essick and Viscomi, Early Illuminated Books, pp. 227-28. Critics have suggested 
that Oothoon's long speech which begins on plate five and continues for the rest of the poem is her response to 
Brornion's appeal to 'one law'; see Charles L. Cherry, 'The Apotheosis of Desire: Dialectic and Image in The 
French Revolution, Visions of the Daughters of Albion and the Preludium to America, Xavier University Studies, 
8.2 (Summer 1969), 18-31 (p. 27); Howard, Infernal Poetics, pp. 106-08; Linkin, p. 189. Conversely, Swearingen 

suggests that Oothoon is finally too much a product of her own world to develop an effective critique, and is 

unable 'to dispute the theory of one law directly' (p. 209). 
" Marriage: pl. 13. E39. 
9' Visions: pl. 7.12,13. E50. 
"Visions: pl. 7.21. E50. 
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origin, set up in similar terms to Blackstone's own account of the common law). In a lament 

which constitutes the second half of the poem Oothoon describes the manifestations of this 

process in her world, converting the fertility of the land and its people into a sterile, narrow 

shadow of its former self. She describes the rich landowner who 'buys whole corn fields into 

wastes', the parson who through the setting of 'nets & gins & traps' can extract tithes from the 

farmer in order to build 'castles and high spires. where kings & priests may dwell'. 99 

Oothoon's speech about the denial of fertility and desire reaches a compelling climax in which 

the curtailing of feminine sexuality is explicitly linked to the laws governing matrimony: 100 

Till she who bums with youth and knows no fixed lot; is bound 
In spells of law to one she loaths: and must she drag the chain 
Of life, in weary lust! must chilling murderous thoughts. obscure 
The clear heaven of her eternal spring? to bear the wintry rage 
Of a harsh terror driv'n to madness, bound to hold a rod 
Over her shrinking shoulders all the day; & all the night 
To turn the wheel of false desire 101 

The passage forms a stark contrast with the justification for women's oppression under the 

matrimonial laws contained in paternalist accounts such as Blackstone's Commentaries. 102 The 

linkage between the religion of Urizen, which depends on superstition and the maintenance of 

'mystery', and secular legislation, is expressed in the phrase 'spells of law'; this religious 

mystification of the law, like 'all other codes given under pretence of divine command', 103 

provides a false legitimation for oppressive rule. 104This reflects the dual nature of Urizen's 

character, as both religious patriarch and civil legislator. The woman who 'burns with youth' is 

reminiscent of the description of Oothoon herself at the beginnin of the poen-i It is her 

treatment at the hands of Bromion and Theotormon which has given her this insight into sexual 

relations in the Urizenic world, and it seems likely that her own marriage to Theotormon - 

were it ever to have been solemnized - would have been identical to that described in this 

passage. 

99 Visions: pl. 5.15,18,20, E48-49. For Aers, this speech is central to his contention that Blake sets up a dialectic 

of 'the psychological and social phenomena which absorbed his attention' ('Blake', p. 27). This passage is 'a 

striking illustration of the fact that our senses, our sense-experiences and perceptions, are socially made, bound up 
with our practical activity, and indeed, our class position' (p. 28). 
100 See Hilton, pp. 95-97. 
101 Visions: pl. 5.21. E49. 
102 Blackstone notes that 'we may observe, that even the disabilities, which the wife lies under, are for the most 

part intended for her protection and benefit' (Connnentaries, 1,433). 
103 c Annotations to Watson': E618. 
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In each of the texts exan-fined in this chapter, the means by which knowledge 'is 

transmitted from generation to generation' is revealed as fundamental to the perpetuation of a 

strict moral law. The Marriage of Heaven and Hell describes how humanity is educated within 
the straitjacket of a universal law which takes the human world ever further away from the 
God-ordained creation towards some kind of theoretical secular redaction (or even correction) 

of that creation. Blake dramatizes this process of abstraction in Tiriel and Visions of the 
Daughters of Albion. Tiriel's race is perverted via a paternal education which has the 

promulgation of a legislative code as its object, whilst Oothoon's liberty is curtailed by the 
6spells of law' by which she - and the rest of humanity - has been cursed. Visions of the 
Daughters of Albion is located both chronologically and mythopoeically at the interface of 
Blake's work of the late 1780s and early 1790s, and the two great cycles of prophecies which 
he engraved during his residence in Lambeth, the so-called 'Lambeth books'. Revealingly, 

Oothoon addresses Urizen, the great legislator, as a schoolmaster: 'Father of jealousy. be thou 

accursed from the earth! I Why hast thou taught my Theotormon this accursed thing? 005 

Through the figure of Urizen, Blake in his work of the 1790s continues to interrogate law's 

role in the fallen human world. 

104 Aers provides a slightly different account which does not make the specific connection to religious discourse: 
'by describing the bands of marriage as "spells of law" Blake suggests how the law, far from being a central 
manifestation of human community is more like the product of an enchanter' ('Blake', p. 29). 
105 Visions: pl. 7. E50. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

UWEN NA mEs THE LA w: 

THE CYCLE OF REGULATION 

I have argued that Blake, in his work of 1788 to 1793, theorizes the position of law within 
his mythos via the Hebrew concept of tora: a religious law, with origins in Old Testament 

Mosaic doctrine, which according to Blake, acquires increasing rigidity through its 

transmission from generation to generation. Blake offers particularized statements of this 

universal tendency in the narratives of education contained in Tiriel, Visions of the Daughters 

of Albion, and the notebook drafts for 'Infant Sorrow'. In the world of these poems, this 'one 

law' is manifest as an oppression of both secular and visionary experience, the former 

evidenced in Oothoon's discussion of laws governing property and marriage, and the latter in 

that monocular law's physical embodiment as the cave of Bron-iion. I have interpreted the 

'Printing House in Hell' section of The Marriage of Heaven and Hell as a narrative of the 

codification of knowledge, the hardening of convention into rules; Ezekiel also discusses in 

that work how the religious teaching of the prophets has been stratified into legal codes by the 

successive generations of priests. The sh-nilarities between this account of religious teaching 

coalescing into law, and the familiar Blackstonian story of law's development from divine 

origin, foreshadow Blake's examination of codification in his work of the rest of the 1790s. 

Written law became a critical field of constitutional debate in the aften-nath of the 

American and French Revolutions, both in terms of a reactionary impulse in Britain to defend 

existing law (as in Burke's Re ections), and in the necessity for revolutionary leaders to 

formulate and codify the principles on which their new order would be based. I suggest that the 

concept of the legal code becomes a central element of Blake's mythological narrative in the 

two major cycles of prophetic poems which he wrote between 1793 and 1795, termed by 

scholars the 'continental prophecies' (America, Europe and the Song of Los) and the 'biblical 

prophecies' (The Book of Urizen, The Book of Ahania and The Book of Los). In both cycles 

Blake produces a narrative of the law's development from a religion corrupted by priests into 

moral doctrine, to the modem, ostensibly secular law. Blake's certain opposition to narrowly 
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defined laws governing individual passions is complicated by the sympathy he has with radical 
intellectuals such as Paine, who nevertheless advocated the setting of individual liberties in law 

in a rigid and inflexible form based on rational principle rather than historical experience. For 

Blake, these proposals exhibit dangerous circularity; proponents of this rights-based discourse 

appeared to favour passing laws whose purpose was to crirninalize through law the abrogation 

of freedom, regulation to answer regulation. The limits of freedom were thus to be legally 

defted. How could one be certain that such codification would not collapse into a set of laws 

indistinguishable from those which they had replaced, only perhaps even more difficult to 
break down? By the mid- 1790s this was indeed a matter of extreme concern to English 

supporters of the revolution. On what basis could the ideals of the new constitutionalism be 

preserved? It is this questioning of the dominant radical discourse of the 1790s that has led 

some scholars to associate Blake with the antinomian, enthusiastic radicalism exemplified by 

Thomas Spence; ' they are questions which Blake explores in the Lambeth books. 

'Law-Built Heaven' 

America: A Prophecy is a poem whose connections with contemporaneous historical events 

are more readily observed than in almost any other of Blake's corpus. 2 In its final plates, the 

revolutionary forces of Orc spread across the Atlantic and threaten the anciens regimes of 

England (referred to by Blake by its poetic name, 'Albion') and other European countries. The 

forces of Albion's leader, the 'Angel', have lost America; on the penultimate plate the verse 

heralds the complete disintegration of their authority in Albion itself in the face of 'the fierce 
3 Americans rushing together in the night'. On the final plate, the forces of Albion finally halt 

the spreading conflagration in its tracks as Urizen 'emerg'd his leprous head I From out his 

holy shrine' and decides that it is time to intervene: 4 

1 See 'Introduction', pp. 10-12. 
2 Geoffrey Keynes, America: A Prophecy (London: Trianon Press, 1963); Damon, Philosophy, pp. 109-12; Frye, 

Fearful Symmetry, pp. 205-09; Erdman, Prophet, pp. 56-63; Bloom, Apocalypse, pp. 119-28; Minna Doskow, 

'William Blake's America: The Story of a Revolution Betrayed', Blake Studies, 8 (1978-79), 167-186. David E. 

James warns that critics risk marginalizing Blake's vision if all his writings become glossed as 'metaphoric' 

('Angels', p. 242). 
3 America: pl. 15.12. E57. 
4 America: pl. 16.3. E57. 
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Weeping in dismal howling woe he dark descended howling 
Around the smitten bands, clothed in tears & trembling shudd'ring cold. 
His stored snows he poured forth, and his icy magazines 
He open'd on the deep, and on the Atlantic sea white shiv'ring. 5 

Urizen's weapon is ice, the ideological opposite of Orc's 'Human fire fierce glowing,. 6 Fire 
heats the passions, animates and energizes revolutionary activity; ice converts fluid nature into 

petrified abstraction, silences voices, freezes conflict into quietude, preserves the status quo. 
With the benefit of hindsight, Blake knows that it is only a matter of time before Orc's fires 

melt through Urizen's ice, a period of twelve years, after which 'France reciev'd the Demon's 
light7. 

Stiff shudderings shook the heav'nly thrones! France Spain & Italy, 
In terror view'd the bands of Albion, and the ancient Guardians 
Fainting upon the elements, smitten with their own plagues 
They slow advance to shut the five gates of their law-built heaven 
Filled with blasting fancies and with mildews of despair 
With fierce disease and lust, unable to stem the fires of Orc 7 

The passage presents little problem for interpretation; Blake has already demonstrated how the 

revolutionaries turn the weapons of the imperial forces back upon them, represented as the 

spreading of a plague amongst Albion's rulers. 8 The other monarchies of Europe witness the 

sickness of Albion (they 'view'd the bands' of sickness on his body) and see to their horror that 

they too are 'smitten with their own plagues'. Long accustomed to their comfortable, 

unassailable authority, the absolutist monarchs are slow to recognize the threat, finaHy striving 

to seal off the five chinks of light which shine into their dark cavern. It is not long, however, 

before the 'five gates were consum'd, & their bolts and hinges melted .9 

In what sense is the world of the ancien regime to be considered a 'law-built heaven'? The 

discussion in the previous chapter suggests one perspective on this question: Brornion's cave is 

5 America: pl. 16.7. E57. 
6 America: pl. 4.8. E53. 
7 America: pl. 16.16. E57-58. 
8 Blake's account of the revolutionary Atlantic as created by its imperial rulers is similar to that developed by 
Peter Linebaugh and Marcus Rediker in The Many-Headed Hydra: Sailors, Slaves, Commoners, and the Hidden 
History of the Revolutionary Atlantic (London: Verso, 2000). They have shown how British policy in the 
American colonies brought 'dispossessed commoners, transported felons, indentured servants, religious radicals, 
pirates, urban laborers, soldiers, sailors, and African slaves' into 'productive combination' (p. 4). Linebaugh and 
Rediker argue that it was out of the activity of this diverse group (what they term a 'hydrarchy') that the War of 
Independence developed. 
9 America: pl. 16.22. E58. 
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the product of the monocular view imposed by the doctrine of 'one law', the narrowing of 

perception to the five empirical senses whose codification, for Blake, is epitomized in the work 

of John Locke. The fact that the world of the European monarchies has five gates demonstrates 

that their space has been 'built' from that one law. This is not simply a law-built world 
however; this is a 'heaven' that has been constructed with bricks of law. For Blake, such 

crystallized law is recognized as a product of the Fall; this world is, therefore, a false heaven, a 
heaven manufactured in the human world, a fallen heaven whose integrity may only be 

preserved through the agency of law. It is a heaven created by Urizen, who has likewise raised 
himself as its God. 

The illustration to this plate (figure four) is a depiction of the religious cult which has 

established itself around this great God who creates through law. 10 The interpretation of this 

illumination has been much debated; given the long flowing hair of the dominant figure, and its 

size compared to the human characters who stand on its back (and the piper who is placed on 

its thigh, clearer in the monochrome copies), I support an identification with Urizen himself, in 

a posture of absolute devotion. " The greyish-white colouring gives the appearance of stone, a 

suggestion supported by what appear to be fracture marks; out of the clefts in the body, 

vegetation has begun to establish itself, as in the ruins of the ancient Greek and Roman 

civilizations presented in the popular antiquarian art of the eighteenth century. Accordingly, I 

interpret this figure as a monument to the Urizen cult, the 'holy shrine' of Urizen as specified 

in the plate's text (quoted above). The figures who stand on its back are worshippers or 

disciples of Urizen, participating in the devotional duties of their religion, following the 

example of their memorialized patriarch. 12 Two of the figures hold books (one appears to be 

engaged in concentrated study), the sacred text of this religion. Another is in a posture of 

apparent supplication, hands raised at an angle identical to those on the shrine itself The 

presence of the piper is reminiscent of the opening poem of the Songs of Innocence sequence; 

10 Blake's depiction of a God who uses law as a creative tool is reminiscent of the Thonlist natural law view, 
discussed in chapter one, which suggests that God formed Man through law. 
11 John Beer and David Bindman identify the figure as Urizen, 'in peaceful death' (Beer, Blake's Huinanisin 

(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1968), p. 119), or 'frozen' (Bindman, Blake as an Artist (Oxford: 

Phaidon Press, 1977)). Damon suggests that the figure is 'Earth, as a woman' (Philosophy, p. 341); Doskow, the 
9 shadowy female' (p. 182); Gert Schiff, 'contemporary humanity' (quoted, in translation, in Dorrbecker, 

Continental Prophecies, pp. 68-69). DOrrbecker wams that 'where one viewer will recognize the evil reader of 

codes of law, another will be tempted to see an image promising the formation of new ideas in, or rather on top of, 
Europe's head' (p. 70). The reading I offer here provides a context within which the illustration as a whole may be 

understood, and has some support in the plate's text. 
12 1 do not accept Beer's assertion that these small figures 'walk unconcernedly' over the giant form (Huntanisin, 

P. 119). 
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in many of those poems, a church- sponsored state hegemony is reinforced through the 

education of children. The figures at the base of the statue may have been sacrificed, 

suggesting that the shrine is also an altar. 13 

I argue in this chapter that the sacred text of the Urizen cult is much more than a statement 

of religious principles; it constitutes a true t6ra, a legal code 'given under pretence of divine 

conunand 14 In the Book of Urizen printed just one year later, Urizen is rarely depicted without 
his book clasped in his hands. Whilst that is not true of America, Orc's defiant speech to 
Urizen - in which he explains the goals of his revolt - prioritizes the Urizenic text: 

The times are ended; shadows pass the morning gins to break; 
The fiery joy, that Urizen perverted to ten conunands, 
What night he led the starry hosts thro' the wide wilderness: 
That stony law I stamp to dust: and scatter religion abroad 
To the four winds as a torn book, & none shall gather the leaves 15 

Urizen is thus identified with Moses (who led the Hebrews out of slavery in Egypt through 'the 

wide wilderness' in the Exodus account), and his depiction on this plate in long-flowing robes 

and sandals also bears a close allusion to popular depictions of the biblical patriarch. Ironically, 

Blake's Moses-figure has fathered a new slavery; the 'fiery joy' has been curtailed through 

Urizen's codification, through his construction of a law-built heaven resting on the foundations 

of 'ten commands'. Urizen has just accused Orc of being a 'transgresser of God's Law'; Orc's 

brilliant response is to demonstrate that this is not God's law at all, but the law of the world 

created by Urizen and sustained by his priests, the heaven in which Urizen sets hilinself in the 

place of God. 16 Orc's denunciation of the written laws disseminated via (or at least justified by) 

a corrupt religion is echoed by Albion's rebellious provincial governors in America. They 

deride the notion that these secular laws are somehow God-sanctioned: 'What God is he, writes 

laws of peace, & clothes him in a tempestT 17 

13 The editors of the Blake Archive website note that the two figures appear to be embracing; Eaves, Essick, and 
Viscomi, 'Illustration Description' for America a Prophecy, copy E, pl. 18, The Blake Archive, 

<http: //www. blakearchive-org>, [accessed 22 November 2002]. 1 see the left-most figure's posture as suggestive 
of death; perhaps it is best to think of these figures as forming a pieta, supporting my identification of the Urizen 

statue as a sacrificial altar. For Doskow, 'Blake could hardly present a more intense picture of limited perception, 
oppression and false belief, nor a better view of their consequences than the dead, leafless and human-limbed trees 

and the despairing, mistaken figures sunk in false reason and religion' (p. 182). 
14 , Annotations to Watson': E618. 
15 America: pl. 8.2. E54. 
16 Howard notes that 'we begin to see the tyrant's use of delusion for control, for he calls his enemy names that 
imply that his enemy has violated sacred laws. But they are the tyrant's laws' (Infemal Poetics, p. I 11). 
17 America: pl. II and 12. E55. 
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Once identified as a to^ra^, the image of the book becomes highly charged wherever it 

appears in America - almost all of these depictions are sinister in term of the role the book is 

shown as having in the education of children. Thus on plate fourteen a young student leans on 
the book, in apparent supplication to a female figure identified by some commentators as a 
priestess (see figure five). 18 Most significantly, the book appears on the title-page itself (figure 

six). A man and a woman sit underneath the word 'America' with their backs to each other 
(expressive of a complete denial of intimacy), both deep in concentration on books which they 
are resting on their laps. 19 The female figure appears to be teaching a young child how to read 
the text, and another appears to be reading over the male figure's shoulder. The dynamics of 
the plate are significant, for while this scene takes place in the supposed law-built heaven and 
occupies the top half of the plate, the lower half depicts its actual consequences in the human 

world where in the stormy darkness dead bodies are stacked, and where a solitary female 
desperately attempts to rouse a dead male. 

The argument I have advanced here is that in America Blake presents a mythological 

narrative of the American war, in which an antinomian figure named Orc, 'a root-and-branch 

maný , 
20 seeks to destroy the Urizenic law upon which the integrity of the European ancien 

regime depends, thus bringing about the collapse of that world. It would be a mistake, 
however, to identify Blake too closely with Orc, to the exclusion of the other facets of radical 

opinion which he acknowledges. As the main body of the prophecy begins, the forces of 
Albion's Angel and those of the American leaders face each other across the Atlantic. In the 

west stand George Washington, Franklin and, perhaps most pointedly, Paine himself, whose 
Common Sense had provided inspiration for the American revolutionaries (see chapter one). In 

fact, Paine is specified on four occasions in America, the only times he is named in all of 

Blake's illuminated books. At this moment of increasingly threatening quiet, the illustration to 

plate five (figure seven) demonstrates the corruption of British imperialism and confirms 

Blake's commitment to the revolutionary cause. At the top left of the plate is an apparently 

female figure holding a huge set of balances, w1lilst on the top right is another female figure 

clinging to a equally vast sword; taken together, the two women represent the figure of 

18 See Damon, Philosophy, p. 341. 
19 Damon describes 'an old man and a woman [who] sit back to back reading the Books of Law, completely 
ignoring the little Joys which try to distract them' (p. 340). 1 suggest that their innocence is under threat; they are 
being educated by the adults, taught how to read the books. 
20 Nhchael Ferber, 'The Finite Revolutions of Europe' in Blake, Politics and History (see Hobson, above), pp. 
212-34 (p. 214). 
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Justice .21 Both are looking to the east with foreheads raised, and the direction in which their 
hair is streaming coupled with their posture (particularly that of the right-hand figure) suggests 
that they are being propelled from the east. In the geography of the poer1l, Justice therefore 
appears to be being driven from Britain towards America; moreover, that justice is in disarray. 
The sword has been separated from the balances, and what could be blood appears to indicate 
that the sword has been in use. The scales themselves are worryingly out of balance. The 

personifications of this divided, corrupted symbol are not the only figures to have been driven 
westward from Albion, looking back at the land from which they have been expelled. On plate 
nine, the Angel of Albion gazes across the Atlantic, and sees 'Paine and Warren with their 
foreheads reard toward the east'. 22 Just as justice has been driven from Albion, so Paine in 
September 1792 had been driven from England, where his arrest was sought for a seditious 
speech that he had delivered to the 'Friends of the People' ; 23 this exile became permanent 
when he was found guilty in absentia at the trial in mid-December. 24 

It is Paine's inspiring presence in the poem's depiction of revolutionary America that 

requires a more complex understanding of Blake's own position with respect to the 

codification of law than is offered by the account of his known antinon-ýian sympathies. It also 

raises questions regarding how far Blake himself is a supporter of the apocalyptic Orcian 

revolution as an end in itself, or whether he sees it as a necessary (if brutal) means to achieving 

a nffllennial world. 25 As I have discussed in the first chapter, Paine included in the first part of 
The Rights of Man the codified statement of French liberty, itself based on the American 

Declaration of Independence. The whole of the fourth chapter of the second part of Rights of 

" Damon names this plate 'A Last Judgment', noticing the significance of the unequal balance (Philosophy, p. 
340). Erdman allegorizes the group as a 'revolutionary tribunal' (77ie Illuminated Blake (London: Oxford 
University Press, 1975), p. 143). Dbrrbecker, though agreeing with Damon that the plate is suggestive of an 
apocalyptic judgement, argues that the plate is expressive of 'God's mercy rather than his wrathfulness' 
(Continental Prophecies, p. 56). For more on the figure of Justice, see Dennis E. Curtis and Judith Resnik, 
'Images of Justice', Yale Law Journal, 96 (1987), 1726-72. They suggest that Justice 'stands as a quasi -religious, 
quasi-political icon', with its origins in the Egyptian, Greek and Roman mythological systems, received from the 
latter (the goddess Justitia) into Christian imagery as 'a personification of the ancient virtue' (pp. 1729-30). 
22 America: pl. 9. E54. Joseph Warren was a soldier and leader of the American War of Independence, killed in 
the Battle of Bunker Hill in June 1775. 
23 According to one anecdote of Blake's life, it was Blake himself who 'laid his hands on the Paine's shoulder, 
saying, "You must not go home, or you are a dead man!... (Keane, p. 343; see also Bentley, The Stranger From 
Paradise: A Biography of William Blake (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001), p. 113). 
24 See Keane, pp. 334-48. 
25For James McCord, Blake 'imagined early the horrors of war, knew its cost in human terms, and recognized 
certain shortcomings of both the American revolt and dreams we hold about the millennium' ('West of Atlantis: 
William Blake's Unromantic View of the American War', Centennial Review, 30 (1986), 383-99, (p. 385). See 
also Behrendt, 'History When Time Stops: Blake's America, Europe, and 774e Song of Los', Papers on Language 



80 

Man is devoted to the topic of constitution-writing: 'a constitution is not the act of a 

government, but of a people constituting a government; and government without a constitution, 
26 is power without a right'. I have shown that constitutionalism and the codification of law 

were central components of the revolutionary spirit in both America and France. Orc's fires 
27 burn down the ancient constitutions, but it is Paine who will fill the void thus created. Is there 

a danger that Paineite law will slide into Urizenic law? Is it in respect of the law that the first 

signs of these prophecies' much-discussed circularity may be glimpsed? Before attempting to 

answer these questions, it is important to examine the other books of this cycle of prophecies, 

which offer further perspectives on the role of law in the fallen world. 

There are many reasons to suppose that Europe: A Prophecy is intended, at the very least, 

as a companion piece to America: A Prophecy, a similarity which extends beyond their titles to 

the appearance of familiar characters such as Orc, Urizen and Albion's Angel. 28 More 

specifically, it is demonstrably the sequel to that work; the 'Preludium' to Europe continues 

that of America, and the apparent subject of the later poem - revolutionary Europe - is 

heralded at the end of America. The difficulties of interpretation associated with Europe are, 

however, legion. Critics highlight the vast numbers of new characters in Blake's mythology 

(introduced without explanation), difficulties in ascertaining who speaks particular lines, and 

the absence of the connections with contemporary political events that can be assigned with 

such confidence in America-2-9 While these problems create a degree of uncertainty in 

interpreting the poem, it is easy to overstate these complexities. The overall framework of the 

poem is the song of a matriarchal figure named Enitharmon, in which she calls her children to 

join her in heavenly 'bliss 7.30 This song is interrupted by a dream of eighteen-hundred years 

during which power is aggregated by a tyrant, the 'fiery King', who crowns himself as God of 

and Literature, 28 (1992), 379-97, and Paley, Apocalypse and Millennium in English Romantic Poetry (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1999). 
26 Paine, Rights of Man, part two, pp. 27-28. 
27 William Richey suggests that Orc is 'Paineite' ("'Me Lion & Wolf shall cease": Blake's America as a Critique 

of Counter-Revolutionary Violence', in Blake, Politics, and History (see Hobson, above) , pp. 196-211 (p. 199)). 1 
find this identification difficult; the view presented here is closer to Ferber's depiction of Orc as a 'trampler in the 

vineyards [ ... 
] the fire that burns up all the proud and the wicked (Malachi 4.1)' (Tinite Revolutions', p. 214). 

28 Ferber suggests that America and Europe were to be issued as a double-book, enclosed with the two prophecies 
of 77ie Song of Los (p. 212); see also Erdman, 'The Symmetries of ne Song of Los', Studies in Romanticism, 16 

(1977), 179-88, (p. 179). For Behrendt, the texts invite the reader to approach them in an 'integrated manner' 
(Reading, pp. II 1- 12). 
29 Ferber reports that the poem 'is frustrating in part because it looks at first as if it ought to be understandable 
[... ] and it seems to be about the most important political event of the century, the French Revolution' (p. 212). 
30 Europe. pl. 4.2 - pl. 8.12. E62. 
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a prison-like world which he has constructed according to the monocular law, the Philosophy 

of Five Senses (whose emergence is detailed elsewhere in this cycle) : 31 

Thought chang'd the infinite to a serpent; that which pitieth: 
To a devouring flame; and man fled from its face and 11-id 
In forests of night; then all the eternal forests were divided 
Into earths rolling in circles of space, that like an ocean rush'd 
And overwhelmed all except this finite wall of flesh. 
Then was the serpent temple form'd, image of infinite 
Shut up in finite revolutions, and man became an Angel; 
Heaven a mighty circle turning; God a tyrant crown'd. 32 

This 'fiery King' is soon identified as Urizen, depicted in the famous frontispiece of Europe 

engaged in the very act of division which is described in the above passage. This appears to be 

a description of the genesis of the 'law-built heaven' of the ancien regime, referenced at the 

end of America. Under this tyranny, war, famine and disease fluctuate across the European 

stage, culminating with the rise of Orc's power. 33 The dream ends with the rousing call of 
Newton, satirically portrayed by Blake as sounding the Last Trump heralding the apocalypse, a 
desperate alarm to Enitharmon that all is not well in the human world. Enitharmon awakes, but 

not appreciating how things have deteriorated during her sleep, continues her song. She is now 

shunned by her children; the discord in her world is enacted in the poem's finale as Los, her 

companion, abandons her and calls all their sons 'to the strife of blood'. In strict chronological 

terins, Europe and America both end at a fairly early stage of the revolutionary movement 

within the ancien regime. 34 The particular events of America are a small, though critical, part 

of the historical tapestry of the human world which is woven during the long sleep of 

Enitharmon. 

There are two moments in the poem's survey of European spiritual power struggles which 

are worthy of a more detailed examination. Both are rare examples in this poem of where 

allusions to specific political figures may be ascertained with some confidence. The first is 

31 Song of Los: pl. 4.15. E68. 
32 Europe: pl. 10.16. E63. 
33 Howard suggests that Enitharmon is the 'tyrant' of this law-built heaven (Infernal Poetics, pp. 128-29). 
However, there seems little doubt that the tyrannies against which Orc struggles are Urizenic in nature. Andrew 
Lincoln suggests that Urizen and Enitharmon are 'complementary, since the idea of woman's dominion emerges 
within a patriarchal framework, and helps to strengthen it' ('Alluring the Heart to Virtue: Blake's Europe', Studies 
in Roinanticisin, 38 (1999), 621-39, (p. 621)). 
34 See Bloom, Apocalypse, p. 147. 
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seen in the illustration to the eleventh plate (figure eight). The text identifies the central winged 
figure who dominates the plate as Urizen (holding his 'brazen Book' )35 or, otherwise, as the 
Angel who leads the forces of Albion holding one of the copies of Urizen's Ora. Critics who 
claim a caricatural. resemblance of this figure's face to that of George HI make a tempting and 
highly appropriate suggestion . 

36 The regal appearance of the figure is accentuated even ftirther 
in copy K of Europe, printed in the politically safer early 1820s, in which Blake converts the 
huge ears of the figure seen here in copy B into the pinnacles of a royal palace, and replaces 
the orb at the top of the crown with a cross symbolizing the king's dual role as head of a 

37 
unified church and state. The text on this plate also testifies to the rapid dissemination of 
Urizen's book 'That Kings & Priests had copied on Earth I Expanded from North to South 38 

This process is described in detail in the 'Africa' section of the Song of Los, which some 
scholars have suggested offers a pre-history of the events of both America and Europe . 

39The 

complex link between the apparently secular code against which Orc struggles in Europe and 
the corrupted religion which serves as its justification is traced in what is, from the point-of- 
view of historical narrative, a return to origins: 

Adam stood in the garden of Eden: 
And Noah on the mountains of Ararat; 
They saw Urizen give his Laws to the Nations 
By the hands of the children of Lo S. 40 

The process of the 'Kings & princes' of Earth copying Urizen's 'brazen book' is then 

presented. Thus Blake describes how Rintrah 'gave Abstract Philosophy to Brama' in India, 

Palarnabron disseminated 'abstract Law' to the fathers of Greek philosophy, Aiatamon gave a 
'loose Bible' to Mohammed, and Sotha presented the 'Code of War' to Odin. 41 In a strikingly 

Benthamite passage, the institutions which aid in the gradual indoctrination of the ideology are 

named: 42 

35 Europe: pl. 11.3. E64. 
36 See Carretta, p. 220; Howard, Infernal Poetics, p. 143; Erdman, Prophet, pp. 213-14. 
37 Carretta also establishes this linkage by suggesting that the figure is a composite of king and pope: 'no symbol 
better expresses the concept of a religious -political power dependent upon mystery and "secret codes" than the 
image of the papacy with which Blake damns George III in Europe, plate IF (p. 23 1). 
38Europe: pl. 11.4. E64. 
39 See Ferber, 'Finite Revolutions', p. 212; Erdman, 'Symmetries', p. 179; Behrendt, Reading, pp. I 10- 11. 
40 Song of Los: pl. 3.6. E67. 
41 Song of Los: pl. 3.11,18-19,28-3 1. E67. See Erdman, 'Symmetries', p. 182; Dbrrbecker, The Continental 
Prophecies (see Dbrrbecker, above), p. 289. 
42 Bentham advanced his proposals for a Tanopticon' in Management of the Poor: or, A Plan containing the 
Principle and Construction an Establishment, in which Persons of Any Description are to be Kept Under 
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These were the Churches: Hospitals: Castles: Palaces: 
Like nets & gins & traps to catch the joys of Eternity 

And all the rest a desart; 
43 Till like a dream Eternity was obliterated & erased . 

Thus 'the terrible race of Los & Enitharmon gave I Laws & Religions to the sons of Har' and 
their world becomes constrained by limits placed upon sensual perception, the birth of a 

44 restrictive empiricism: 'all the vast of Nature shrunk I Before their shrunken eyes'. This 

shrinkage is even reflected in the length of the lines in this section of the poem, reduced from 

the usual irregular septameters to lines of only three or four feet. This process of 'closing and 

restraining' continues until 'a Philosophy of Five Senses was complete', which is given by 

Urizen 'into the hands of Newton & Locke'. 45 

The degree to which the Urizenic world of Europe is dependent on its laws for its own 
integrity is demonstrated as the Orcian threat comes closer; the secret code becomes paramount 
in the defence of the ancien regime. As the Orcian fires threaten London, so Urizen 'unclaspd 

his Book'; as a result, 'Roffing volumes of grey mist involve Churches, Palaces, Towers', 

casting London into darkness . 
46 Urizen is thus finally seen acting in the triple-role of the 

codifier of law, as the recorder, author and enforcer of law. As the recorder of law, he 

delineates the ancient laws of the ancien regime in the face of revolution. Inevitably, however, 

as all codifiers of law realize, the act of codification becomes a process of invention and 

interpretation - Urizen is not simply a law-recorder, but a law-maker. 47 Finally, the act of 

codification contains the implicit aim, which Bentham so clearly envisaged (and which 

Blackstone so strenuously denied in his response to Priestley), of the enforcement of the code 

thus created. Orc, however, is soon able to deliver a direct blow to legal codification in Albion, 

the second moment where the poem demands a contemporaneous identification: 

Above the rest the howl was heard from Westminster louder & louder: 
The Guardian of the secret codes forsook his ancient mansion, 
Driven out by the flames of Orc; his farr'd robes & false locks 

Inspection (Dublin: James Moore, 1796); though most often discussed as a prison design, Bentham himself 
considered it to be suitable for other institutional buildings including factories, hospitals and schools. 
43 Song of Los: pl. 4.1. E67 (I have corrected Erdman's formatting of this passage). 
44 Song of Los: pl. 4.10. E68. See David W. Lindsay, 'The Song of Los: An Interpretation of the Text', Forumfor 
Modern Language Studies, 13 (1977), 1-5. 
45 Song of Los: pl. 4.15,16. E68. 
46 Europe: pl. 12.3-4. E64. 
47ThiS is as true of Blackstone as it is of Urizen - as I have argued, Blackstone's book was so popular that it 
served as an unofficial codification of common law, referred to by judges in court decisions to this day. 
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Adhered and grew one with his flesh, and nerves & veins shot thro' them 
With dismal torment sick hanging upon the wind: he fled 
Groveling along Great George Street thro' the Park gate 48 

The sudden intrusion into Blake's mythological world of London place and street names, 

warrants a more specific identification of this figure; the 'fuff'd robes' and the wig are the 

lineaments of a senior judge, Westminster the location in this period of the higher courts (and, 

as now, the House of Lords, the highest court of England). Moreover, this figure is revealingly 

described as the 'Guardian of the secret codes'; he is surely to be identified as the Lord 

Chancellor, second only to the king himself in the hierarchy of judiciary and legislature. 49 In 

describing the laws of England as a 'secret code', Blake penetrates to the heart of the 

contemporary debates about the unwritten English constitution. English law, as Bentham 

laments, is not available for public inspection in an easily- accessible constitutional document; 

it exists in the shadowy regions of custom and judicial precedent, known only to the legal 

profession (of which the Lord Chancellor is the head). This combination of mysticism and law 

is reminiscent of Oothoon's lament against the 'spells of law' in Visions of the Daughters of 

Albion, the revelation of how Urizenic codes depend on secrecy and religious mystification in 

order to dupe those they govern into a belief in their divine authority. 50 As Orc has already 

demonstrated in America, this Urizenic law is not God's law at all but the law of the tyrant 

Urizen. At the end of Enitharmon's dream Orc has apparently succeeded in driving the 

embodiment of the secret legal codes away from the seat of government; 51 his flaiines are 

reaching to the foundations of Urizen's 'law-built heaven', and threaten its i-mminent collapse. 

It is highly appropriate that it should be at this moment when the trumpet of the Last 

Judgement is sounded. 

48 Europe: pl. 12.14. E64. 
4' Erdman is almost certainly correct in identifying a reference to the dismissal of Lord Chancellor Thurlow by 

William Pitt in 1792 (Prophet, pp. 216-18), though the circumstances of that dismissal do not seem to be 

instructive here. Carretta argues that the 'Guardian' is George III himself (p. 230). David Fuller rejects the need to 

C crack an encoded reference to an actual person' and suggests that 'his value is as a type' (Blake's Heroic 

Arguinent (London: Croom Helm, 1988), p. 56). 1 agree that a specific identification with Thurlow is not helpful, 

though there are unambiguous details which identify this figure as the head of England's legal system. 
50 Secrecy has a prominent role in Europe, as the eighteen-hundred years of Enitharmon's dream is the period over 

which the 'secret child' of the poem's opening achieves maturity. Michael Tolley argues that this secrecy 
'becomes another weapon in the hands of the restrainers' ('Europe: "to those ychain'd in sleep"', in Visionary 

Fornis (see Erdman, above), pp. 115-45 (pp. 121-22)); see also Carretta, p. 230. To wrap something in secrecy 

makes it much harder for its opponents to challenge or subvert, and is thus a natural strategy of Urizen. 
51 Ferber highlights the Dantean nature of the Guardian's punishments perfectly suiting his crime; 'having 

adrninistered his codes of law in secret, he is now their victim in full public view, and the vestments he has hidden 

behind are now the indelible badge of his shame' ('Finite Revolutions', p. 23 1). 
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The second section of the Song of Los, 'Asia' moves from the account of origins provided 
in 'Africa' towards an eschatological glimpse of an Orcian victory, the climax of which, as 

suggested in Europe, is a general resurrection. The Kings of Asia (geographically, Blake seems 

specifically to refer to the land of Christianity's origins) fear the spread of the revolutionary 
fires of Orc from Europe. Urizen arrives to ensure the continued dominance of his laws, whose 
impact is described in a stark vision of sterility and death: 

For Adam, a mouldering skeleton 
Lay bleach'd on the garden of Eden; 
And Noah as white as snow 
On the mountains of Ararat. 52 

Orc soon arises 'like a pillar of fire above the Alps' (a reference to the Exodus account of how 

God as a pillar of fire delivers the Hebrews from the oppressive laws of Egypt) . 
53 'The sullen 

Earth I Shrunk' by Urizen becomes reanimated by Orc's fire, 'the shivring clay breathes' and 

the grave becomes a womb from which 'Fathers and Friends; I Mothers & Infants; Kings & 

Warriors' emerge in a vast apocalyptic rebirth . 
54 Energizing this account of humanity's 

rejuvenation and purification are the natural vital fluids of milk and blood, and 'glandous wine' 

-a Blake coinage - suggestive of the bodily fluids which now animate the human world. 55 The 

song ends with the two words 'Urizen Wept' - the ending of the continental prophecies is thus 

considerably more hopeful than the end of Europe. 

Europe and The Song of Los do httle to further eialighten the reader about the role (if any) 

that law will play in the world to emerge from the Orcian revolt. In fact, this whole cycle of 

prophecies gives no insight into the basis upon which the liberty which has been recovered in 

these revolutions may be guaranteed from future despotism, how libertarian legislation may be 

preserved from Urizenic decay. 56 Whilst there is certainly an enduring hope in the promise of 

revolution at the end of the cycle, this is tempered by an ambiguous detail in the description of 

Urizen's passage to Jerusalem in 'Asia': 

52 Song of Los: pl. 7.20. E69. 
53 Exodus 13.21-22. 
54 Song of Los: pl. 7.33. E69. 
55 Song of Los: pl. 7.3 8. E69. 
56 Dorrbecker suggests that 'such revolutionary strife, the overthrow of social and religious bonds, is described as 
a necessary beginning, but not by itself the achievement and fulfillment of humankind's regeneration' 
(Continental Prophecies, p. 302). 
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Drawing clouds of despair thro' the heavens 
Of Europe as he went: 
And his Books of brass iron & gold 
Melted over the land as he flew, 

57 Heavy-waving, howling, weeping. 

On the one hand, this presents a positive view of Orc's fires having the effect of melting the 

crystallized rigidity of Urizen's books of law; on the other, the substance of the books is thus 

distributed all over revolutionary Europe. What seeds are being sown in this manner? There 

certainly appears to be some implied threat to this vision of a reordering of the world. 

The Eternal Laws of God 

The cycle of 'biblical prophecies' comprising The Book of Urizen, The Book ofAhania and 
The Book of Los describes the creation of the world within which 'the children of Los' 

distribute Urizenic law to every nation, the world in which the dramas of America and Europe 

take place. It has become a commonplace in Blake criticism to identify these biblical 

prophecies as together comprising the first books of the 'Bible of Hell' promised at the end of 

The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, containing the founding myth of the Urizenic world. 58 

Urizen's antagonist and companion throughout is Los, who is to become one of the most 

important figures in Blake's mythos. Notwithstanding this increasingly complex re-mything of 

the creation, the currency of these works in the political climate of the 1790s must not be 

overlooked . 
59They appear to have been composed during the same period as the later books of 

the 'continental cycle' discussed above, with the date inscribed on the title-apage of The Book of 

Urizen (1794) earlier than that given for The Song of Los (1795). Just as Milton in Paradise 

Lost turned to the creation story in order to 'justify the ways of God to Men' following the 

57 Song of Los: pl. 7.12. E69. 
58 Bloom, Apocalypse, p. 164; Behrendt, Reading, p. 128. 
59 See The Urizen Books: The First Book of Urizen, 77ie Book ofAhania, The Book of Los, ed. by David Worrall, 
Blake's Illurninated Books, 6 (London: Tate Gallery Publications, 1995), p. 19. Worrall reminds his readers that 
Blake first issued 7he Book of Urizen during the controversy surrounding the publication of the first part of 
Paine's Age of Reason. For Behrendt, an identification of these books as a 'Bible of Hell' confirms their status as 
political texts in the context of the early 1790s ('Blake's Bible of Hell: Prophecy as Political Program', in Blake, 
Politics, andHistorY (see Hobson, above), pp. 37-52); see also Mee, p. 172. 



87 

collapse of the Commonwealth government '60 So Blake - sharing his contemporaries' anxieties 
at the turn of events in France by 1794 - develops his own account of creatio 11.61 

Throughout these books, Urizen's unending task is the codification of law into his vast 
books of metals, and the promulgation of that law to all the nations of the world. There are 

affinities between Urizen's metal books and the stone tablets of Moses; the legal text of both is 

engraved, and thus indelible and unchangeable. 62 Urizen's continuous re- transcription of the 
law is prominently displayed on the title-page of The Book of Urizen, in which Urizen appears 
to be making simultaneously two copies of the original that he is holding open with his feet 
(see figure nine) . 

63 Many interpreters have noted his blindness, and have suggested the 
implications this has for the accuracy of his copies. 64 The trees which arch over the top of the 

plate introduce an important new symbol into Blake's portrayal of the fallen world, which he 

develops in his later epic poetry: the growth of the Tree of Mystery, and its connection with 
Urizenic law. 65 A passage from the sparsely- illustrated Book of Ahania illustrates this process, 

and offers a commentary on this opening plate of The Book of Urizen. 

Many tears fell on the rock, 
Many sparks of vegetation; 
Soon shot the pained root 
Of Mystery. under his heel: 
It grew a thick tree; he wrote 
In silence his book of iron: 
Till the horrid plant bending its boughs 

60 John Milton, Paradise Lost, ed. by John Leonard, Penguin Classics (London: Penguin, 2000), 1.26. 
61 Leslie W. Tannenbaum argues that Blake intends to create a satire on Genesis ('Blake's Art of Crypsis: The 
Book of Urizen and Genesis', Blake Studies, 5.1 (Fall 1972), 141-64); see also Jerome J. McGann, 'The Idea of an 
Indeterminate Text: Blake's Bible of Hell and Dr. Alexander Geddes', Studies in Romanticism, 25 (1986), 303-24; 
Mee, pp. 172-80; Worrall, Urizen Books, pp. 20-22; Howard, Infernal Poetics, p. 155. 
62 Blake also establishes a personal affinity with Urizen, perhaps a-confessional recognition of the Urizenic 
tendencies within his own thought (see Bloom, Apocalypse, p. 175; Howard, Infernal Poetics, p. 154; John 
Sutherland, 'Blake and Urizen' in Visionary Forms (see Erdman, above), pp. 244-62). 
63 See Helen B. Ellis, 'Added and Omitted Plates in Ae Book of Urizen', Colby Library Quarterly, 23 (1987), 99- 
107 (pp. 104-05)). For Worrall, the plate reveals how 'revelation is solidified into rigid law' (Urizen Books, p. 25). 
Eaves proposes that the title-page design is 'a study of the effect of law on art' ('The Title-Page of The Book of 
Urizen', in Essays in Honour of Keynes (see Erdman, above), pp. 225-30 (p. 225)). See also Beer, Blake's 
Visionary Universe (Manchester: Manchester University Press; New York: Bames & Noble, 1969), p. 79. 
64Mee suggests that the plate illustrates Paine's view of the Bible 'as a rather dubious compilation copied from 
popular source' (p. 169). Of the reproductions I have examined, only in copy G is Urizen depicted as blind. In 
copies A, C, D and F his eyes are closed, suggesting concentration, sleep, or death. The particular interpretation is 
not relevant for Eaves: 'Urizen has clearly not taken control of his environment; he has been put to sleep, 
entranced, or blinded by it' ffifle Page', p. 229). It also has little significance for my discussion: it is Urizen's 
a parent failure (or inability) to observe his own actions that is important. 
6T Blake has already described the growth of the Tree Of Mystery in a poem from the Songs of Experience, 'The 
Human Abstract'. Although the illustration to that poem depicts a Urizen-like figure, it predates the first naming 
of Urizen in Blake's verse and has no obvious connection to the idea of the spreading of moral law. 
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Grew to roots when it felt the earth 
And again sprung to many a tree. 66 

Urizen's inscriptions in his book occur simultaneously with his tears hitting the rock and 
becoming seedlings. As Urizen writes his secret laws, cloaked within the 'mystery' of a divine 

discourse, so the tree grows; the branches of that tree, soon heavy with their own weight, reach 

the ground and sprout new rootS. 67 The tree reproduces itself unendingly, infesting the world as 

the law itself spreads. Once created by Urizen, the law takes root in the world, proliferating and 
becoming more complex and (quite literally) unfathomable, as if it has life of its own. 68 Urizen 

is blind to these consequences until it is far too late, and only with difficulty saves himself: 

Amaz'd started Urizen! when 
He beheld himself compassed round 
And high roofed over with trees 
He arose but the stems stood so thick 
He with difficulty and great pain 
Brought his Books, all but the Book 
Of iron, from the dismal shade 69 

The Tree of Mystery and the Book of Iron are inseparable: the tree is bound together with the 

book. This is the great tree of the law entwined in the trappings of divine authority, the cros's 

on which Urizen crucifies his son Fuzon later in Ahania in Blake's retelling of the familiar 

New Testament Story. 70 This tree 'still grows over the Void' and its strength continues to grow, 

'Enrooting itself all around I An endless labyrinth of woe ! 71 The symbolism of the tree's 

growth provides another narrative of law's dominance in the contemporary world - how it 

develops from religious, moralistic origins into the complex secular codes which govern 

individual liberties. Its 'endless labyrinth' of 'mystery' ensures that the recipients of the laws 

C given under pretence of divine command' cannot glimpse their true, abstract origin. 

66 Ahania: pl. 3.59. E86-87. 
67 Johnson and Grant suggest that the description of the Tree of Mystery may have its origins in Popular 
descriptions of the Upas tree of Java and the Banyan tree (Poetry and Designs, p. 54). A possible source for Blake 
is in the Swedenborgian New Magazine of Knowledge Concerning Heaven and Hell, which published the 'Natural 
History of the Bohon-Upas, or Poison-Tree of the Island of Java' in three instalments: 1 (1790), 36-39,80-84 and 
127-3 1. See Andrew M. Stauffer, 'Blake's Poison Trees', Blake: An Illustrated Quarterly, 35 (2001-02), 36-39. 
68 See David W. Lindsay, '774e Book ofAhania: An Interpretation of the Text', Durham University Journal, 68 
(1975-76), 144-47 (p. 145). 
69 Ahania: pl. 3.68 - pl. 4.1. E87. 
70 In Jerusalem, it is also the gallows tree at Tyburn: 'He sat by Tyburns brook, and underneath his heel, shot up! 
A deadly Tree, he nam'd it Moral Virtue, and the Law I Of God who dwells in Chaos hidden from the human 

sight' (Jerusalein: pl. 28,14-16, E174). 
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The tree was an important symbol of the state in the 1790s, used by Burke to represent the 

excellences of the English constitution in Reflections on the Revolution in France, yet also - as 

the 'Liberty Tree' - the symbol of American independence. 72 As I have suggested in chapter 

one, Burke's theory drew on long-established traditions regarding the organic development of 

the English law, traditions which above all else prized the historical development of the law 

from supposed divine origins as the basis of England's claim to constitutional superiority over 

the civil law systems of its European neighbours. For Blackstone and his predecessors, as I 

have argued, this narrative of law is central to the concept of English nationhood. Blake 

proposes an alternative organic account of the law's development, grounded not in divine 

principle but in Urizenic abstraction: the roots of Burke's great tree, as those of Urizen's Tree 

of Mystery, reach to the core of English society. Uprooting is impossible, and political 

radicalism - like Fuzon - will be crucified on its branches. 

Law is originally the means by which Urizen attempts to reform Eternity. His actions stem 

from an inability to grasp the necessity of every emotion depending on its contrary for 
73 

existence: 'I have sought for a joy without pain, I For a solid without fluctuation'. His 

motives are, without a doubt, well-meaning; he cannot understand why the other Eternals are 

content to 'die' and to 'Eve in unquenchable burnings'. 74 In pursuit of his goals he has 

stultified Fire, Air and Water, leaving only Earth, 'A wide world of solid obstruction'. 75 On 

this solidity, he has written in vast books 'the secrets of wisdom': 

Laws of peace, of love, of unity: 
Of pity, compassion, forgiveness. 
Let each chuse one habitation: 
His ancient infinite mansion: 
One command, one joy, one desire, 
One curse, one weight, one measure 
One King, one God, one Law. 76 

This is the ultimate statement of fallen humanity's monocularist view, as represented by 

Bron-lion in Visions of the Daughters ofAlbion. 77 The incessant repetition of 'one', culminating 

71 Ahania: pl. 4.3. E87. 
72 Mee, p. 100-0 1. Burke 'presented what he believed to be the unique liberties of the English constitution as the 
fruit of a great tree which had been following a course of steady and natural growth' (p. 101). 
73 Urizew pl. 4,10. E71. 
74 Urizen: pl. 4.12,13. E7 1. 
75 Urizeir pl. 4.23. E72. 
76 Urizem pl. 4.34. E72. 
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in the spondees of the final line, is alarming to those who, like Blake, believe that 'One Law 
78 for the Lion & Ox is Oppression' 

. 
Urizen believes that his triumvirate society of King, God 

and Law, with the 'Seven deadly Sins of the soul' outlawed, will mean the end of all pain. 79 

The scale of his misjudgement is ft-nmediately clear as he unclasps the Book of Brass: in 'Rage, 

fury, intense indignation I In cataracts of fire blood & gall M the seven deadly sins 'In living 

creations appear'd, I In the flames of eternal fury'. 81 Urizen's laws, through naming and 
defming the ultimate crimes, have ironically brought them into existence. Mee has suggested 

that this view of the law as 'the author of the crimes it punished' was a widely-held perspective 

on the legal system among the radicals of the 1790S. 82 He quotes from Joseph Gerrald's A 

Convention the Only Means of Saving Usfrom Ruin, which states that 'the snares of temptation 

are everywhere set about them [the poor]. Governments, Eke the author of evil, first make the 

criminal and then punish the crime'. 83 

Ms legalizing of existence reconfigures Urizen's relationsMp to Eternity. Eternity is now 

perceived by him as an unfathomable space without structure, a void. 84 Obeying that most 
Newtonian of laws - gravity - Urizen falls down in this void, dying a spiritual death. Los, 

increasingly 'affrighted I At the formless unmeasurable death' waits for 'Eternals to confine, 
The obscure separation alone'. 85 Such action is, however, antithetical to Eternity; it requires a 
legal definition of boundaries, itself a product of the Fall. It is Los alone who seeks to achieve 

that separation. His legalist reaction demonstrates how Urizen's law-making activity engenders 
further regulation: only law can answer law. Unable to remain inactive any longer, 'Los 

formed nets & gins I And threw the nets round about': 86 

77 See also Donald Ault's concept of 'Single Vision' in respect of The Four Zoas ('Re-Visioning Ae Four Zoas', 
in Unnain'd Forms (see Hilton, above) pp. 105-39 (pp. 105-09). As Damon recognizes, 'Blake did not believe for 
a moment that Reason was either intentionally or essentially bad. It is the domination of Reason: its usurpation of 
the throne which belongs to the Spirit; its repression and measuring of natural joys; [... ] its judging of all things 
by one standard - which make it a bad thing' (Philosophy, p. 117). 
78 Marriage: pl. 24. E44. 
79 Urizen: pl. 4.30. E72. 
80 Urizen: pl. 4.45. E72. 
81 Urizen: pl. 5.50. E72. 
82 Mee, p. 178. See also Tannenbaum, 'Transformations of Michelangelo in William Blake's The Book of Urizen', 
Colby Library Quarterly, 16 (1980), 19-50 (p. 42). 
83 Quoted in Mee, p. 178. Similar sentiments, Mee notes, are expressed by William Godwin in Caleb Williams. 
84 See Patricia Cramer, 'The Role of Ahania's Lament 111 Blake's Book ofAhania: A Psychoanalytic Study', 
Journal of English and Germanic Philology, 83 (1984), 522-33. Though I agree with Cramer that, at its 
commencement, Blake's fall is not 'a creation of order out of chaos' (p. 523), 1 suggest that order is necessarily 
sought within that newly-comprehended chaos in limiting the extent of the Fall. 

Urizen: pl. 7.8. E74; pl. 5.39. E73. 
Urizen: pl. 8.7. E74. 
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The Eternal Prophet heavd the dark bellows, 
And turn'd restless the tongs; and the hammer 
Incessant beat; forging chains new & new 
Numb'ring with links. hours, days & years 
[ ... I Los beat on his fetters of iron; 
And heated his furnaces & pour'd 
Iron sodor and sodor of brass 87 

He thus takes on some of the repressive features of Urizen. 88 In seven great ages, Los continues 

to bind the infinite Urizen; so tightly are the chains and fetters wrapped around that in doing so 
he defines the limits of the fallen Urizenic body, petrifying and sterilizing the senses in the 

proceSS. 89The Book of Los, which offers an alternative description of this process, describes 

how ultimately: 

a Form 
Was completed, a Human Illusion 
In darkness and deep clouds involvd. 90 

The true universal form of Humanity is perverted into a legalist abstraction, the 'Human 

Illusion'. The fallen world, the legalized human form, the 'nets & gins & traps' of regulation, 

are therefore as much the creation of Los as they are that of Urizen-91 The irony is savage; Los 

acts to preserve the infinite liberty of Eternity which is threatened by Urizenic codification. 

The only means of action available to him, however, is a legalist definition of that liberty, the 

chains and fetters which are intended to curtail Urizen's influence. Los discovers that his 

response to Urizenic regulation has served to continue the work of Urizen, and to perpetuate 

the Fall; he abandons the furnaces too late, and realizes to his horror that through his actions he 

has closed himself with Urizen from Eternity; 'now his eternal life I Like a dream was 

obliterated'. 92 The illumination to plate eleven of The Book of Urizen presents this Urizenic 

87 Urizen: pl. 10.15,28. E75. 
'8 For Erdman, this is a reminder of human inconsistency (Prophet, p. 255). Bloom develops a more complex 
interpretation of the relationship between Los and Urizen: 'in the hope of somehow organizing a chaos, and to 
meet an imaginative dearth, Los is bringing out number, weight, and measure. In the ghastly comedy of a falling 
creation, the well-meaning Los and the solipsistic Urizen are equally blunderers' (Apocalypse, p. 169-70). 
89 Howard notes that 'it is tempting to read this process as an action that is at least better than nothing' (Infernal 
Poetics, p. 165). However, 'Los's binding is an analogy for the artistic creation of images of the eternal, which 
can be accomplished only by binding the infinite, by abstracting and fixing. It is doomed to fail' (p. 165). 
90 Book of Los: pl. 5.55. E94. 
91 Blake went to some lengths to ensure that Urizen was not considered as the sole cause of the Fall. Ellis 
discusses various insertions and removals of plates in some copies, which shift the focus of the poem away from 
Urizen alone, placing equal emphasis on Los: 'it is as if Blake, in the process of engraving Urizen, perceived that 
the human reason was not the sole villain in a fallen world' (p. 107). 
9' Urizen: pl. 13.33. E77. 
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'Human Illusion' and Los, both crouched in an almost foetal position, looking from the bottom 

of the design up to the limits of their world (see figure ten). The furnaces fall silent, the fires 

are extinguished and the world becomes dark and cold. Thus the 'solid without fluctuation' 

which Urizen sought is achieved; they are enclosed on a world devoid of Air, Fire and Water, 

consisting of solid Earth alone. 

Now closed off from Eternity with Urizen, Los recognizes the enormity of his misjudged 
ý 93 

actions; 'Pity began, In anguish dividing & dividing 
. He literally tears himself apart in 

anger and grief, and his 'soul' (Blake does not use the term 'emanation' until the revisions of 

the Four Zoas manuscript later in the 1790s) divides from his body as Enitharmon. She soon 

becomes pregnant with Los's child; initially a 'worm', the embryo develops into a 'serpent I 

With dolorous hissings & poisons' 94 before emerging as a human infant, whom they name Orc. 

In what has been described by Paley as an Oedipal scenario, Los's resentment of the 

relationship between Orc and Enitharmon condenses into a Chain of Jealousy. 95 Against the 

protests of Enitharmon, Orc is taken to the top of a mountain where 'They chain'd his young 

limbs to the rock I With the Chain of Jealousy', 96 the situation in which he is found at the start 

of the 'Preludium' to America. His cries reanimate Urizen, who creates more tools with which 

he can measure his world: 

7. He fonn'd a line &a plununet 
To divide the Abyss beneath. 
He fonn'd a dividing rule: 

8. He fonned scales to weigh; 
He formed massy weights; 
He formed a brazen quadrant; 
He formed golden compasses 97 

Urizen sets off to explore his world, and discovers to his dismay that 'no flesh nor spirit could 

keep I His iron laws one moment '. 98 In dismay at the failure of his project to find a 'joy without 

pain', Urizen denies the inhabitants of his world the choice of whether to live by his laws, and 

produces the means of the absolute indoctrination of his code, stretching out a web over the 

93 Urizen: pl. 13.5 1. E77. 
94 Urizen: pl. 19.26. E79. 
95 Energy and the Imagination, pp. 107-08. 
96 Urizen: pl. 20.23. E80. 
9' Urizen. pl. 20.3 3. E80-8 1. 
9' Urizen: pl. 23.25. E8 1. 
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cities of his world: 'So twisted the cords, & so knotted I The meshes: twisted like to the human 

brain'. The work is finally completed, 'And all calld it, The Net of Religion'. 99 This 'net' is an 

immense Ora, law expressed via a claimed divine revelation for the protection of humanity. 100 

The effect is inu-nediate; 'the Inhabitants of those Cities: I Felt their Nerves change into 

Marrow', 101 and perception becomes contracted within the Philosophy of the Five Senses. 

And their children wept, & built 
Tombs in the desolate places, 
And form7d laws of prudence, and call'd them 
The eternal laws of God 102 

The peoples of the whole world 'shrink together' under the 'Net of Urizen', 103 the hegemony 

by which Urizenic authority is assured through the weaving together of moral law and religion. 

With Orc sacrificed and Los not yet able to come to terms with his own involvement in the 

creation of the Urizenic world, a brief revolutionary hope is offered in. the person of a renegade 

son of Urizen named Fuzon. He is glimpsed at the end of The Book of Urizen preparing to lead 

'the remaining children of Urizen' from this regulated world which they name 'Egypt', 104 a 

reformulation of the biblical Exodus in which Moses led the Hebrews from slavery. Blake's 

irony, however, is that Urizen's world is supposedly that which has already been freed from 

Egyptian slavery, evident in Urizen's own representation as the Moses of Blake's mythos. On 

what basis can Fuzon articulate a new kind of freedom? 

The Book of Ahania contains the details of this short-lived rebellion. Fuzon is described 

triumphantly leading his followers away from Urizen's domain, denouncing his father as a 

'Demon of smoke' and a 'cloudy God'. 105He forms a weapon, a 'Globe of wrath', to destroy 

Urizen: 

And his right hand burns red in its cloud 
Moulding into a vast globe, his wrath 
As the thunder-stone is moulded. 

99 Urizeii: pl. 25.20-22. E82. 
10" See Kay Parkhurst Easson and Roger R. Easson, The Book of Urizen (London: Thames and Hudson, 1979), p. 
79; Howard, Infenial Poetics, p. 173. Mee suggests that Urizen, horrified by the failure of his 'children' to live by 
his laws, states them in a new way in "the Net of Religion" (p. 187-88). 
101 Urizen: pl. 25.1. E82. 
102 Urizen: pl. 28.4. E83. 
103 Urizen: pl. 28.13. E83. 
" Urizeir pl. 28.22. E83. 
105 Ahania: pl. 2.10,12. E84. 



94 

I 

... I Roaring with fury, he threw 
The howling Globe: burning it flew 

keeping its direction, 
The cold loins of Urizen dividing. 106 

Fuzon claims a premature victory; he 'thought Urizen slain by his wrath' and vaunts to his 

companions 'I am God'. 107 Urizen has not been killed, however, though he too - like Los - is 

now divided from his female counterpart, Ahania. Urizen fashions a bow from the body of a 

serpent which he has slain, and shoots Fuzon with a rock. The rock passes through Fuzon's 

body and falls, significantly, 'upon the Earth, I Mount Sinai, in Arabia', 108 the mountain upon 

which Moses receives the Ten Commandments in Exodus. 109 Two interpretations of these lines 

are possible; either that the rock lands on the already-existing summit of Sinai, or that the rock 
itself is the mass which is named Mount Sinai. ' 10 Urizen's weapon becomes the source of 

biblical law, be it as Mount Sinai itself or as that which lands upon Mount Sinai: the tablets of 

the Ten Commandments. At what point does Urizen's barren rock transform into such a 

source? The transition is two-fold. Urizen first soaks the rock in the serpent's poison; it was the 

serpent in Genesis who led Adam and Eve to their knowledge of good and evil, the ability to 

make moral judgements. ' 11 The rock then passes through the body of Fuzon who thus, like the 

biblical Moses, 'receives' the will of the Old Testament God (Urizen). Fuzon enacts through 

his own death the interpretation of Urizen's commandments. A belatedly distraught Urizen 

collects his son's body, and crucifies it upon the Tree of Mystery whose growth has been 

discussed above: 

The corse of his first begotten 
On the accursed Tree of MYSTERY: 
On the topmost stem of this Tree 
Urizen nail'd Fuzon's corse. 112 

Fuzon's body remains on the Tree, the source and victim of 'arrows of pestilence' and disease 

which 'Ran thro' all bis dismal world' '113 reminiscent of the weapons of Albion's Angel in 

106 Ahania: pl. 2.6,17,28. E84. 
107 Ahania: pl. 3.38. E86. 
108 Ahania: pl. 3.45. E86. 
109 Exodus 19 and 20. 
1 10 The former interpretation is suggested by Bloom (Apocalypse, p. 179); the alternative is proposed by Damon 
(Philosophy, p. 124), Beer (Visionary Uifiverse, p. 89), and Lindsay (Took ofAhania', p. 145). 
111 Genesis 3. 
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America. These 'noxious clouds' have the effect of petrifying the 'bones of man'; 114 thus, in 
death, Fuzon (like Los) becomes a Urizen-like legislator. The Book of Ahania ends with 
Ahania's heart-breaking lament at the foot of that tree: 'how can delight, I Renewp]' she 
asks, 1 15 seeking a return to her prelapsarian existence with 'bright Urizen', where they enjoyed 
'the bliss of eternal valleys'. 116 The answer appears to be beyond contemplation in the fallen, 
law-built heaven. 

I have shown how Blake presents both Urizen and Los as responsible for the Fall and its 

consequences. The narratives of Orc and Fuzon as described in The Book of Urizen and The 
Book of Ahania offer further evidence for the identification between Urizen and Los at this 

stage in Blake's mythology. The female counterparts of both divide from them in response to 
the crisis which they have precipitated. Both of these creator-figures become jealous of their 

counterparts through their relationship with Orc and Fuzon. This jealousy in turn leads both 
Urizen and Los to sacrifice their sons and imprison their counterparts; Los surrounds 
Enitharmon 'With fires of Prophecy I From the sight of Urizen & Orc' whilst Urizen hides 
Ahania 'in darkness in silence'. 117 Los's inability to think beyond the limits of Urizenic 

regulation results in revolutions, 'ages completed their circles', 118 which merely return to the 

point at which they begin. His actions reinforce the permanence of that law. I suggest that law 

- and, more specifically, the act of legislation itself - is at the centre of the circularity observed 
in the illuminated books of the Lambeth period and in The Four Zoas manuscript, a cycle of 

regulation whose existence is suggested in Blake's earlier work but which receives its clearest 

expression in the relationship between Orc, Los, Fuzon, and Blake's law-maker figure Urizen. 

I have demonstrated how regulation and the written law, when shrouded in the 'mystery' of a 

religious text, can act as justification for Urizen's actions. Once established, however, the only 

means by w1iich Urizen's opponents can counter his actions, even in the name of civil liberty, 

is through further regulation. Law thus engenders law in the Lambeth prophecies, with a 
downward- spiralling inertia which produces a cold, dark, dense world that is as horrifying to 

Urizen as it is to Los. Whilst Urizen is traditionally conceived as Blake's creator-god in his 

112 Ahania: pl. 4.5. E87. 
113 Ahania: pl. 4.37,39. E88. 
114 Ahania: pl. 4.18,21. E87. 
115 

Ahania: pl. 5.42. E90. 
116 

Ahwiia: pl. 5.9. E89. 
117 Urizen: pl. 20.43,44. E8 1; Ahania: pl. 2. E85. 
118 Book of Los: pl. 5.4 1. E94. 
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Bible of Hell, this examination demonstrates that the human world is as much the creation of 
Los - even as (in fact, because) he militates against it - as it is that of Urizen. 

Paine, Franklin and countless others suggested that the goals of revolution could be 

preserved through constitutionalism and codification. Whilst such published codes may be 

more desirable than the secret laws of the ancien regime, Bentham's writing provides ample 

evidence of how such promulgation may effect an abrogation rather than a protection of 
liberty. Blake in these prophecies engages with these questions, whilst appearing as incapable 

as Los of conceiving of an alternative to further legislation. Los, the standard-bearer of liberty, 

struggles to reinforce the intellectual, perceptual and physical freedom of the human world 
from the continual shrinkage imposed by the legislative activities of Urizen, champion of the 

ancien regime. He ultimately discovers that he has unintentionally, and tragically, collaborated 

with Urizen. To answer the question posed earlier in this chapter, Los's Paineite activity really 
has reverted to the Urizenic. 'Law' in these books consistently appears to be reactionary to 

rebellion, as fundamental to the barrier between the Urizenic world and Eternity. Urizen's 

naming of the law creates in dramatic fashion the difference (between legal and illegal, the 

virtuous and the criminal) whose annihilation he initially sought so desperately: 'I have sought 

for a joy without pain, I For a solid without fluctuation'. All further human activity can only 

take place within the limits of the law, as the alternative - the absence of law - is too 

frightening to contemplate. Blake's thought is approaching crisis, and yet he does not abandon 

his faith in revolution. This is a problem on which he seeks to focus through an epic synthesis 

of his mythological world: Vala or The Four Zoas. 
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Figure Eight: EurOPe, copy B, pl. II 



Figure Nine: The Book of Urizen, copy F, pl. I 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

BUILDING THE GOTHic CAsTLE: 

AN ARCHITECTONICS OF THE LAW 

With the completion of The Book of Los and The Song of Los in 1795, Blake finished the 

two cycles of prophetic works that are associated with his residence in Lambeth. He was not to 

produce another original work in illuminated printing for over a decade. ' For much of this 

period, Blake was working on a major new piece of poetry which was originally entitled Vala, 

or, The Death and Judgement of the Ancient Man; a Dream of Nine Nights. The single 

manuscript copy of the poem bears the date 1797, and it is possible that a complete draft of the 

first part of the work had by then been completed. 2 The individual books of the Lambeth period 

had offered snapshots of events in the fallen world, and from the history of how Humanity had 

arrived in its present condition. In Vala, Blake attempts an epic contextualization of these 

individual narratives, leading from the immediate aftermath of the Fall to an apocalyptic 

Judgement by which the Fall is overcome. 3 Passages from The Book of Urizen and The Book of 

Ahania appear embedded within narrative movements of greater inertia. The point-of-view 

offered by Blake shifts from the intimacy of the earlier work to a more macroscopic 

perspective, from which the contexts for the specific revolutionary accounts of America and 

Europe may be understood. 4 Urizen and Los, the principal figures of the Lambeth prophecies, 

are placed within a complex mythological framework in which they are but two of four 'Zoas' 

1 Though the title-pages of Milton and Jerusalem are dated 1804, no copy of Milton is printed on paper with a 
watermark earlier than 1808 (Johnson and Grant, Poetry and Designs, p. 236). It is also generally accepted that 
Blake worked on Jerusalem until well into the 1820s. 
2 The basic text of Night I (heavily overwritten), Night 11 and the first two-thirds of Night III are in Blake's 
elaborate copperplate hand; both Lincoln and John Pierce suggest that this section of the manuscript is a 
transcription, not a work-in -progress (Spiritual History: A Reading of William Blake's Vala or Ihe Four Zoas 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995), p. 32; Flexible Design: Revisionary Poetics in Blake's Vala or 7he Four Zoas 
(Montreal: McGill-Queen's University Press, 1998), p. 4). 
3 See Leonard W. Deen, Conversing in Paradise: Poetic Genius and Identity-as- Community in Blake's Los 
(Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1983), p. 123; Howard, Infemal Poetics, p. 206. 
41 nevertheless find problematic Frye's model for the earlier works as parts of an as-yet unwritten epic towards 
which the poet was reaching (Notes for a Commentary on Milton', In The Divine Vision: Studies in the Poetry 

and Art of William Blake, ed. by Vivian de Sola Pinto (London: Gollancz, 1957), pp. 99-137 (p. 99)); 1 prefer to 
consider Blake's work in all his epic poems as a reconsideration and recontextualization of the earlier, shorter 
prophecies. OsLriker suggests that in the earlier prophecies, Blake was 'in the process of creating a system', the 
long epics 'assume a system already created in which the poet can walk up and down at his ease' (Vision and 
Verse in William Blake (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1965), p. 17 1). 
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which constitute the Eternal Man, in later revisions sometimes named 'Albion'. In their 

prelapsarian existence, the symmetry and balance of the Zoas assures 'Perfect Unity'; the 

emergence of conflict between them precipitates the Fall. 

I have shown how the late- eighteenth-century debate regarding the codification of the 

customary law of England provides an instructive frame of reference for Blake's own treatment 

of law in the period. In particular, it offers insights into the ambiguous relationship between 

Los and Urizen, by which in attempting to produce an alternative to Urizenic order, Los merely 

reinforces that regime. Stemn-ting from his first premise that 'One Law for the Lion & Ox is 

Oppression', Blake's support of the French Revolution's overthrow of the 'systems' of the 

ancien regime is countered by his nervousness about the constitutionalism advocated by 

writers such as Paine, Franklin and Priestley, a suspicion that these new systems merely re- 

stated those that they sought to replace within an even narrower compass. 5BIake's concerns 

may have been strengthened with the obscuring of the initial revolutionary confidence, as the 

Reign of Terror sought its own justification through appeals to law. 6 This tension is expressed 

poetically in the books of the Lambeth period: Blake is compelled to describe a 'cycle of 

regulation' in which existence becomes legislated with increasing stringency. Reason itself is 

enclosed within this circumference, unable to offer an alternative to accumulating codification. 

In the Lambeth prophecies, Blake is as unable as Urizen and Los to conceptualize an exit 

from the cycle of regulation which compasses the fallen world with ever greater constriction. 

Such an exit - if found - would set Humanity on the path to overcoming the Fall; but if Blake 

now hoped that in viewing the development of political events in Europe from a less intimate 

point-of-view he could thereby gain a perspective from which such an exit might be 

ascertained he was to be disappointed. The successive creative ascendancies of the individual 

Zoas enact an increasingly crystallized cycle of regulation. While this 'Crystal Cabinet' is 

shattered via the Judgement of Night IX, 7 the apocalyptic salvation described nevertheless 

5 This circularity is also recognized by Spence in The End of Oppression (London: c. 1795), though Blake does 
not share Spence's suspicion of Paine's motives; see the sixth chapter of Makdisi's Iinpossible History. 
6 Doyle has discussed the origins of the Reign of Terror in a struggle for subsistence among manual workers (p. 
25 1). The legal basis for wresting food from the hands of the 'unpatriotic hoarders' of the countryside was 
bolstered with the passing on 17 September 1793 of the Law of Suspects, which gave watch committees sweeping 
powers to arrest anyone who by 'their conduct, their contacts, their words or their writings, showed themselves to 
be supporters of tyranny, of federalism or to be enemies of liberty' (Doyle, p. 25 1). 
7 This phrase is taken from Blake's manuscript poem of the same title (c. 1803-05). As with many of the other 
poems in the Pickering Manuscript, Blake presents in 'The Crystal Cabinet' a vision of human life trapped in 
endless circularity similar to that observed in The Four Zoas. 
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8 
provides little hope for the redemption of human history. In starting off 'with a bang' (to use 
Frye's well-known label), 9 this eschatological vision of a Day of Judgement suggests a 
fatalistic and deeply pessimistic view of the continuing degradation of the human condition, a 

world in which true reform is impossible, in which the most people may strive for is their own 
individual salvation. 10 Perhaps aware of these shortcomings Blake struggled with the poem; 

over a period of at least eight years Vala was under almost continual revision, parts of the 

manuscript bearing the evidence of multiple layers of overwriting, erasure, crossings out and 

marginal insertions. At a late stage the title was amended to The Four Zoas: The Torments of 
Love and Jealousy in the Death and Judgement of Albion the Ancient Man-" I suggest in the 

next chapter that towards the end of the process of revision Blake glimpsed the possibility for a 

more optimistic conclusion to human history. It may have been the growing awareness of the 

unsuitability of The Four Zoas as a vehicle for that account that led to Blake eventually 

abandoning the manuscript. 

Within the microscopic focus of the Lambeth prophecies, Blake specifically examines the 

discourse of law as a mode of biblical interpretation (the emergence and prescribing of the Old 

Testament moral law) and the relation of that code to the life of law in the eighteenth century. 
From the macroscopic perspective of The Four Zoas, I suggest that Blake attempts to move 
beyond the specific legal codes relevant to the world explored in the Lambeth books, to treat of 
law as an ontological principle - the drive towards codified existence -a phenomenon which 
defines the boundaries set upon the fallen world, and which emerges within that world in the 

form of particularized legal codes throughout its history. In this chapter, I will explore this 

development through Blake's use of the period's chief metaphorical vehicle for legal structure: 

the language of construction and architecture. Before turning my attention to The Four Zoas, 

however, I wish briefly to examine the appearance of the Bastille in Blake's The French 

Revolution (179 1), in which he makes use of architectural imagery in his immediate response 

to the outbreak of the revolution in France. 

8 See Aers, 'Representations of Revolution: From The French Revolution to The Four Zoas', in Critical Paths: 
Blake and the Argument of Method, ed. by Dan Miller, Mark Bracher, and Donald Ault (Durharn, NO Duke 
University Press, 1987), pp. 244-70 (pp. 257-58)). 
9 Fearful Symmetry, p. 308; see also Pierce, Flexible Design, p. 143. 
10 The final night has nevertheless been adrnired in isolation: 'there is nothing like the colossal explosion of 
creative power in the Ninth Night of The Four Zoas anywhere else in English poetry' (Frye, Fearful Symmetry, p. 
305). 
11 Blake nevertheless retained the structure of nine Nights, each headed 'Vala'. 
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Building in the Law-Blasted Wastes 

Blackstone's elegant, often sentimentalized presentation of the English conunon law is 

never more poetic than in the well-known passage from the third volume of Commentaries, in 

which he attempts to convey the grandeur of the body of law: 

We inherit an old Gothic castle, erected in the days of chivalry, but fitted up for a modem 
inhabitant. The moated ramparts, the embattled towers, and the trophied halls, are 
magnificent and venerable, but useless. The inferior apartments, now converted into 
rooms of convenience, are cheerful and commodious, though their approaches are 
winding and difficult. 12 

Blackstone's readers need not fear becoming lost in the maze, as long as they have a guide; for 
C 13 
once we have discovered the proper clew, that labyrinth is easily pervaded'. The labyrinthine 

castle is ideal for Blackstone's purposes; it indicates a paradoxically organic strength, beauty 

and synunetry to the law, without suggesting its simplicity or reducibility to a short set of 

principles (which would undercut his arguments against formal codification). Though I have 

identified no pre-existing textual source for this Gothic castle, in adopting the language of 

building and architecture Blackstone engages with an eighteenth-century conunonplace for 

constitutional systems used, for example, by Edward Gibbon in his examination of the decay of 

the Roman Empire. 14 

In specifically describing the legal system as a Gothic castle, Blackstone also participates 

in a quasi-mythical account of origins which had first flourished in the Restoration and during 

the Glorious Revolution, by which writers who fostered a belief in the ancient constitution 

sought to present it as part of a gothic legacy. 15 Castles are symbolic of political power and 

dominance; by assigning such a metaphor to the law, Blackstone hints at its constitutional 

" Commentaries, 111,268. Meehan examines this passage in detail, suggesting that like Burke, Blackstone makes 
liberal use of the legal capabilities of architectural analogy, though to somewhat different ends (pp. 116-17). 
" Commentaries, 111,268. 
14 Ae History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, 6 vols (London: Strahan and Cadell, 1776-88); see, 
for example, 1 (1776), 2 and 11 (1781), 1219), and James William Johnson's article 'Gibbon's Architectural 
Metaphor', Journal of British Studies, 13.1 (November 1973), 44-62. Rousseau compares the task of the legislator 
to that of the architect (An Inquiry into the Nature of the Social Contract; or Principles of Political Right 
(London: G. C. J. and J. Robinson, 179 1), p. 121); Montesquieu also uses architectural imagery when describing 
the emergence of new legal systems (Spirit of Laws, II, p. 28 1). 
is Markman Ellis demonstrates that this positive claiming of Gothic heritage was in reaction to a republican 
neoclassicism which had branded England's monarchist past as 'gothick', implying that 'it was both barbarian and 
ruined' (The History of Gothic Fiction (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2000), p. 25). Just as 'the 
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supremacy. 16 Blackstone places a great value on the law's gothic legacy, its obscurity, 
grandeur and claims to immemoriality. 17 The labyrinth, like the ancient constitution, is the 
product of history; it is the building produced through constant revision, not a structure 
developed according to detailed and unchangeable plans. Unlike the polished classical 
architecture of Gibbon's Rome, the Gothic form embodies continual growth, the building's 

strength residing in this constant extension. Nevertheless, the building is ultimately no less 
fragile than Gibbon's. Blackstone extends his use of the architecture metaphor to defend the 
common law against the parliamentary draughtsmen, who threaten to rebuild large areas: 'the 

coinmon law of England has fared like other venerable edifices of antiquity, which rash and 
unexperienced workmen have ventured to new-dress and refine, with all the rage of modem 
improvemenC. 18 It is the suggestion of the need to conserve the building against even partial 
demolition that provokes Bentham's outburst: 'he turns the Law into a Castle, for the purpose 
of opposing every idea of "fundamental" reparation'. 19 Burke also appears to have 
Blackstone's castle in mind when he criticizes the French revolutionary leaders: 

You might, if you pleased, have profited of our example, and have given to your 
recovered freedom a correspondent dignity. [ ... ] Your constitution, it is true, whilst you 
were out of possession, suffered waste and dilapidation; but you possessed in some parts 
the walls and in all thefoundations of a noble and venerable castle. You might have 
repaired those walls; you might have built on those old foundations. 20 

Hannah More uses a version of this device in Village Politics, presumably drawn from either 
Burke or Blackstone. She celebrates the village squire's conurAtment to his 'fine old castle 

raised by the wisdom of [ ... ] brave ancestors; which outstood the civil wars, and only 

underwent a little needful repair at the Revolution', even through 'there may be a dark closet or 

republican senate was figured as residing 111 Roman and classical architecture, the gothic constitution was 
identified with gothic architecture' (p. 26). 
16 Ellis suggests that though Blackstone's 'affectionate portrait' of the Gothic castle is apparently conservative, in 
a cornmon law interpretation it is suggestive of the 'ancient constitutionalism [that] was deployed against regal 
tyranny and the royal threat of absolutist government' (p. 26). For further discussion of this trope see Kate 
Ferguson Ellis, The Contested Castle: Gothic Novels and the Subversion of Doniestic Ideology (Urbana: 
University of Illinois Press, 1989) and David Punter, Gothic Pathologies: The Text, the Body and the Law 
(London: Macn-ullan; New York: St. Martin's, 1998). 
17 See Daniel J. Boorstin, The Mysterious Science of the Law: An Essay on Blackstone's Coinnientaries 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1941), pp. 99-105. 
18 Connnentaries, 1,10. 
19 Fraginent, pp. xxxil-xxxlv. 
20 Reflections, p. 50, emphasis added. 
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an inconvenient room or two in it') in opposition to his wife who, according to fashionable 
21 

French taste, wants to pull it down and 'build it up in her frippery way'. 

For Blake, the construction of buildings and cities proves an irresistible metaphor for the 

establishing of new constitutional and legal orders. Though I have shown that 'labyrinthine' 

structure in particular is a feature of the Urizenic in the Lambeth books, 22 Blake first makes 

extensive use of architectural imagery in The French Revolution. Originally intended as a 

poem in seven books to be published in conventional form by Joseph Johnson, Blake appears 

only ever to have completed the first book. It provides a fictional narrative of the immediate 

prelude to the outbreak of the revolution, structured around meetings of Louis's own Council 

and of the National Assembly. 23 The subject of their brinkmanship is the loyalty of the army, 

stationed at the Bastille; this building is also the archetypal prison which looms over the 

political and territorial battlefield of the 'law blasted wastes'. 24 One of the King's chief 

ministers addresses the representative from the National Assembly, the Abbe de Seyes: 

Seest thou yonder dark castle, that moated around, keeps this city of Paris in awe. 
Go conunand yonder tower, saying, Bastille depart, and take thy shadowy course. 
Overstep the dark river, thou terrible tower, and get thee up into the country ten miles. 
And thou black southern prison, move along the dusky road to Versailles 25 

The Bastille is the focal point of authority in Paris; its movement to Versailles, where the 

National Assembly is meeting, would symbolize the transferral of sovereign power from Louis. 

This 'dark castle' with its seven towers (perhaps an appropriation of divine fonn) has been 

described in detail at the opening of the poem as the prison Governor, on the eve of the 

21 Hannah More, Village Politics, Addressed to all the Mechanics, Journeymen, and Day Labourers, in Great 
Britain, 2nd edn (London: F. and C. Fivington, 1792), pp. 8-9. 
22 Its first use by Blake is in The Book of Ahania, where the Tree of Mystery grows into an 'endless labyrinth of 
woe' (Ahania: pl. 4.3. E87). Blake was not the only radical writer to represent the constitution and legal system as 
founded on the model of the labyrinth. William Godwin in An Enquiry Concerning Political Justice, and its 
Influence on General Virtue and Happiness, 2 vols (Dublin: Luke White, 1793) describes English law as 'a 
labyrinth without end', and suggests that the state is a 'labyrinth [ ... ] artfully invented, lest the people should 
understand their own affairs, and, understanding, become inclined to conduct them' (11,306 and 97). 
2' Lincoln has demonstrated how Blake's presentation of revolution in this poem as a process which 'Involves 

negotiation and executive decree', is unique in his work (Tolitics and Desire in Blake's The French Revolution', 

in Blake, Politics and History (see Hobson, above), pp. 187-95, (p. 188)). 
24 French Revolution: 227, E296. 'Ibis phrase recalls the description of the ancien reginze as a 'law-built heaven' 

at the end of Atnerica (pl. 16,19, E58). William F. Halloran suggests that Blake's presentation of the army 
stationed at the Bastille 'Implies ironically that the King's forces are really his prisoners' ('The French 
Revolution: Revelation's new Form', Visionary Fonns (see Erdman, above), pp. 30-56, (p. 36)). 
25French Revolution: 248. E297. 
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revolution, moves between its cells inspecting the prisoners. 26 As in Burgundy's address to the 
Abbe above, the ancient prison appears symbolic of the corruption behind the outward glory of 
the ancien regime: 

In its terrible towers the Governor stood, in dark fogs list'ning the horror; [ ... ] Sudden seiz'd with howlings, despair, and black night, he stalk'd like a lion from tower 
To tower, his howlings were heard in the Louvre; from court to court restless he dragg'd 
His strong limbs; from court to court curs'd the fierce torment unquell'd " 

In the seven towers of the 'dark castle' of the Bastille, the pillars supporting Louis's rule are 
discovered; the first three are named 'horror', 'darkness' and 'bloody'. The prisoner contained 
in each tower bears the outward signs of the regime's crushing of internal dissent: 28 the first, a 

man confined for 'writing prophetic'; the second, a challenger to the throne of France (the 

famed man in the iron mask); the third, the skeleton of a man 'who refus'd to sign papers of 

abhorrence', perhaps a reference to the lettres de cachet by which an individual could be 

imprisoned without knowing the charge . 
29The fourth tower is named 'religion', and the inmate 

here is a 'loathsome sick woman' who 'refus'd to be whore to the Minister'. This is difficult to 

disentangle; if the 'Minister' is to be interpreted as representative of the state, it would suggest 

that Blake is making a comment about the estabhshment of the church as a servant of the state. 

Perhaps the 'sick woman' is an embodiment of a pure religion which refused to prostitute itself 

in this way, and which is now hidden-away and made 'loathsome' by the state . 
30 The fifth 

tower, 'order', contains a prisoner who 'by conscience urg'd, in the city of Paris rais'd a pulpit, 

And taught wonders to darken'd souls', recalling the dissenting religious doctrine so feared by 

the English authorities (for example in their treatment of Joseph Priestley). 31 Through his 

punishment this prisoner has become 'an old man, whose white beard cover'd the stone floor 

like weeds', 32 thus a Mosaic / Urizenic figure, suggestive of the origins of the 'order' of 

Louis's world in the moral law derived through the priestly perversion of prophecy. The 

prisoner in the tower of Destiny has been blinded, 'destiny' thus converted to mere 'despair'. 

Finally, in the seventh tower, 'named the Tower of God', is a man made insane through his 

26 There were just seven prisoners in the Bastille at its fall, though there were not seven towers (Williant Blake: A 
Critical Edition of the Major Works, ed. by Michael Mason, The Oxford Authors (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1988), p. 549). 
27 French Revolution: 18. E286-87. I have corrected Erdman's 'bowlings' to 'howlings' in the third line. 
28Damon suggests that Blake 'symbolizes them [the prisoners] as the seven high types of men subjected by the 
feudal condition of France' (Philosophy, p. 80). 
29French Revolution: 29,34. E287. 
30 French Revolution: 35,37. E287. 
31 French Revolution: 42. E287-88. 
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confinement. The language used suggests that this is a Newtonian figure, for 'the world of 

attraction [is] in his bosom I Centred' and yet, ironically, his 'reason [is] decay'd' and 'the 

rushing of chaos overwhelm'd his dark SOUI,. 33 'God' has thus been replaced by mad Newton. 

The architectural imagery of the seven towers of the Bastille thus embodies the principles 

of state religion, law, (corrupt) reason, mystery, horror and violence on which the integrity of 
34 

the ancien regime depends. This is the 'Gothic castle' stripped of the outward beauty 

assigned to it in the Blackstonian model and revealed as a prison, the corrupt and rotten core of 

the world of the European ancien regime, a connection which projects Blake's presentation of 

the Revolution as a direct challenge to the authority of the English state. 35 Within the structure 

of The French Revolution's 'dark castle' lies not only the army, but the integrity of the state 

itself If the Bastille refuses to move at the behest of the National Assembly, as Burgundy 

certainly expects, then the National Assembly will finally be taught that 'this army of terrors, 

that prison of horrors, are the bands of the murmuring kingdom'. 36 Contrary to the expectations 

of the King's council, the army obeys the command of the National Assembly and the poem 

ends - apparently on the verge of revolution - with the 'courts of the Palace I Forsaken' and 

Paris, eerily quiet and undefended. 37 

'This World of Cumbrous Wheels, Circle O'er Circle': 

Blake's Architectonics of the Law 

Each turn of the spiralling narrative of The Four Zoas marks a change in authority in the 

fallen world, as the aegis of power is passed between three of the four Zoas (Urizen, Tharmas 

and Los), before resting with Vala, the female counterpart of the absent fourth Zoa, Luvah. 

Each Zoanine age is characterized by a period of reorganization of the elements of creation 

fi-om the measureless abyss of the Fall, followed by the design and construction of a new 

32 French Revolution: 38. E287. 
33 French Revolution: 49,50. E288. 
34 Bloom suggests that the towers are the 'seven pillars of the creation of Law [which] hold up among them the 
social and the natural worlds' (Apocalypse, p. 64). 
35 The only appearance of such a building Mi Blake's illuminated work is on plate eleven of copy K of Europe, 

probably not executed until the early 1820s; a church or palace - whose pointed arches suggest Gothic form - 
looms behind the monarch, symbolizing the unified church 1 
36 French Revolution: 25., E297. 

I and state on which George's rule depends. 

37 French Revolution: 304,305. E299-300. 
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building within which the individuals of the fallen world may on the one hand be sheltered 
from non-entity, but on the other suffer the architect's generalizing definition of humanity to be 

imposed upon them. These buildings thus act as constitutional landmarks in the ontological and 

manuscriptural chaos of The Four Zoas. 

It is my argument that Blake, in The Four Zoas, presents what I term an 'architectonics of 
law', in which the con-unon building metaphor for law-making activity is deliberately 

deployed. I have shown that in the Lambeth books, Blake's examination of the ostensibly 

secular law that describes the circumference of acceptable behaviour in England is presented in 

the language of the biblical moral law. I suggest that Blake in The Four Zoas explores 

poetically, through the device of architecture, the phenomenon of law's emergence on a more 

theoretical basis. The legal codes of Moses, of late-eighteenth century England, or even of the 

new authority in France, may be understood as particular manifestations of the legal 

framework within which the fallen world is set. This is commensurate with his drawing back 

from the microscopic focus of the Lambeth books. I use the word 'architectonics' aware not 

only of its priiinary meaning as the science of architecture, but also of its conunon metaphorical 

use within philosophical discourse as referring to the systematic arrangement of knowledge, to 

what may loosely be considered a 'codified' approach to experience. 

The cosmographic history of the Fall contained in The Four Zoas conunences with a brief 

gffinpse of Man's prelapsarian state, the four Zoas - Urizen, Urthona, Tharmas and Luvah - in 

equilibrium within every man. In an abrupt shattering of this vision, the poem transports its 

readers to the inn-nediate aftermath of the Fall, the direct cause of which is a power struggle 

among the Zoas for which none appears willing to take the blame. Blake himself seems unsure 

where to begin, as several candidates suggest themselves as starting-points for his presentation; 

Tharmas and Los (the fallen form of Urthona) are named, before Blake settles on Urizen as the 

first leader of fallen humanity. In the previous chapter, I have argued that Urizen is not merely 

a recorder or even a maker of laws in the fallen world, but also the agent of their enforcement. 

This, I have suggested, is the inevitable triple-role of the practical codifier in the fallen world, 

born of the inevitable slippage from description to prescription. Law is fundamental to the 

integrity of the Urizenic ancien regime in America and Europe, and the books of the law are 

important artefacts of Urizen's activity in The Book of Urizen and The Book of Ahania. 

However, in the first Nights of The Four Zoas, there is a significant modification in the 
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representation of Urizen's activity. The following extract describes the building of the 'Golden 

Hall of Urizen' in Night 11 of the poem: 

Then rose the Builders; First the Architect divine his plan 
Unfolds, The wondrous scaffold reard all round the infinite 
Quadrangular the building rose the heavens squared by a line. 
Trigon & cubes divide the elements in finite bonds 38 

This building contains 'towns & Cities Nations Seas Mountains & Rivers', 39 and thus encloses 

the Urizenic world. This is the first moment of stability presented in the epic after the 

confusion of the fall of the Zoas. There is no explicit reference to law, no appearance of the 

books of 'iron, brass & gold' - given the close identification of Urizen with law in the 

Lambeth books, this absence is remarkable. The Urizen familiar from Blake's earlier 1790s 

work only appears later in The Four Zoas. In the definitive account of the Fall which Blake 

presents in this poen-4 it is therefore helpful to think of the treatment of Urizen in the first 

Nights of the manuscript as offering a pre-history of the Urizenic condition, an exploration of 

the process by which the Urizen of Eternity, the King of Light, becomes corrupted into the 

agent of law in his fallen incarnation (though the 'golden' hall perhaps forecasts the metal 

books that are to come). Blake here accordingly introduces his readers to Urizen as an 

architect. Keen to take positive action to reclaim Paradise, Urizen has drawn up plans which 

are suggestive of divine structure: a perfect 'quadrangle', 40 reminiscent of the four Zoas in 'a 
41 Perfect Unity' within every man before the Fall . 

Readers of The Four Zoas are naturally distrustful of Urizen's activity, not least because 

this creative role is specifically assigned to him by the Eternal Man at the beginning of Night 

38 Four Zoas: 11. p. 30.8. E319. Bloom suggests that this process is 'a powerful mockery of all the philosophers 
and theologians, Plato included, who have brought out number, weight, and measure to calculate the dearth of 
fallen creation' (Apocalypse, pp. 216-17). 
39Four Zoas: 11. p. 30.19. E319. 
40 'nie design also accords with contemporary depictions of Solomon's temple, such as that contained in J. B. 
Fischer von Erlach's A Plan of Civil and Historical Architecture, a book from which Blake, in Paley's opinion, 
made several borrowings ('The Fourth Face of Man: Blake and Architecture', in Articulate Images: 7"he Sister 
Arisfroin Hogarth to Tennyson, ed. by Richard Wendorf (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1983), pp. 
184-215, (p. 186)). See also Roger R. Easson, 'Blake and the Gothic, and Edward J. Rose 'The "Gothicized 
Imagination" of "Michelangelo Blake"', in the volume Blake in His Time (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1978), ed. by Robert N. Essick and Donald Pearce, pp. 145-54 and 155-69 respectively, and Bindman, 'Blake's 
"Gothicised Imagination" and the History of England', in Essays in Honour of Keynes (see Erdman, above), pp. 
29-49. 
41 Four Zoas: I. p. 3.4. E300. Lincoln suggests that this is 'an ideal creation, the most perfect construction that 
fallen reason can place upon the external world it contemplates'; Urizen's building, like Satan's Pandemonium In 
Paradise Lost, is 'an attempt to reconstruct a lost order in an abyss' (Spiritual History, pp. 51-52). 



114 

11, to the exclusion of the other three Zoas. Moreover, however much Urizen may consider the 

pure symmetry of his design to be divine, his construction can only ever be suggestive of 
Eternity; geometrical form is itself a dangerous abstraction. Within this building 'the heavens 

[are] squared by a line', the resulting structure therefore being a simplification of, or an 

abstraction fron-4 Eternity - these anxieties are confirmed towards the end of the Night as 'the 

Sons of Urizen beheld Heaven walled round'. 42 Indeed, Urizen's activity is increasingly that of 

a mad Newton, as in the following description of the motion of stellar bodies obeying 

mechanical laws in the universe of mathematical abstraction which he produces: 

Travelling in silent majesty along their orderd ways 
In right-lined paths outmeasur'd by proportions of number weight 
And measure. mathernatic motion wondrous. 

Others triangular right angled course maintain. others obtuse 
Acute Scalene, in simple paths. but others move 
In intricate ways biquadrate. Trapeziums Rhornbs Rhomboids 
Parallelograms. triple & quadruple. polygonic 43 

Nevertheless, this creation does provide a refuge for the Eternal Man, preventing a collapse 

into the state of creation's utter destruction which Blake names 'non-entity'. In this sense 

Urizen achieves the goal which he sets in his initial command to his sons: 'Build we a Bower 

for heavens darling in the grizly deep I Build we the Mundane Shell around the Rock of 

Albion'. 44 This order is followed by a period of great activity as the necessary tools are 

assembled: the anvil, loom, plough, harrow, furnaces, harnesses, compasses, quadrant, rule and 
balance. The raw materials are melted in the furnaces, and the 'molten metal' then released 

running 'in channels' to the forges, where it is formed into the 'globes' (later revised by Blake 

to 'pyramids' and 'Cubes') which are the basic units of creation. 45 These are weighed by the 

sons of Urizen on their 'strong scales', who then 'fix them in their awful stations' according to 

the grand design. 46 Eternity itself, now contemplated as a structureless void, remains as an 

unsettling antithesis to this created cosmos; it is therefore hidden from sight by setting limits on 

the extent of the mechanical universe: 'on golden hooks they hang abroad I The universal 

curtains, & spread out from Sun to Sun ý. 47 While Urizen's world may appear divine, especially 

42 Four Zoas: 11. p. 33.8. E321. 
43 Four Zoas: Il. p. 33.22,32. E322. 
"Four Zoas: Il. p. 24.7. E314. 
45 Four Zoas: 11. p. 28.8,26. E318; p. 29.2. E319. 
46 Four Zoas: 11. p. 28.32. E318; p. 29-2. E319. 
47 Four Zoas: 11. p. 29.10. E319. 



115 

from a fallen perspective, it is quite clearly a product of the Fall. Though it sets the limits by 

which the Eternal Man is saved, it also completes the separation from Eternity. 

Moreover, it becomes clear that Urizen's 'quadrangular' building is not the piece of divine 

architecture which is intended. It is soon revealed that the fundamental principle of its 

construction is not four at all, but three sets of four: 

Twelve halls after the names of his twelve sons composd 
The wondrous building & three Central Domes after the Names 
Of his three daughters were encompassed by the twelve bright halls 
I ... I Each Dome opend toward four halls & the Three Domes Encompassed 
The Golden Hall of Urizen 48 

Even during the period of its construction, the building's design is corrupted from the apparent 

purity of Urizen's original quadrangular plain into a more complex structure of interlocking 

domes and halls; abstraction intensifies. Worse is to come, however, as Urizen soon seeks the 

refuge of the 'Labyrinthine porches I Of his wide heaven', 49 a structure based not on clarity but 

on mystery. The classical symmetry of the original is thus transformed into a Gothic castle. As 

if indicative of this emergence of mystery, Blake describes the construction of a sacrificial 
'altar of brass' which is now 'Erected at the chief entrance of Urizens hal. 1% 50 a foreshadowing 

of the Temple of Mystery which is built in Night VII. This revelation of the role of mystery in 

Urizen's creation is significant; it is fundamental to the continuance of his world, its emergence 
inevitable. It is also reminiscent of the Urizen of the Lambeth books. The connection between 

Mystery and Urizenic law is made explicit in Night VII of The Four Zoas via the same device 

as in The Book ofAhania - the growth of the Tree of Mystery around and through Urizen's 

Book of Iron. Moreover, in Night VIII Blake reports that the Tree draws its water from the 

'tears & sighs & death sweat of the Victims I Of Urizens laws'. These events are still distant in 

The Four Zoas, yet already Mystery's involvement in the fallen Urizenic condition is evident. 

Already Eternity has been hidden; but the cold walls have been decorated by enormous 

curtains hung from golden hooks. The decoration hides their imprisoning function, 'many a net 

is netted; many a net I Spread & many a Spirit caught'. 51 This beautification of Urizen's world 

is extended through music, as flutes and lyres 'trap the listeners, & in cruel delight I Bind them, 

48 Four Zoas: Il. p. 30.15,20. E319. 
49 Four Zoas: 11. p. 30.27. E320. 
" Four Zoas: 11. p. 30.42. E320. 
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condensing the strong energies into little compass'. 52 'Infinitely beautiful' though the 

twondrous work' is, it is 'circled in an infinite orb inimoveable'; 'within its walls & ceilings I 

The heavens were clos'd and spirits mourned their bondage night and day'. 53 In a lament at the 

end of Night 11, Enion - the female counterpart of Tharmas - mourns the 'price' of experience, 

testifying to the slavery upon which the outward displays of beauty and order in the Urizenic 

world depend. Her words are overheard by Urizen's companion, Ahania, who is so distressed 

at this revelation that 'never from that moment could she rest uponher pillow'. 54 

Urizen's construction, like the Bastille in The French Revolution, evokes the dynamics of 

state control and oppression via law; like Blackstone's 'Gothic castle' and Burke's 

constitution, however, it is as graceful as it is awe-inspiring. 55 The construction of the Urizenic 

world, and the description of life within it, are examples of how 'One Law for the Lion & Ox is 

Oppression', a truth of which Urizen himself appears blissfully unaware, blinded by the 

magnificence and beauty of his own 'wondrous creation'. His illusions are shattered by the 

distraught Ahania, who exposes to Urizen the legal framework upon which the Golden Hall is 

constructed. She contrasts Urizen's prelapsarian domain, the 'sweet fields of bliss I Where 

liberty was justice & eternal science was mercy', 56 with life beneath the golden surface of his 

kingdom in the fallen world: 

thou art compell'd 
To forge the curbs of iron & brass to build the iron mangers 
To feed them with intoxication from the wine presses of Luvah 
Till the Divine Vision & Fruition is quite obliterated 57 

TWs is the true nature of existence in the Urizenic world, the source of its labour. The beautiful 

dressing of the building is swept away, its curtains are cast aside: the skeleton of the law which 

provides its structural integrity is revealed. Confronted by this realization, Urizen in anger and 

frustration claims that these 'laws of obedience & insincerity' are Ahania's creation, the tools 

51 Four Zoas: 11. p. 29.16 - p. 30.1. E319. 
52 Four Zoas: 11. p. 30.4. E319. 'Ibis dressing of the fallen world is reminiscent of Burke's celebration of the 

feminine beauty of the ancient constitution. 
53 Four Zoas: 11. p. 32.7,12,13. E321. 'Circled in an infinite orb' was later changed to 'cubed in window square'. 
54 Four Zoas: 11. p. 36.19. E326. 
55 Kenneth R. Johnston suggests that Blake, notwithstanding his conderrination of Urizenic form is prepared 'to 

give Urizen credit for the beauty of his construction' ('Blake's Cities: Romantic Forms of Urban Renewal', in 

Visionary Fornis (see Erdman, above), pp. 413-42, (p. 425)). 
56 Four Zoas: 111. p. 39.10. E327. 
5' Four Zoas: 111. p. 39.4-7. E326-27. 
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by which she hopes to gain dominance over 'the active masculine virtueg. 58 He casts Ahania 

out, simultaneously rejecting the legal structures he finds so hateful. The impact is immediate 

as 'A crash ran through the immense The bounds of Destiny were broken'; Urizen's creation 
falls 'down down rushing ruining thundering shuddering I Into the Caverns of the Grave'. 59 

With the destruction of Urizen's world, the downward motion of the Fall starts once again 

with Urizen '& all his hosts in curst despair down rushing' from the 'dismal north' into the 

'Caverns of the Grave & places of Human Seed I Where the impressions of Despair & Hope 

enroot forever'. 60 Within the chaos, the divine Humanity still retains a shadowy coherence 

under the aegis of another Zoa, Tharmas: 61 

from the Dolorous Groan one like a shadow of smoke appeard 

Struggling to utter the voice of Man struggling to take the features of Man. Struggling 
To take the limbs of Man at length emerging from the smoke 
Of Urizen dashed in pieces from his precipitant fall 

62 Tharmas reard up his hands & stood on the affrighted Ocean 

Tharmas thus emerges from the exploded elements of Urizen's world. This is of the greatest 

significance in the context of the revolutionary decade in which The Four Zoas was written. It 

is the enactment of the process of 'regeneration', a popular concept in contemporary writing, 

referr ing to original creation from discarded materials; as David A. Bell has recently argued, 

cregeneration' was an 'active process of nation construction'. 63 Though the creation is new, the 

matter out of which it is constructed is recycled from the old order; thus it comes as no surprise 

that underpinning Tharmas's plans for the reconstruction of a refuge for humanity from the 

chaos of the fall, law is discovered once again. Unlike the Urizen of Nights 11 and III, however, 

Tharmas has no qualms about 'naming' the law as being at the core of the world he wishes to 

create; this distinguishes his project from that of his predecessor: 

5' Four Zoas, 111. p. 43.10,8. E329. 
59 Four Zoas: Ill. p. 43.27; p. 44.2. E329. 
60 Four Zoas: 111. p. 44.3. E329. 
61 Associations of Tharmas with instinct, the tongue, the River Thames, doubting Thomas or even 'Tharmas' 
Paine, do not seem to be helpful in understanding his actions in this poem (see Erdman, Prophet, pp. 298-305). 
62 Four Zoas: 111. p. 44.14,18. E329-30. 
63 The Cult of the Nation in France: Inventing Nationalisin, 1680-1800 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 200 1), p. 75. As a feature of revolution, Bell emphasizes that it is far from radical in nature, suggesting 
some degree of clinging to history, in contrast to the radical idea of a nation 'set upon foundations swept clean of 
the corrupt historical detritus of despotism and feudalism' (pp. 201-02). Bell notes that 'regeneration' had hitherto 
been used mostly in theological contexts (p. 75), described by Paley as an experience which confers 'by the 
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What Sovereign Architect said Tharmas dare my will controll 
For if I will I urge these waters. If I will they sleep 
In peace beneath my awful frown my will shall be my Law 64 

Tharmas is not concerned as Urizen was to recreate the fon-ns of Eternity in the fallen world; 

thus he higWights the one word conspicuous by its absence in the description of the building of 
Urizen's world in Night 11: Law. Nevertheless, Tharmas appears unable to fon-n a new creation 

alone. Setting himself up as chief architect- in- absentia, he then delegates the details to a 

reluctant Los. 'Go forth Rebuild this Universe beneath my indignant power IA Universe of 
Death & Decay' he conunands (a direct parallel with Urizen's own order to his sons at the 

beginning of Night 11), before departing 'far into the Unknown', leaving 'a wondrous void' 
65 

within which Los may range. After the destruction of Urizen's world, Tharmas is seen as the 

fleeting spirit of optimism which inspires new beginnings, but which never persists for long, 

perhaps Blake's own dramatization of the disappearance of the initial energetic hope of the 

French Revolution. 

The way in which Los approaches this challenge is familiar to readers of The Book of 

Urizen and The Book of Los. He struggles to find an alternative to the codified ontology of 

Urizen, and paradoxically recreates it through his own resistance. In a passage reminiscent of 

the start of Urizen's creation at the beginning of Night 11, Los reconstructs the 'Ruind Furnaces 

I Of Urizen' and builds 'Anvils of Iron'. 66 The chains which he forges to bind Urizen are 

strikingly Urizenic in nature: 

in his hand the thundering 
Hanuner of Urthona. forýning under his heavy hand the hours 
The days & years. in chains of iron round the limbs of Urizen 
Linked hour to hour & day to night & night to day & year to year 
In periods of pulsative furor. 67 

These are the bonds characteristic of the industrial order which supported Urizen's Golden 

Hall, the prescribed hours of work (the 'periods of pulsative furor') by which days and years 

pass in a monotonous regularity. Los continues to fonn. 'The Links of fate link after link an 

agency of a divine force' a reaffirmation or reconfirmation in the truthfulness of religion (Energy, p. 143). Bell 

suggests that even within revolutionary writing, 'regeneration' retained quasi-sacred connotations (p. 76). 
64Four Zoas: IV. p. 49.1. E332. 
65 Four Zoas: IV. p. 48.4. E332; p. 52.8. E335. 
66 Four Zoas: IV. p. 52.15,18. E335. 
67 Four Zoas: IV. p. 52.28. E335. 
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endless chain of sorrows', 68 and as he binds Urizen with those chains in the seven great ages of 

creation (lines adapted from The Book of Urizen), so those chains come to demarcate the 

boundaries of the fallen world. Twice Blake reports that Los is 'terrified at the Shapes I 

Enslaved humanity put on'. 69 When the phrase is repeated, at the end of the creation, Los's 

conversion to the Urizenic is confirmed: 'he became what he beheld I He became what he was 
doing[j he was himself transformd'. 70 Just as in the Lambeth books, Los's reaction against 
Urizen merely recreates in an even narrower form elements of the Urizenic; legislation answers 
legislation, law replaces law. Blake has described once again the circumference of the cycle of 

regulation. Appalled at the consequences of his actions, Los abandons his building programme: 
'In terrors Los shrunk from his task. his great hamnier I Fell from his hand'. 71 The beating of 

the chain ceases, the furnaces grow cold, all activity ebbs away. While the world of Urizen's 

Golden Hall was characterized by activity, the reahn of Tharmas becomes a petrified stillness. 
Work is abandoned, all motion stops. By the commencement of Night V all is 'cold', 'witherd', 

locked in 'winter'; 'all the furnaces were out & the bellows had ceast to blow'. 72 Enitharmon 

feels her 'immortal limbs freeze stiffning pale inflexible' and Los's 'feet shrink withring from 

the deep', his features 'stonify ' 1, 'n-Lighty bulk & majesty & beauty remaind but unexpansive'. 73 

Los's creation under the rule of Tharmas lies in frozen silence - it may retain its 'beauty' and 

4ma . esty' in material terms, but it lacks any sense of energy, of animation. Human J 

understanding is frozen into a narrow, monocular empiricism which admits of no variety; Los 

and Enitharmon cling together 'Their senses unexpansive in one stedfast bulk remain'. 74 

A fundamental challenge to this stationary creation is about to emerge, as Enitharmon 

experiences the onset of childbirth. Orc is born into the fallen world (a figure associated in 

Blake's work of the early 1790s with the tearing down of the institutions of the ancien regime), 

ushering in a new Zoanine age characterized by Los's determination to construct in response to 

his own fears rather than in the terms of his commission from Tharmas. As a result, Los 

completely loses sight of the revolutionary fervour which Tharmas may represent; the 

enthusiastic anticipation of the millennium is now demonized as Orc . 
75BIake explicitly alludes 

68 Four Zoas: IV. p. 53.28. E336. 
69Four Zoas: IV. p. 53.23. E336; repeated, with minor alterations, at p. 55.21. E338. 
70 Four Zoas: IV. p. 55.22. E338. 
71 Four Zoas: IV. p. 55.16. E338. 
72 Four Zoas: V. p. 57.8,9,15,17. E338-39. 
73 Four Zoas: V. p. 57.6,7,13. E339. 
74 Four Zoas: V. p. 57.19. E339. 
75This development certainly seems like some kind of response to the realities of the aftermath of revolution in 
France and America. 
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to the circularity of these successive reorderings as the first vestiges of Orcian Energy animate 
the frozen world: 'The wheels of turning darkness I Began in solernn revolutions . 

76 As with 
Los's binding of Urizen, discussed above, Blake incorporates part of the myth established in 
The Book of Urizen: Los's increasing jealousy of Orc's relationship with Enitharmon, and the 
forging of the Chain of Jealousy. There are nevertheless significant additions to that account, 
the most important of which include the suggestion that Enitharmon is expecting another child, 
Vala (to be bom in Night VII), and Los's equally jealous treatment of Enitharmon: 

Los around her builded pillars of iron 
And brass & silver & gold fourfold in dark prophetic fear 
For now he feard Eternal Death & uttermost Extinction 
He builded Golgonooza on the Lake of Udan Adan 77 

The city of Golgonooza is thus constructed at the nadir of existence in the Mundane Shell, on 

the shores of the lake of Udan Adan, the barrier between the fallen world and non-entity. 78 

Blake emphasizes that this building is constructed within the world of Tharmas explored in the 

previous Night: 'Tharmas laid the Foundations & Los finishd it in howling woe'. 79However, 

the design has affinities with Urizenic abstract construction: like the Golden Hall, this building 

is designed to have a 'fourfold' structure and, later in the Night, it is described as Los's 

'labyrinth' . 
80 This is suggestive of the degree to which Los, through his binding of Urizen, has 

become a Urizenic architect. Comparison between the buildings is also invited by the joint- 

labour of their construction: whereas Tharmas lays the foundation for Los's building, so 

Luvah's bulls ploughed the foundations for Urizen's. 81 Nevertheless, the differences are also 

manifest. Although it is a product of abstraction, the Golden Hall of Night 11 is intended by 

Urizen to exhibit beauty and simplicity; oppression under law is its inevitable and naYvely 

unacknowledged framework. Unlike its incarnations in Blake's later poetry, there is nothing 

remotely attractive about Golgonooza in Night V of The Four Zoas. It is constructed as a 

76 Four Zoas: V. p. 58.7. E339. 
77 Four Zoas: V. p. 59.27. E340. 
78Los's building here in Night V is not on the scale of the magnificent Golgonooza of Jerusalem. This early 
account of the construction is of a single tower sufficient for Enitharmon to take refuge or, perhaps more 
accurately, for Los to hide away or imprison her. 
79Four Zoas: V. p. 60.5. E340. 
80 See Ault, Narrative Unbound: Re-Visioning William Blake's 77ie Four Zoas, The Clinamen Studies Series, ed. 
by George Quasha (Barrytown, NY: Station Hill, 1987), p. 196); Paley, 'Blake and Architecture', p. 210; Kathryn 
S. Freeman, Blake's Nostos: Fragmentation and Nondualism in The Four Zoas (New York: State University of 
New York Press, 1997), p. 95). Alternatively, Lincoln argues that the fourfold structure 'recalls the traditional 
division of fallen history into four ages, and perhaps more specifically the dream of Daniel [ ... ] in which four 

FJ eriods of subjection are followed by the appearance of the kingdom of God' (Spiritual History, p. 117). 
Four Zoas: 11. p. 28.10. E318. 



121 

prison for Enitharmon, an unambiguous vehicle for a constrictive code of sexual denial, a 

moral law which becomes the scaffolding for Los's world. 82 As with the Golden Hall, 

therefore, Los's construction is a version of the Bastille of The French Revolution which acts 

as both the barracks for the army and the archetypal prison for enemies of state; it is at once the 

symbol of supreme power, and an expression of imprisonment within strict codes of conduct. 

As Blake noted as early as The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, 'Prisons are built with stones of 

Law, Brothels with bricks of Religion'. 83 

The fourth Zoanine age of construction falls under the authority of a reawakened Urizen in 

Night VII. The re-emergence of this figure as the lawmaker of the Lambeth books is enacted 

through a journey which he undertakes through the fallen world. This is the subject of Night VI 

of the poem, discussed in more detail later in this chapter. As in the Lambeth books, Blake 

continues to represent Urizen as a strangely sympathetic figure; his desire to rebuild the 

structures of Eternity is sincere, though to think in terms of such structures is itself an 

abstraction, a manifestation of the Fall. In his journey, Urizen has witnessed that the continued 

failure of the successive attempts to build Paradise have created a ruined prison world of 

perpetual slavery. A distraught Urizen cries: 'Can I not leave this world of cumbrous wheels 

Circle oer Circle' ? 84 Seeking 'perhaps to find an End', Urizen adrnits that 'no end I find of 

all'. 85 There is no linearity in Urizen's journey, just as Ae Four Zoas has demonstrated thus 

far that there is no linearity to existence in the fallen world. Bound up in a cycle of regulation, 

the world becomes increasingly Urizenic, its horizon draws closer and closer. In a rare moment 

of reflection Urizen laments his own inability to establish a different order: 

I lose my powers weakend every revolution till a death 
Shuts up my powers [... ] brooding over me the Enonnous worlds 
Reorganize me shooting forth in bones & flesh & blood 
I am regenerated to fall or rise at will or to remain 
A labourer of ages a dire discontent a living woe 86 

The negative effects of 'revolution' are compellingly articulated; turning the same circle, 

'Circle oer Circle', leads to a narrowing of experience. Each time Urizen 'dies' he is merely 

82 Others have identified the building as a bower (Deen, p. 134) or a stronghold to repel 'the physical wars that 
take place in Ulro' (Howard, Infernal Poetics, p. 209); but as I have shown in respect of Urizen's Golden Hall, 
bowers may be disguised prisons, and the same fortified walls that protect those inside also imprison them. 
83 Marriage: pl. 8. E36. 
" Four Zoas: VI. p. 72.22. E349. 
85 Four Zoas: VI. p. 72.26,33. E349. 
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'regenerated' once again, reconstructed - as I have discussed above in respect of Tharmas - 
from the same material as before the revolution. Blake suggests that regeneration, rather than 

producing something new from that which existed before, simply assures the survival and re- 

statement of that original material within an even narrower compass. The cycle of regulation 

which Blake recognizes as central to the very idea of revolution in the Lambeth books, is here 

crystallized. Accordingly, the reader has little confidence when Urizen announces 'Here will 1 
87 fix my foot & here rebuild'. Indeed, it becomes clear that this new construction will impose 

an even more narrowly defined codified existence: 

So he began to dig form[ing] of gold silver & iron 
And brass vast instruments to measure out the irnmense & fix 
The whole into another world better suited to obey 
His will where none should dare oppose his will himself being King 
I ... I And the Sciences were fixd & the Vortexes began to operate 
On all the sons of men & every human soul terrified 
At the turning wheels of heaven shrunk away inward withring away 88 

Though Urizen is cast once again as surveyor at the beginning of this passage, the architectural 

metaphor is almost absent in this description of his new creation. There is no further 'dressing' 

of the Urizenic as something else: all is 'bound in his vast chain'. Indeed, the physical 

embodiment of the new creation is almost the antithesis of a building reaching up towards 
Eternity: 'Four Caverns rooting downwards their foundations thrusting forth I The metal rock 
& stone in ever painful throes of vegetation'. 89 Only in its continued observance of fourfold 

structure is this world at all reminiscent of Urizen's first post-Fall construction in Night 11, or 

of Eternity itself. 90 That 'divine form' has been utterly perverted, rooting down towards non- 

entity. Such rooting takes on particular significance in this poen-4 in Los's treatment of Orc and 
in the growth the Tree of Mystery, narratives which I will now examine in some detail. 

86 Four Zoas: VI. p. 73.8. E350. 
87 Four Zoas: VI. p. 73.14. E350. 
" Four Zoas: VI. p. 73.16,21. E350 (emphasis added). 
89 Four Zoas: VI. p. 74.12. E351 (emphasis added). 
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The Emergence of Legal Texts 

It is worthwhile reiterating at this stage what meaning the concept 'Law' acquires in the 

perspective Blake offers in this poem. The word does not refer specifically to individual codes, 
be they the moral law as stated in the Ten Commandments or the unwritten cornmon law of 

eighteenth-century England, but rather the tendency towards structured existence which both 

precipitates the Fall, and which is fundamental to the survival of a postlapsarian Humanity. 

Law is the ontological principle which makes the fallen world possible; it becomes manifest 

within that world in the various individual legal codes that emerge through its history. What I 

have termed architectonics provides Blake with a powerful means of exploring artistically 

these diverse manifestations of law. The buildings of The Four Zoas metaphorically enact the 

alternative ontological responses to the Fall which compete for dominance through the poem. 

Constructed, sometimes unwittingly, with the stones of Law, each building becomes 

recognized as a prison, a Gothic castle whose labyrinthine passageways and dark rooms testify 

to the importance of mystery, a building within whose walls humanity is reduced to a state of 

slavery. Blake's examination of the emergence of law in the fallen world is not, however, all 

contained within this architectonics. I examine in this section two related narratives which 

explore the emergence, consolidation, and implementation of particular legal codes: Los's 

containment of Orc in Night V, and Urizen's journey through the fallen world in Night VI. 

As Orc grows older, Los in Night V recognizes that he must prevent the spread of Orc's 

destructive energy if he is going to maintain the structures which he considers to be 

fundamental to the integrity of human nature. As I have argued in respect of the equivalent 

passage in The Book of Urizen, Los's demonizing treatment of Orc is a recapitulation of 

Blake's exploration of the relationship between education and legislation, stated as early as 

Tiriel and 'Infant Sol-row', discussed in chapter two. In its retelling in The Four Zoas, the 

mountain-top is more reminiscent of Mount Sinai (where Moses received the Ten 

Commandments), and Orc's enchainment symbolically connected with Jesus's crucifixion. 

Blake has already iterated the symbolic connection between Mount Sinai and Calvary in The 

Book of Ahania in the apparently abandoned story of Fuzon. Thus Orc, the 'Demon' of the 

passage below, is not merely chained to the mountain top but is 'nailed' through his 'feet & 

90 Bloom interprets the four caverns as representing the 'four ruined worlds of the Zoas, and now the four quarters 
of our world' (The Cornplete Poetry and Prose of William Blake, ed. by David V. Erdman, newly rev. edn 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1982), pp. 894-970, (p. 958)). 
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hands' by Los, as Jesus is nailed to the cross. This activity is continued by the Spectre of 
Urthona, a personification of the oppressive tendencies inherent in Los: 

The hanuner of Urthona smote the rivets in terror. of brass 
Tenfold. the Demons rage flamd tenfold forth rending 
Roaring redounding. Loud Loud Louder & Louder & fird 
The darkness warring With the waves of Tharmas & Snows of Urizen 91 

The significance of 'ten' in this description is highly charged, an allusion to the biblical Law of 

the Ten Commandments, received by Moses on another mountain. Just as Urizen's son Fuzon 

fatally receives the moral law and is sacrificed on the mountain top in The Book of Ahaniaý so 

Los's son Orc receives that law and is sacrificed on the mountain of iron. Similarly, Jesus is 

crucified on Calvary Hill under the terms of that law, also sacrificed - in the usual Christian 

interpretation - by his spiritual father. 92 Even, when chained down, Orc's senses are entirely at 

liberty, not restricted by the narrow empiricism that afflicts Los and Enitharmon. Through his 

unfettered sight, Orc can see the inside of a flower bud before it opens, or travel to the ftu-thest 

planets and stars. 93 In Blake's retelling of the New Testament story, the emergence of a society 

based on a set of laws is recognized as the product of humanity's desperate quest for self- 

preservation, a self- imprisonment which refuses to admit the frightening alternatives offered by 

Orc. 94 Most significantly, in an extension of the account given in The Book of Urizen, Blake 

defers indefinitely any possibility of a resurrection from this condition. Los and Enitharmon, 

horrified at their own actions, return to the mountain-top to release Orc. To their horror, they 

discover that no power is able to free him from the chains that have become one with both the 

rocks of the earth and the fibres of Orc's body, 'a living Chain I Sustained by the Demons 

life ý. 95 Moreover, Orc's howling on the mountain-top reawakens an old enemy: Urizen. 

Many of the most compelling details in the narrative of The Four Zoas are those which 

Blake incorporates from his earlier work, setting them in new contexts and - as in the chaining 

91 Four Zoas: V. p. 61.1. E341. 
92 Jesus is repeatedly associated with the 'Luvah' aspect of the Eternal Man in The Four Zoas (the prelapsarian 
form of Orc), described as wearing 'Luvahs robes of blood'. 
93 Four Zoas: V. p. 61.18-23. E341. 
94 Lincoln argues that 'Orc is not restrained in the name of moral law, but in response to the natural urge for self- 

preservation' (Spiritual History, pp. 117-18); in the reading I provide here, I suggest that the moral law arises 
from the desire for self-preservation. 
95 Four Zoas: V. p. 63.3. E342. This is a recurrent Blakean theme: as soon as rules of conduct are set In place, 
they can only grow more strict (see Brian Wilkie and Mary Lynn Johnson, Blake's Four Zoas: Ae Design of a 
Dreant (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1978), p. 109). Ault argues that the enrootIng of Orc forms 
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of Orc discussed above - introducing new mythic: strands. 96 Early in Night Vlla, 97 a key 

passage from The Book of Ahania is inserted: 

Urizen flxd in Envy sat brooding & coverd with snow 
His book of iron on his knees he tracd the dreadful letters 
While his snows fell & his stom-is beat to cool the flames of Orc 
Age after Age till underneath his heel a deadly root 
Struck thro the rock the root of Mystery accursed shooting up 
Branches into the heaven of Los they pipe formd bending down 
Take root again whereever they touch again branching forth 
In intricate labyrinths oerspreading many a grizly deep 98 

As in The Book of Ahania, Urizen realizes his predicament only when it is almost too late; with 
great difficulty he manages to squeeze out of the encircling tree trunks, and has to leave the 
Book of Iron behind, at the core of the Tree of Mystery. 99 This unambiguous reference to the 

myth developed in the Lambeth books suggests that the 'pre-history' of Urizen which Blake 

has been relating in The Four Zoas is complete, that he has described the emergence of the 
lawmaker whose attachment to 'secret codes' dominates the political battlefields of America 

and Europe. The final chapter of that genesis is presented in Urizen's exploration of the fallen 

world contained in Night VI. 

At the beginning of that journey, Blake reminds his readers of the law's tendency to 

become stronger than its maker in an echo of Los's treatment of his son Orc; in another 

example of a Tiriel-like breakdown of relationship between parent and children, Urizen curses 

his three daughters who refuse to acknowledge him, promising to exchange their jewels for 

'hoary frost', their bright colours for 'blackness'. 100 Urizen soon comes to regret this curse: 

Here he had time enough to repent of his rashly threatend curse 
He saw them cursd beyond his Curse his soul melted with fear 

the 'narrative ground of the emergence of the Tree of Mystery in Night V11a' (Narrative Unbound, p. 200); as I 
will show in the discussion which follows, the law is physically embodied at the very core of that Tree. 
96 The narrative framework of nights five to seven, some thirty pages of the manuscript, emerges from that of 
chapters seven to nine of Vie Book of Urizen, which occupy just four plates of that illuminated book. 
97 1 adopt here the critical convention of referring to the text on manuscript pages 77-90 and that on pages 91-98, 
both introduced by Blake as 'Vala I Night the Seventh', as Nights Vl1a and VIlb respectively. For critical 
discussion of this problem, see the 1978 special issue of Blake: An Illustrated Quarterly. 
98 Four Zoas: VIla. p. 78.1. E353. 
99 Lincoln suggests that the tree 'is a natural counterpart to the pillared structure of Golgonooza' (Spiritual 
History, p. 148), providing a 'natural authority for moral law' (p. 148). Ault suggests that the Tree of Mystery is 
9 most directly a continuous transformation of the Chain of Jealousy that bound down Orc in Night V (Narrative 
Unbound, p. 245). Both of these arguments can be accommodated in the interpretation I present here. 
100 Four Zoas: V1. p. 68.16-2 1. E345. 
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He could not take their fetters off for they grew from the soul 
Nor could he quench the fires for they flamd out from the heart 
Nor could he calm the Elements because himself was Subject 101 

As Los has discovered in Night V, once the law has been named and put into effect - be it in 

the chaining and nailing of his son Orc to the mountain-top, or Urizen's judgement upon his 

children - it acquires a life of its own, producing ever stricter law, 'cursd beyond his Curse'. 102 

Legal codes become stronger than their creators; neither Los nor Urizen is able to release the 
bands of punishment which they set in place. Moreover, legislators become regulated by the 
laws of their own creation; Urizen 'himself was subject' to the world his laws have 

engendered, just as Los is ensnared by the same Chain of Jealousy with which he binds Orc. 

As he travels, Urizeia records in 'books of iron & brass I The enonnous wonders of the 
Abysses', 103 books that will by the end of the journey become the textbooks revealing the 

codified existence upon which the Urizenic world depends. Initially the books of metal are 

travel journals in which Urizen records all that he sees - rather than being books of law to 
impose on others, Urizen intends them as a record of life in the ruined world of the Zoas. 

Wherever Urizen travels in the 'regions of the grave' all he witnesses is the confinement of its 

inhabitants, whose senses 'Beyond the bounds of their own self [ ... ] cannot penetrate,. 104 The 

most compelling description is of the 'horrid shapes & sights of torment in burning dungeons 

& in I Fetters of red hot iron', and those 'lying on beds of sulphur I On racks & wheels ). 105 

Some five 'among fiery cities & castles built of burning steel', their senses so closed up that 

Urizen's voice is interpreted by them as the 'inarticulate thunder' of a distant God. 106 The 

whole world is a prison populated by dehumanized 'shapes', reminiscent of the chilling visions 

of the Italian engraver Giovanni Batista Piranesi in his Carceri D'Invenzione. 107 All of this 

information is carefully recorded in the metal books. As he nears Urthona, so Urizen's journey 

becomes more arduous, entering into the emptiness of that portion of the world vacated by 

101 Four Zoas: VI. p. 70.46. E348 (emphasis added). 
102 Ault notes that 'Urizen's repentance corresponds to Los's in Night V (Narrative Unbound, p. 222). 
103 Four Zoas: VI. p. 70.3. E347- 
104Four Zoas: VI. p. 70.12. E347- 
105 Four Zoas: VI. p. 70.18. E347- 
106 Four Zoas: VI. p. 70.30,39. E347- 
107 Piranesi (1720-78) first issued the plates of his imaginary prison in 1749-50. In 1761 they were reissued with 
two extra plates as Carceri D'Invenzione, reworked to be much darker and more detailed. In this second edition, 
Piranesi populated the vast chambers of his prison world with shadowy human shapes, and added instruments of 
torture, made even more ghastly through the ambiguity in their exact operation or purpose. Far as one looks into 
the images for an 'outside' to the prison, none can ever be discerned. See Andrew Robison, Piranesi: Early 
Architectural Fantasies -A Catalogue Raisonn6 of the Etchings (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986). 
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Luvah in the events which precipitated the Fall. Urizen falls once again, dies, and is buried 

with his books. His grave soon becomes the womb of his rebirth, the books in which he has 

recorded the 'horrors' of an oppressed world now the constant companions of his infancy. 108 

The journey must go on, and the books continue to be revised: 

Still to be written & interleavd with brass & iron & gold 
Time after time for such a journey none but iron pens 
Can write And adamantine leaves receive[j nor can the man who goes 
The journey obstinate refuse to write time after time 109 

The relationship between the writer and his books is subtly changing; no longer a voluntary 

record of a journey of discovery, Urizen is compelled to write. Moreover, he also finds it 

necessary to edit parts of the books which he has already written, an editing described in the 

language of legislation: 'Oft would he sit in a dark rift & regulate his books'. 110 

Urizen, by the beginning of Night VUa, has finally arrived at his journey's end in Urthona 

and has defeated the forces of Tharmas and Los, consolidating his power once again. He 

descends into the caves of Orc, where he views the 'adamantine scales of justice I Consuming' 

among the lamps of 'mercy' fed by holy oil. "' Urizen is afraid of Orc, who alone seems able 

to challenge the hegemony of the Urizenic, and defends himself by constructing a barricade of 

his books around himself. quite literally, a castle of law. It is at this moment, as Urizen works 

to produce more copies of his books ('he traced the dreadful letters'), that the Tree of Mystery 

begins to grow. Orc condemns Urizen for his stubborn belief in his doctrine, labelling Urizen's 

barricades of law not as a symbol of strength, but as Urizen's 'prison', reminiscent once again 

of the dual identity of the Bastille in The French Revolution. Orc identifies the reason for 

Urizen's increasing attachment to Law: 

Tho rocks roll oer thee tho floods pour tho winds black as the Sea 
Cut thee in gashes tho the blood pours down around thy ankles 
Freezing thy feet to the hard rock still thy pen obdurate 
Traces the wonders of Futurity in horrible fear of the future 112 

108 Four Zoas: VI. p. 71.25-38. E348. 
109 Four Zoas: VI. p. 71.40. E349. Lincoln points out that 'in Unzen's "Adamantine leaves" writing becomes 

a necessity, upon which the continuation of life seems to depend' (Spiritual History, p. 135). 
110 Four Zoas: VI. p. 72.6. E349. As in The Book of Urizen, the reader senses some identification of Blake with 
Urizen, for Blake's own illuminated metal books are also continually in the process of revision. 
111 Four Zoas: Vlla. p. 77.10. E353. 
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, rl-- 

From as early as Night 111, Urizen is troubled by 'futurity', dreading the challenges to his 

power, perhaps dreading the Day of Judgement itself, Law claims an ability to control the 

future, to assure future compliance with the will of the legislator. 

Urizen's books began as a travel journal recording his observations of life in the fallen 

world; in 'death' he is buried with those books, and in re-birth they are the constant 

companions of his infancy. As the journey continues, he is now compelled to write in his 

books, and to regulate the visions he has already described. They have become the textbooks 

for a form of moral oppression which I have frequently labelled 'Urizenic' in Blake's earlier 

work. 'Read my books' Urizen instructs Orc, 'they shall teach thee how to War,. 113 Urizen 

commands his daughters to knead 'the bread of Orc', seeking to shape Orcian Energy into a 

form which will be useful to him. 114 As they work, they sing the words of the Book of Iron, 

whose terrifying implications are reported (though Blake does not disclose the exact text). The 

Book of Brass, which reportedly contains 'words of wisdom' on the subject of 'Moral Duty', is 

then read by Urizen himself, the one occasion in Blake's corpus where the content of the books 

of metal is revealed: 

Compell the poor to live upon a Crust of bread by soft mild arts; 
Smile when they frown frown when they smile & when a man looks pale 
With labour & abstinence say he looks healthy & happy 
And when his children Sicken let them die[j there are enough 
Born even too many & our Earth will be overrun 
Without these arts[. ] If you would have the poor live with temper 
With pomp give every crust of bread you give with gracious cunning[j 
Magnify small gifts[j reduce the man to want a gift & then give with pomp[. ] 
Say he smiles if you hear him sigh If pale say he is ruddy 
Preach temperance[: ] say he is overgorgd & drowns his wit 
In strong drink tho you know that bread & water are all 
He can affiord[j Flatter his wife pity his children till we can 
Reduce all to our will as spaniels are taught with art 115 

Unlike much of the rest of the poem, this passage seems to possess an immediate, 

contemporary resonance, linking unambiguously the socio-political realities of 1790s England 

with Blake's spiritual mythos. The travel journal has become a guidebook, a lesson to the 

wealthy in how the inequality from which they benefit may be preserved and legitimized via 

112 Four Zoas: VIIa. p. 79.13. E354. 
113 Four Zoas: Vlla. p. 79.20,2 1. E3 55. 
114 Four Zoas: Vlla. p. 79.28,37. E355. 
115 Four Zoas: Vlla. p. 80.9-2 1. E355. 



129 

Malthusian logic. 116 The poor may be seduced into acceptance of their situation through 

hypocritical philanthropy, which also has the desirable side-effect of making the rich consider 

themselves virtuous in their display of sensibility. 117 

The Subversion of the Cycle of Regulation 

By the beginning of Night V11a, Urizen appears to be the dominant Zoa in the fallen world. 

The onset of Enitharmon's second labour of the poem once again heralds the arrival of another 

fallen incarnation of the mysterious Luvah into the fallen world, who will succeed where Orc 

failed in destroying the cycle of regulation: Vala, 'a wonder horrible'. Her arrival has been 

foreseen throughout a poem that was originally named for her, and whose name remains at the 

heading of each Night. She has hitherto been the great absence in the poem, implicated in the 

story of the Fall by both Enitharmon (in Night 1) and Ahania (at the start of Night 111). ' 18 Orc's 

revolutionary energy has the potential, though never realized, to destroy the world of 

accumulated legislation and restore fallen man. Vala has an energy which is similarly 

subversive of the established world order, though hers is channelled through a 'Mystery' 

deriving from the 'synagogue of Satan'. She becomes the apparent supreme authority in the 

fallen world until the Last Judgement of the final Night, aggregating her power through a dual 

process of seduction and corruption. Vala's ascendancy radically challenges the circular 

history of the epic; 119 unlike the male brokers of power in this poem, she is not a source of 

legal agency. Unhesitating in taking Urizeii-ic regulations and twisting them to her own ends, 

however, she does not provide any alternative to a society governed by law. The subtle 

consolidation of her power is the subject of the rest of Night VII and Night VIIII. 

116 See Johnson and Grant, Poetry and Designs, p. 224. 
117 Such calculated, patronizing 'concern' for the poor is familiar to the reader of the Cheap Repository Tracts, the 
soft iTffld arts' by which an entire population may be seduced into acting according to a predetermined model. 

118 Four Zoas: 1. pp. 10- 11. E305-06; 111. pp. 39-42. E326-28. 
119 A dominant strand of recent work on The Four Zoas has been a concentration on its non-linear or fragmented 

narrative; see Ault's Narrative Unbound and Freeman's Blake's Nostos. Ault suggests that Blake deliberately 

writes against 'Newtonian narrative', the conventional narrative form which supposes that 'behind the text lies a 
single unified field, ('Revisioning', p. 106). Susan Fox is one of few critics to suggest that The Four Zoas is 'a 
linear process with a dramatic structure, beginning-n-ýiddle-end complete with peripeteia and anagnorisis, crisis 
climax and denouement' (Poetic Fonn in Blake's Milton (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1976), p. 15). It 
is certainly true that the circularity experienced by Blake's mythological figures, in particular Urizen and Los, is 
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I have shown how Urizen's actions by the beginning of Night Vlla betray the growing 
importance of 'mystery' in the fallen world, preparing for the imminent birth at the roots of the 
Tree of Mystery of the personification of Mystery, Vala. This event once marked the end of 
Night VII. At the beginning of Night V11b, Urizen's world - silently observed by Vala. - has 

descended into a world of universal slavery: 

on the Land children are sold to trades 
Of dire necessity still laboring day & night till all 
Their life extinct they took the spectre form in dark despair 
And slaves in myriads in ship loads burden the hoarse sounding deep 120 

The possibility of these oppressed multitudes finding the expression to rise up in an Orcian 

revolution seems remote indeed. Urizen is convinced of his own divinity: 'I will walk forth 

thro those wide fields of endless Eternity IA God & not a Man a Conqueror in triumphant 

glory'. 121 Urizen is, however, already unwittingly under Vala's influence; it is now the corrupt 

religion of Mystery - with Urizen's iron law at its core - which holds this world together. This 

is embodied in the final act of architectonic endeavour in The Four Zoas: 

And he commanded his Sons found a Center in the Deep 
And Urizen laid the first Stone & all his myriads 
Builded a temple in the iiinage of the human heart 
And in the inner part of the Temple wondrous workmanship 
They formd the Secret place reversing all the order of delight 
That whosoever enterd into the temple might not behold 
The hidden wonders 

122 

He ordains priests and priestesses for the temple, 'inspiring secrecy', practising a 'secret 

religion in his temple'. Intended as Urizen's temple, therefore, this is a temple dedicated to 

mystery, perhaps to Vala herself. She has 'become Urizens harlot I And the Harlot of Los & the 

deluded harlot of the Kings of Earth'. 123 The industrial codes of labour which Urizen has 

created, involving greater mechanization ('intricate wheels invented Wheel without wheel') 

and division of labour ('hour after hour laborious workmanship I Kept ignorant of the use'), is 

reflected in the structure of the poem itself - it is, I argue, a manifestation of the cycle of regulation. However, a 
complete denial of the linear obscures the significance of Vala's impact on the fallen world in The Four Zoas. 
120 Four Zoas: VIlb. p. 95.26. E360. 
121 Four Zoas: VIM p. 95.22. E360. 
122 Four Zoas: Vllb. p. 95.3 1. E36 I. 
123 Four Zoas: V11b. P. 91.14. E363. 
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appropriated by Vala, removing Humankind ever further from perceptions of the Infinite, 'In 
ignorance to view a small portion & think that All I And call it Demonstration'. 124 

The reader is alerted to the danger Vala presents by the growth of branches of Urizen's 
Tree of Mystery into Los's Golgonooza, and Vala's worryingly ambivalent connection with the 
Synagogue of Satan, taking place 'on the Lake of Udan Adan'. 125 In Night VIII, the i-nunediate 

pre-judgement Night of The Four Zoas, Blake demonstrates how Vala consolidates and 
extends her control of legal discourse. 126 Early in the Night, Urizen fashions weapons of war 
from iron and brass, the same materials as his books, for a final offensive against the world of 
Los. Rather than the expected Urizenic victory, however, Urizen sees 'the battle take a form 
Which he intended not' as the violence condenses into 'a Shadowy hermaphrodite black & 

opake I The Soldiers namd it Satan'. 127 What Urizen expected to be his moment of final victory 
becomes that of his final subjection. Vala the Shadowy Female, through her seduction of 
Urizen, has been the conduit via which Satan, the spectre of non-entity from below the lower 
boundary of the Mundane Shell, can manifest himself in the fallen world. The passage which 
ends Night Vllb dramatically enacts this collapse of the lower limit of the world: 

Then myriads of the Dead burst thro the bottoms of their tombs 
Descending on the shadowy females clouds in Spectrous terror 
Beyond the Lin-lit of Translucence on the Lake of Udan Adan 
These they namd Satans & in the Aggregate they namd them Satan 128 

Though apocalyptic in its imagery, this extract describes no redemptive Day of Judgement, but 

a completion of the Fall. His power eliminated, Urizen consecrates to Vala his books of 'iron 

& brass' in his temple of Mystery; 'They propagated the deadly words the Shadowy Female 

absorbing I The enormous Sciences of Urizen'. 12911is books thus become the Ord of Vala's 

religion. Urizen's temple is finally unambiguously revealed as Vala's temple. It was 

constructed by Urizen the architect and law-maker, from the materials forged in his own 

abstract creation and the laws which gave them structure. Urizen's work of countless ages, to 

name, regulate and enforce the laws for a pure Urizenic world order has been assimilated, 

124 Four Zoas: Vllb- p. 92.26,29,32. E364. 
125F, our Zoas: Vlla. p. 98 [90]. 2-3. E370; VHb. p. 87[95]. 14. E367. 
126 For Lincoln, she offers 'a moral justification for the retributive violence that underpins law' (Spiritual History, 

168). 
127 Four Zoas: VIII. p. 10 1.33. E374. 
128 Four Zoas: Vllb. p. 87 [95]. 11. E367. 
129Four Zoas: VIII. p. 102.26. E375. 
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paradoxically, into an agency of chaos, of anarchy. 130 In a startling passage which completes a 

chain of symbolic linkages, Urizen observes Vala 'underneath I His woven darkness': 

& in laws & deceitful religions 
Beginning at the tree of Mystery circling its root 
She spread herself thro, all the branches of the power of Orc 
A shapeless & indefinite cloud in tears of sorrow incessant 

till Urizen 
Sitting within his temple furious felt the num[b]ing stupor 
Himself tangled in his own net in sorrow lust repentance "I 

Vala's complete dominance, and her subversion of the cycle of regulation which alone 

preserves the human form, may now be traced through these symbolic connections. The Tree 

of Mystery, it may be recalled, has already been observed reaching its branches through Los's 

city of Golgonooza, and is later revealed to draw its water from the lake of Udan Adan. This 

body of water is itself 'formd from the tears & sighs & death sweat of the Victims I Of Urizens 

laws. to irrigate the roots of the tree of Mystery'. 132 Moreover, the Synagogue of Satan is also 

convening on the lake of Udan Adan. Vala has thus used the laws of Urizen with the energy of 

Orc/Luvah to infiltrate the human world. The laws subverted, the Fall recommences and 

human nature is shattered. The four Zoas are defeated and overwhelmed by victorious evil. It is 

significant that it is at this moment that the Synagogue of Satan judges 'the Lamb of God to 

Death as a murderer & robber'. 133 At the end of the Night all seems lost, just as the Bible 
134 

reports that, to his followers, all seemed lost at Jesus's crucifixion. As in the New Testament 

story, Satan's great victory in The Four Zoas is also his final defeat; nevertheless, there is little 

sign of that defeat at the end of Night VIII. 'Mystery' having served its purpose, the 

Synagogue of Satan bums it and fashions a new evil from the ashes: 'they called it Deism 

And Natural Religion'. 135 

130 See Lincoln, Spiritual History, p. 178. The sequence 'shows how institutional Christianity emerged from an 
attempt to neutralize completely the opposition between mercy and justice' (p. 179). In this way, 'Blake's 

presentation of Vala's triumph as the Shadowy Female constitutes one of his most powerful and disturbing 

indictments of the values on which Western civilization is built' (p. 185). 
131 Four Zoas: VIII. p. 103.22,29. E375. I have corrected Erdman's 'num[m]ing' to 'num[b]ing' in this 

quotation. 132 Four Zaas: VIII. P. 113.27. E377- 
133 Four Zoas: VIII. p. 109 [105]. 6. E378. 
134 See Wilkie and Johnson, P. 166. 
135 Four Zoas: VIII. P. 115 [111]. 22. E386. 
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Though the narrative of The Four Zoas now proceeds to the symbolic resurrection of 

crucified man in the Day of Judgement contained in Night IX, the suggestion that Humanity is 

trapped within an increasingly narrow cycle of regulation which may be destroyed only 

through the victory of Satan is a strikingly pessimistic view of human history, a narrative 

which offers no hope of Humanity's self-recovery or recuperative movement towards the 

Millennium. 136 It suggests that true reform is impossible, that the movements which people 

inight choose to call 'reformist' or even 'revolutionary' result in the further corruption of the 

Human condition, that the world may as well just give up and wait for the apocalypse. Worse 

still, so disjointed does Night IX appear from the rest of the epic, that Blake's presentation of 

the apocalypse appears to be a statement of just how distant - perhaps even unattainable - such 

salvation may be. It seems unlikely that such an eschatological view would have long been 

satisfying to a poet as engaged in the political events of the 1790s as William Blake, though it 

may be an expression of his disappointment and frustration with events in France in the second 
half of the decade. 

136 My argument here draws on that of Paley, who suggests that 'at this point, despairing of the revolutionary 
millennium he had once expected, Blake turned to an apocalyptist [the author of Revelation] who also saw history 

as outside human control' (Eizergy, p. 164); see also Aers, 'Representations', p. 269. 
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PROPHETIC LEGISLATION 
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CRAPTER FiVE 

APOLOGIZING FOR THE BIBLE: 

PROPHETS AND LA WMAKERS IN BLAKE'S ENGI-AND 

The trajectory of Blake's writing of the 1790s, terminating abruptly with The Four Zoas, 

describes the increasing frustration of a poet unable to plot a course out of the world of slavery 

towards a millenDial vision of human perfection. Salvation arrives 'with a bang' in the final 

part of the epic, unforeseen, without warning; Blake's Judgement Day is thus truly apocalyptic. 

This stance contrasts with contemporary religious radical writing about the biblical book of 

Revelation, which is energized by a sense of inunediate expectation, suggesting that Blake had 

grown doubtful of humanity's ability to enact its own movement towards a glorious 

millennium The abandonment of The Four Zoas manuscript can be interpreted as the ultimate 

expression of this frustration; yet in a series of late revisions, ' it is possible to reconstruct how 

Blake began to modify his cosmographic history to explore new possibilities for an exit from 

the cycle of regulation. It is, I argue, a growing recognition that the framework established 

through the Lambeth books is no longer a satisfactory vehicle for such an exploration, which 

leads to Blake's setting aside of the manuscript. In such a reading, the poet's abandoning of 

The Four Zoas, whilst certainly evidence of some frustration, can also be seen as an act of 

joyous liberation and recovery of artistic direction. 

The late revisions of The Four Zoas introduce 'a conTrehensive history of Jesus' into the 

existing poetic framework. 2Jesus has appeared sporadically in Blake's earlier work, most 

memorably in The Marriage of Heaven and Hell. In that poern, Jesus is celebrated as 'all 

virtue', a man who 'acted from impulse. not from rules', 3 who did not let the codified Jewish 

law stand in the way of his actions. His appearances in The Four Zoas mark a renewed 

conunitment to his portrayal as a radical leader who teaches the subversion of codified legal 

1 See chapter nine of Lincoln's Spiritual History. 
2 Lincoln, p. 223. Ibis history constitutes 'an elaborate Christological pattern in which the descent, crucifixion, 
resurrection, and second corning are presented not only as parts of the history of Jesus but as stages in the larger 
history of Christianity itself' (p. 224) 
'Marriage: pl. 23. E43. 
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structures. In Night VIII Jesus is figured as the embodiment of the 'Divine Vision5; 4 in 

addition, passages scattered through Nights I and V111 remind the reader that he is the guardian 

of humanity, references by which Blake may have hoped to foreshadow the events of Night 

IX. 5 Indeed, he appears at the beginning of the Night's Last Judgement, standing beside a 
despairing Los and Enitharmon who are as yet unaware that salvation is at hand. Most 

significantly, when Urizen (in a late pencilled addition to Night 1) perceives Jesus as an 
ideological enemy, he identifies the greatest threat to his own authority to be embodied in Los, 

who he accuses of being 'a visionary of Jesus[j the soft delusion of Eternity'. 6 These scattered 

references are not successfully woven together with the existing bulk of the poen-4 as Blake 

must surely have recognized. From these fragments it is nevertheless possible to piece together 

Blake's first experiment in the re-characterization of Los as a radical prophet of Jesus, a 

modification of his mythic role which is only fully worked out in Jerusalem, as I discuss in 

chapter seven. As the voice of Jesus in the fallen world, Los will become the outsider within, 
Ms words the articulation of a perspective from beyond the cycle of regulation, and upon which 

an alternative account of the human world may be established. 

In the second half of this thesis, I examine how Blake, in his two illuminated epics of the 

nineteenth-century, reconceptualizes his account of human history in the fallen world. I 

demonstrate in this chapter how Blake's new conmiitment to a radicalized prophetic voice, 

glimpsed in the late revisions of The Four Zoas, is explored in detail in his annotations to 

Richard Watson's Apologyfor the Bible, a celebrated response to Paine's Age of Reason. In the 

preceding sections, I provide the contexts within which Blake's intervention in the 

Watson/Paine debate may be understood. I examine the important affinities between the 

biblical discourses of prophecy and law, and offer some suggestions for how this was 

understood in the eighteenth century. I also survey eighteenth-century approaches to the 

interpretation of prophecy, to provide a framework within which Blake's own prophetic work 

of the 1790s may be situated. In the final section, I turn to Blake's annotations to Watson, 

tracing in particular the emergence of a radical lawmaker/prophet which is given form in the 

mythological world of Blake's nineteenth-century epics, the subject of the final two chapters. 

4 Four Zoas: VIII. P. 100.13-16. E372. 
5 The references in Night I are late insertions; see p. 21.1-6. E31 1; p. 21[19]. 9-15. E312-13. By the time Night 

VIII was written, Blake appears already to be attempting to incorporate Jesus into the Four Zoas myth (p. 99.1-3. 

E371; p. 107[1151.42-51. E381. 
'Four Zoas: 1. P. 12.25. E307. 
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The Ventriloquized Voices of Prophecy and Law 

In this chapter, I adopt Stephen Connor's notion of the prophetic voice as a ventriloquism, 
though my account differs from his by prioritizing biblical declarations about the nature of 
prophecy. 7 Connor offers a history of the Western fascination with ventriloquism, the origins 
of which he traces in 'the mysterious operations of the Greek and Roman oracles', particularly 
that of Delphi; I nevertheless find his reluctance to engage with Old Testament prophecy to be 

a curious omission, especially given that the texts of the Old Testament prophets offer some of 
the most imaginative descriptions of the conferring of what Connor terms 'the ventriloquial 
voice'. 8 For Bloom, the prophetic voice necessarily speaks from outside the jurisdiction of the 
law; it is 'a declaration that is also a performance', a revelation that 'comes among us as a 
sudden onslaught from a stranger, a divine judgement in a storm of human speech'. 9 Bloom 
identifies many of the unique characteristics of the Old Testament prophetic voice, as far as it 
is possible to speak of a single 'voice' in this context. For although each of the books of the 
Prophets is a distinct text, and Hebrew prophecy ultimately diverse in nature, there are certain 
generic hallmarks which may be observed with a remarkable degree of regularity. 

In the ma or prophetic books of Isaiah, Jeremiah and Ezekiel, the voice of the prophet is i 

consistently the conduit for a divine voice. Each of these prophets describes the sensation of 
being inhabited by that voice. Isaiah is typical in prefacing this event with a description of his 

vision of the throne of God surrounded by attendant angels: 

Then flew one of the seraphims unto me, having a live coal in his hand, which he had 
taken with the tongs from off the altar: 
And he laid it upon my mouth, and said, Lo, this hath touched thy lips; and thine iniquity 
is taken away, and thy sin purged. 
Also I heard the voice of the Lord, saying, Whom shall I send, and who will go for us? 
Then said 1, Here am 1; send me. 10 

Isaiah's own voice is thus purified to speak the words of God. Jeremiah also describes how 

God touches his mouth and says 'Behold, I have put my words in thy inouth', " and there is a 

Dumbstruck: A Cultural History of Ventriloquism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000). 
8 Connor, pp. 47 and 42. 
9 Bloom, Ae Ringers in the Tower: Studies in Romantic Tradition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1971), 
pp. 73-74. Connor argues that 'the ventriloquial voice functions as a mediator between the human world and 
the inhuman' (p. 42). 
10 Isaiah 6.6-8. 
11 Jeremiah 1.9. 



138 

similar passage in Ezekiel. 12 These passages describe the conferring of divine speech upon 
mortal man, the creation of the prophet who ventriloquizes the voice of God. It is a voice 
which is addressed - though usually uninvited - to an entire city or nation. 13 

Modem biblical scholars have cast doubt on the traditional view of prophets as 'desert 

mystics, walking into Israelite cities and raving at the residential population5.14 They have 

suggested that far from being among the oppressed groups on whose behalf they usually spoke, 
the prophets were generally well off, perhaps even involved in the circle of the court itself. 

However, the notion of the prophet as an 'outsider' does not rest on societal or geographical 

exclusion. The prophet is the outsider within; the prophetic message is rarely comforting, and 
is usually expressed as a direct challenge to the dominant political authority among the people 
to whom it is addressed. 15 This is sometimes explicit in the conunission which the prophet 

receives, such as in the following passage from Jeremiah: 

Then the word of the LORD came unto me, saying 
I ... I See, I have this day set thee over the nations and over the kingdoms, to root out, and to 
pull down, and to destroy, and to tbrow down, to build, and to plant. 16 

Elsewhere, Isaiah testifies to the effect of the words of God which he speaks: 'thou hast been a 

strength to the needy in his distress, a refuge from the storm, a shadow from the heaV. 17 Given 

that prophetic speech is frequently subversive of established authority, it is surprising that the 

voice of the prophet is not more often silenced by force; 18 this is clearly Jonah's concern, 
however, as he attempts to flee rather than deliver a harsh message to the people of Nineveh. 19 

12 Ezekiel 2.1-8. Ezekiel's prose is the most colourful of the major prophets, and his successive attempts to 
verbalize his visions of God make him particularly interesting for Blake. 
13 Some of the more compelling examples of such address are: Isaiah 1.4-10; Isaiah 34.1-2; Isaiah 48.1; 
Jeremiah 1.17-19; Jeremiah 7.1-7; Ezekiel 2.3-6; Ezekiel 16; Hosea 4; Joel 1.1-3; Amos 3.1; Nahum 3.1-2; 
Zephaniah 2.1-3. Elsewhere, as in Isaiah 37-38, the prophet addresses a nation through direct contact with its 
king; even in these situations, the prophet usually appears before the king without summons (though there are 
exceptions; see, for example, Jeremiah 21.1-6). 
14 David L. Peterson, 'Introduction to Prophetic Literature', in 7he New Interpreter's Bible, 12 vols (Nashville: 
Abingdon Press, 2001), VI, 1-27 (p. 8). 
is A modem reference work argues strongly for their radicalism: 'they were activists, concerned with life as it is, 
with people as they are, with blindness that did not see God at work and with deafness that refused to hear God's 
wamMgs' (Mercer Dictionary of the Bible, gen. ed. Watson E. Mills (Macon, Georgia: Mercer University Press, 
1991), p. 715). 
16 Jeremiah 1.4 and 10. 
17 Isaiah 25.4. 
18 See Mercer, p. 715. 
19 See Jonah 1.1-3. There are other isolated examples of the prophet's fear of the power of his own words; thus, 
the coiTmission of both Habakkuk and Malachi is described as a 'burden' (Habakkuk 1.1, Malachi 1.1). 
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A specific example of a frightened ruler seeking to silence the prophet is found at Jeremiah 37- 

38, where King Zedekiah imprisons Jeremiah for prophesying the king's defeat at the hands of 
Nebuchadnezzar, King of Babylon. The justification for keeping Jeremiah imprisoned (and for 

seeking his execution) is that he 'weakeneth the hands of the men of war that remain in this 

city, and the hands of all the people, in speaking such words unto them' (a sentiment echoed in 

William Pitt's treatment of the self-styled prophet Richard Brothers, discussed later in this 
20 

chapter) . 

Some biblical scholars have been keen to point out the structural characteristics which 
biblical prophetic speech shares with that of the law court. This view was pioneered by the 

formalist critic Claus Westermann in 1960. Westermann's central thesis is that the language 

and forms of biblical prophecy have a 'close proxi: mity' to the 'regular judgment procedure and 

to the old law of God' . 
21 The basic language of prophetic speech, Westermann argues, is drawn 

directly from the ancient law court. VýIhile Westen-nann's conclusions in this regard are treated 

with caution by modem linguists who are reluctant to subscribe to his close association of 

prophecy with a legal background '22 the similarities between the performance of prophecy and 

legal judgement speeches - and their effect upon those to whom they are addressed - are 
23 

striking. Both claim an authority which is beyond the control of any individual; the speakers 

of both law and prophecy are always ventriloquizing, claiming to act merely as oral conduits 

for the particularized statement of something which is itself external, unverbalized, 

inuneasurable. Transmitters of both prophecy and law address whole nations and peoples, and 

often speak when it is perceived that those who they address stand in need of some kind of 

instruction. 

I will demonstrate later in this chapter that Blake exploits these affinities between the 

discourses in his interventions in the political debates of the 1790s. He may have drawn 

20 Jeremiah 38.4. 
21 Vhite (Cambridge: The Claus Westermann, Basic Forms of Prophetic Speech, trans. by Hugh Clayton VI 
Lutterworth Press, 1991), pp. 135-36. 
22 Scholars now prefer to describe the genre as a 'prophecy of punishment', a label which 'acknowledges 
Westermann's conclusions about its shape and purpose but does not link it so directly to legal background' (p. 
xii). Peterson points out that the origins of the formal structure of prophetic speech in a social institution such as 
the law court do account for the generic identity of such prophecies, an explanation which does not depend on the 
unlikely scenario of individual prophets being aware of each other's work (p. 16). 
23 Wittreich notes how the epic poet and the prophet engage directly with the society for which they write; both, 
Wittreich asserts, assume 'a legislative function' Mi respect of that society, 'embodied in Nfilton's belief that his 

poetry should be doctrinal to the nation, in Blake's idea that empire should be made to follow hin-i, and in 
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support for such an enquiry in contemporary biblical exegesis. The formulation 'the Law and 
the Prophets' occurs frequently in New Testament writing, echoed by Coleridge in response to 
Brothers's arrest: 'Poor Brothers! They'll make him know the Law as well as the Prophets! 24 

of particular significance are two passages in Matthew's gospel: in Matthew's report of the 
Sermon on the Mount, Jesus states 'Think not that I am come to destroy the law, or the 

prophets: I am not come to destroy, but to fulfil % 25 later, when chaHenged by the Jewish priests 
to teH them which is the most important commandment, Jesus rephes: 

Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with all thy 
mind. 
This is the first and great cormnandment. 
And the second is like unto it, Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself. 
On these two conunandments hang all the law and the prophetS. 26 

Ostensibly, the phrase is merely a shorthand for referring to the two major groupings of Old 

Testament scriptures, at a time when they were not canonized in a single sacred text. 'The 

Law' refers to the books of the Pentateuch, 'the Prophets' to those of the individual prophetS. 27 

Much eighteenth-century exegesis of the Bible, however, is interested in establishing more 

fon-nal connections between these two groups of texts, arguing that 'the Law and the Prophets' 

worked together to provide a more effective testament to the authority of the Christian God. 

The nature of this relationship was far from being a settled matter in such exegesis, as the 

variety of interpretations contained in the following three examples demonstrates. 

Thomas Tomkinson, a Muggletonian of the late- seventeenth century whose manuscript 

Harmony of the Three Commissions was first published in 1757 and then again in 1822, 

provides a valuable perspective on the interdependence of the Law and the Prophets. God gave 

laws to Moses in order to protect what Tomkinson refers to as the 'substance' of 'those 

spiritual and heavenly things': 

Therefore when Moses had given reason a law, he gave him an outward visible 
tabernacle, as also he gave them several outward legal ceremonies, which was to signify 

Shelley's insistence that the poet is the unacknowledged legislator of the world' (Visionary Poetics: Milton's 
Tradition and his Legacy (San Marino, CA: Henry E. Huntington Library and Art Gallery, 1979), p. 34)- 
24 Earl Leslie Griggs, ed., Collected Letters of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, 6 vols (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1956- 
71), l (1956), 83. See discussion in Barrell, Imagining the King's Death, p. 505. 
25 Matthew 5. IT 
26 Matthew 22.37-40. 
27 A third terin, 'Writings', is sometimes used to refer to the other books of the Old Testament as it exists today. 
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the true tabernacle itself, and that true spiritual worship that did belong to it [ ... 1. But 
reason being blind, it could never see into the substance, but rested in shadow. 28 

Reason, in Tomkinsons account, thus becomes obsessed with outward structures, making the 
Law the object of its focus rather than the divine substance which the Law was supposed to 

protect. Only the prophets, who have the gift of spiritual vision, are able to see beyond the Law 

to the substance itself; their writings thus act as the counterbalance to the Law, providing a 

witness to that divine substance. The Law without the Prophets would be a text of outward 

appearances only. The Prophets without the Law would have no structural integrity. Illustrating 

an argument common in antinon-iian thought of the eighteenth century, Tomkinson observes 

that Jesus's example provides an alternative to that dual-textual dependence. He paraphrases 
Jesus's words: 'Come unto me, all ye that are heavy laden with your sins, and under the bands 

of a legal administration, and I will ease you, and give you rest. '29Thus the substance itself 

remains unchanged, whilst the means of comprehending that substance is shifted from the law 

to a belief in Jesus. 

A different view is offered by John Ryland, whose ultimate goal is the same as Tomkinson 

- to demonstrate the unity of the whole Bible. Ryland concentrates his attention on the passage 
in Matthew 22.37-40, quoted above, in which Jesus asserts that on the two new 

conunandments 'hang all the Law and the Prophets'. Ryland interprets this literally as 

suggesting that Old Testament Law and the writings of the Prophets depend on these 

connnandments. He conunences by allotting each of the Ten Conunandments to one or other of 

the two principles. In terms of the Prophets, 'I conceive that he [Jesus] referred, not so much to 

the Predictions of particular events [ ... ] as to the Doctrines contained in the prophetic writings, 

which perfectly accord with the New Testament, and were, at the time our Lord spake, the only 

repositories of evangelical truth'. 30 For Ryland, therefore, the books of the Prophets exist as the 

demonstration of the principles established in those of the Law. This contrasts with 

Tomkinson's presentation of the books of the Prophets as serving to counteract the ossifying 

tendencies of the Law. A position mid-way between Tomkinson and Ryland is expressed in a 

sermon by Robert Leeke, The Interpretations of the Law and the Prophets, which suggests that 

the prophets understood that 'there was in the Law itself a sublime or spiritual Sense, beyond 

28 Thomas Tomkinson, The Harmony of the Aree Commissions; or, None but Christ (Deal: T. C. Annall, 1822), 
P. 10. 
29Tomkinson, p. 112. 
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the simplicity of the Letter', 31 and thus concurs with Tomkinson in suggesting that the books of 

the Prophets are an essential means of getting beyond the letter of the Law to the 'substance' 

within. Rather than present humanity with a new way of accessing the 'divine substance', 
however, Leeke suggests that Jesus's role was to provide an example to humanity of how to 
live under the doctrines of the Law as revealed in the Prophets. 

There are striking similarities between the treatment of law offered by Tonikinson and that 

of Blake; the emergence of an 'outward visible tabernacle' of the law, which hides the very 

spiritual truth that it is designed to protect, is reminiscent of the accumulating 'Covering 

Cherub' which is cast off at the end of Milton (discussed in chapter six). As I have argued 

throughout this thesis, however, Blake's approach to law is much more complex than would be 

suggested by a straightforward antinomian discarding of that law. The work of these three 

conunentators demonstrates just how nuanced the understanding of the relationship between 

the biblical discourses of law and prophecy can be. All three agree on the existence of an active 

association between the books of the Law and those of the Prophets, and between them and the 

works of the New Testament. All suggest that the Prophets develop the principles stated in the 

Law, either providing directions on how the Law may be applied in practice, or acting as a 

means of reaching beyond the letter of the Law. Moreover, the prevailing opinion is that, 

however it may act, the Law is more effectively communicated in the light of the Prophets. 

Prophecy in an Age of Enlightenment 

Though exegetical practice in the period was based on traditions that can be traced back to 

St. Augustine, interpretation of Old Testament scripture constituted an identifiable genre which 

had been established through the work of the seventeenth-century theologians David Pareus 

and Joseph Mede. 32 The influence of these writers on eighteenth-century exegesis, and even 

30 John Ryland, The Dependance [sic] of the Mole Law and the Prophets, on the Two Primary Commandments 
(Bristol: Biggs & Cottle, 1798), p. 17. 
31 Robert Leeke, The Interpretations of the Law and the Prophets, made by Jesus and the Apostles, Vindicated 
(London: William Innys, 1728), p. 38. 
32 See Mchael Murrin, 'Revelation and Two Seventeenth Century Commentators', in The Apocalypse in English 
Renaissance Thought and Literature: Patterns, Antecedents and Repercussions, ed. by C. A. Patrides and Joseph 
Wittreich, pp. 125-46. The modem distinction between prophecy and apocalypse was not widely recognized until 
the nud-nineteenth century. 
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current biblical interpretation, is difficult to overestimate- 33 They were some of the first writers 
to pay close attention to the structural features of Revelation, to treat the biblical book as a 
work of literature. 34 Both adopt an objective, scientific, intellectually-rigorous methodology 

uncharacteristic of biblical interpretation of their day; such an approach claims to illustrate 

beyond any reasonable doubt the unity which it had long been supposed lay beneath the 

apparent confusion of Revelation. 35 Moreover, the work of both exegetes emphasizes the 

underlying unity not only of the prophecy of John of Patmos, but also of the whole Bible. That 
foundational unity became a fundamental assumption of eighteenth-century interpretation of 
the Bible, a standard by which the accuracy of individual exegeses could be judged. 

With few exceptions, eighteenth-century divines conceived that the most important goal of 
their interpretations of prophecy was to demonstrate how prophesied events had been unfolded 
through human history as evidence for the sacred truth of Christianity. This was a practice 
derided by Paine, as I will argue later in this chapter, in The Age of Reason. Whilst these 

writers understood that teaching and, in particular, interpretation of divine truths, was a key 

element of the prophet's task, they were nevertheless convinced of its essentially predictive 
36 

nature (though a notable exception is to be found in the writings of Emanuel Swedenborg). 

The clearly-argued demonstration of the fulfihnent of prophecy was thus a powerful 
illustration of the authority of the Old Testament, and of the omniscience of the Christian God. 

Joseph Galloway, for example, is typical in his expression of this conviction: 

PROPHECY is generally understood to be an anticipated history of eventsfrom the 
beginning of the world, to the end of time. It may be classed among the first, and greatest 
of miracles, ever presented to the human mind. [ ... ]A miracle as much above the power 
of man to perform, and as utterly incomprehensible to the human intellect, in its natural 
state, as curing the blind, raising the dead, or the conception of a virgin. 37 

33 Wittreich describes their significant impact on all subsequent biblical commentary (Visionary, p. 38). 
34 Murrin, p. 133. Pareus was the first explicitly to refer to the text as a drama. Mede, on the other hand, sought 'to 
recover a lost system of symbols', examining all occurrences of a particular word or phrase in the Bible and 
assuming that the meaning remained constant (p. 136). Stephen Goldsmith notes how Mede saw Revelation 'first 
as an intricately patterned, self-referential aesthetic object, to see it, in other words, as a literary text' (Unbuilding 
Jerusalem: Apocalypse and Romantic Representation (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993), p. 94). 
35 Mede expressed this organization using vast diagrams of what he termed 'synchronisms, illustrating the 
internal connections between the separate visions contained in Revelation, and the intertextuality between 
Revelation and other books in the bible (Murrin, pp. 136-41; Goldsmith, pp. 92-103). 
36 In A Treatise Concerning the Last Judgment, 2 vols (London: R. Hindmarsh, 1788-9 1), Swedenborg highlights 
the importance of understanding prophecy in its 'spiritual sense', a practice which forms the basis of his exegesis 
in The Apocalypse Revealed, 2 vols (Manchester: C. Wheeler, 179 1) and The Apocalypse, or Book of Revelation, 
Explained, 6 vols (London: J. and E. Hudson, 1811-15). 
37 Joseph Galloway, Brief Commentaries upon Such Parts of The Revelation and Other Prophecies as 
Immediately Refer to the Present Times (London: Hatchard, Piccadilly and Rivingtons, 1802), p. viii. 
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Wliilst the heightened eschatological expectation provoked by the European revolutions and 
England's war with France makes such an argument hardly unexpected, these claims for 

prophecy are also common in earlier exegesis. Thus Samuel Hallifax states that fulfilled 

prophecy 'surely must be allowed by every candid and ingenuous mind to administer one of 

the strongest arguments, that can well be desired, that the religion, in proof of which those 

prophecies were afforded, is from God 
. 
38 

The outbreak of the French Revolution, and the events of the succeeding years, encouraged 

a boom in prophetical interpretation, much of which sought to demonstrate how Revelation and 

the Old Testament prophecies had predicted the exact pattern of unfolding eventS. 39 These 

interpretations predicted in their turn the impending Millennium; this slippage from 

interpretation of prophecy to active prophesying is a readily observable halhnark of much 

religious writing of this period. Whilst exegesis of prophecy continued to be deployed by 

established-church writers as confirmation of the truth of their doctrine, the innate 

revolutionary character of prophecy was also widely recognized. 40 Prophecy engages directly 

with human history in assigning moral value and in predicting future events; this is certainly 

the opinion of many late-eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-century commentators, for whose 

radicalism books such as Daniel and Revelation appear to provide scriptural authority. 41 This, I 

suggest, contrasts with the position accorded history in legal discourse; law seeks to enclose 
history, to deny any sense of 'pre-history', of a period before the law. As I have argued in my 
discussion of the Blackstonian treatment of the myth of the common law in England, law 

claims ultimately to have existed at the creation. History becomes mere illustration of the 

omnipresence of the law, a guarantor of the status quo, denied the energizing agency which it 

is accorded in prophecy. 

The eighteenth century was also a period in which commentators were increasingly 

interested in the structural features of a recognizable genre of biblical prophetic writing, 

38 Samuel Hallifax, Twelve Sermons on the Prophecies Concerning the Christian Church (London: T. Cadell, 
1776), p. 164. 
39 See the third chapter of W. H. Oliver's Prophets and Millennialists: The Uses of Biblical Prophecy in England 
from the 1790s to the 1840s (Auckland: Auckland University Press, 1978). 
40For Wittreich , Prophecy is 'an agent of revolution used for the fomenting of rebellions in the realm'; it 'rejects 
the established reality and, with it, the forms and structures, aesthetic and institutional, of a corrupt civilization' 
(Visionary, p. 49). 
41 Such views may be contrasted with those of G. Rogers who criticizes writers who discover 'every rumour of 
war, every local insurrection, every fell disease, every national distress [ ... J in the visions of David, or of John' (A 
Reply to the Advent Brethren, with Observations on the Prophecies of Daniel (London: J. Snow, 1844), p. 47). 
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producing close readings of some sophistication. Of the general halh-narks of prophecy, the 

n-iost widely recognized in the late-eighteenth century was the deliberate 'veil of obscurity' 

within which the true meaning of prophecy was cloaked, a device also highlighted in twentieth- 
42 

century Old Testament scholarship. James Murray observed in 1778 that: 

It is common to express an invisible object by some sensible symbol, that has some 
leading quality in it, fit to suggest the intended idea, or sentiments. The prophets of the 
Old Testament are remarkable for this manner of writing, which was undoubtedly suited 
to the manner of the people and the times, as [ ... ] fittest to leave a lasting impression on 
the mind [ ... ]. It appears to be one reason for publishing prophecies, in a metaphorical 
stile, not easily understood at first, [ ... ] that after the sense of them is investigated, they 
may not afterwards be easily forgotten. 43 

This is reminiscent of Blake's well-known comment that 'The wisest of the Ancients 

considered what is not too Explicit as the fittest for Instruction because it rouzes the faculties to 

act'. 44 4 Obscurity' is also a major avenue of enquiry for the most influential scholar of Hebrew 

poetry of the age: the Bishop of London, Robert Lowth. Lowth confidently identifies the style 

of prophetic writing as 'parabolic', as best suits a text which seeks on the one hand to 'amend 

those generations that precede the events predicted' through exciting their fears or giving 

consolation, and on the other to demonstrate the truth of the prophetic vision to those 

generations which come after those events. 45 

The means which it employs for the accomplishment of these effects, are a general 
amplification of the subject, whether it be of the menacing or consolatory kind, copious 
descriptions, diversified, pompous and sublime; in this also it necessarily avoids too great 
a degree of exactness, and too formal a display of the minuter circumstances; rather 
employing a vague and general style of description for prophecy in its very nature 
implies some degree of obscurity. " 

42 Wittreich places 'deliberate obscurity' alongside 'generic mixture' (incorporating vision, history, law, 
philosophy, and poetry) and 'multifarious allusiveness' as the three strategies by which prophecy elicits responses 
from its readers, 'calculated to generate an antagonistic relationship between the prophet and his audience' 
(Visionary, p. 30). 
43 James Murray, Lectures Upon the Book of the Revelation, of John the Divine: Containing a new Explanation of 
the History, Visions, and Prophesies, 2 vols (Newcastle-upon-Tyne: T. Angus, 1778), 1, vii and x. 
"Letter to John Trusler, 23 August 1799: E702. Mee suggests that Blake's opaque language is 'part of a specific 
rhetorical strategy, modelled on biblical prophecy' (pp. 25-27). 
45RObert Lowth, Lectures on the Sacred Poetry of the Hebrews, trans. by G. Gregory, 2 vols (London: J. Johnson, 
1787), 11,65. The lectures, delivered at Oxford in the 1740s, were first published - in Latin - in 1753. 
46 Lowth, 11,65. 



146 

This obscurity is generated, as noted by Murray in the earlier quotation, through the extended 

use of symboliSrn47 The 'veil of obscurity' is made yet more opaque, especially for the modem 

reader, as a consequence of the presumed simultaneity of events in prophecies. Other scholars 

sought an alternative unifying order in Revelation to that of narrative or chronology. Thomas 

Howes, writing in 1783, suggests that events in prophecy are arranged in oratorical order, 
4which might be thought best suited to the purpose of persuasion and argumentation'. 48 

One noticeable feature of biblical interpretation by the late-eighteenth century, reflected in 

the above discussion of prophetic style, is the willingness of biblical exegetes and poetry 

professors alike to discuss the style of prophecy in the technical terms of poetics. The 

Gentleman's Magazine in its obituary for Lowth published in November 1787 describes his 
49 translation of the Book of Isaiah as 'the sublimest poetry in the world'. This notion of 

'prophetic poetics', which had attained widespread acceptance by the time of the 

conunencement of Blake's career, illuminates Blake's own use of prophecy within his work. 

The general recognition by the end of the eighteenth century that prophecy was fundamentally 

poetic in nature, derives to no small degree from the authority and intellectual weight of 

Lowth's Lectures on the Sacred Poetry of the HebreWS. 50 Biblical prophets came increasingly 

'to be admired as oriental bards, whose spontaneity and sublimity linked them with Homer and 

the Celtic bards'. 51 Such valorization of the prophets as poets contrasts with an earlier critical 

stance, which was reluctant to invest supposedly divine words with the features of the 'mere 
52 

song' of human poetry. There is evidence for this in the ordering of the books of the Old 

Testament, in which the prophecies are always grouped together, away from the 'poetical' 

books such as the Psalms and the Song. of Solomon. Indeed, comments by Paine himself in the 

first part of The Age of Reason reveal that such prejudices survived into the late-eighteenth 

47 Tannenbaum has observed that prophetic symbolism, or 'typology', employs a concept of history which 
'juxtaposes events, things, or persons from different time periods in order to relate them to a central theme or 
paradigm that transcends the world of time and causality' (Biblical Tradition in Blake's Early Prophecies: The 
Great Code ofArt (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1982), p. 88). Such typology is, however, as much a 
tradition of the dominant strands of eighteenth-century exegesis of prophecy as it is of Hebrew prophecy itself. 
48 Quoted in Tannenbaum, p. 30. For further details on the theories of Howes, see the second chapter of 
Tannenbaum's book. 
49 'Biographical Memoirs of the late Bishop of London', Gentleman's Magazine, 57 (1787), 1028-30, (p. 1029). 
so See James L. Kugel, 'Poets and Prophets: An Overview', in Poetry and Prophecy: The Beginnings of a Literary 
Tradition, ed. by James L. Kugel (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1990), pp. 1-25. 
51 Tannenbaum, P. 21. 
52 Kugel has argued that in early Judaism, 'any association of the Divine Word with mere song was generally 
offensive', and that in early biblical interpretation 'there was something of a bias ... ] against associating poetry 
with prophecy' ('Poets', pp. 10 and 8). Kugel demonstrates that Rabbinic exegesis presents biblical text in a way 
that deliberately deemphasizes structural features that may be considered poetic (see The Idea of Biblical Poetry: 
Parallelism and its History (New Haven: Yale University Press, 198 1), pp. 97-103). 
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century. Paine claims to find some 'poetic consistency' (by which he means metrical form) in 

the structure of the lines of prophecy, and also examines prophecy's use of a symbolic style 

which 'appertains altogether to poetry' as 'it is fictitious, and often extravagant, and not 
53 

admissible in any other kind of writing than poetry'. For Paine, recognition of the poetic 

nature of prophecy diminishes its claims to divine authority. 
54 

Nevertheless, by the time Paine was writing, prevailing critical attitudes found no 
inconsistency in considering divine biblical prophecy to be poetic in nature. Although Lowth 

was not the first to consider Hebrew prophecy as fundamentally poetic, his great achievement 
is in suggesting that earlier scholars had been blinded to the formal characteristics of prophecy 
by the poetic conventions of their age. 55 Lowth argues (through the tantalizing glimpses 

offered in the Old Testament of the practice of prophecy) that the style of prophecy had 

developed from the early use of sacred music in Hebrew worshi P. 56 Extended passages of 

prophecy, often running for many pages (the best examples are in Isaiah), are composed of 

pairs of lines (or 'distichs') in which each part is essentially equivalent in meaning. Lowth 

envisages that this method of spiritual writing may have developed from the practice of 

chanting sacred works, the lines being sung or recited alternately, perhaps by opposite choirs. 57 

He names his discovery 'parallelism', defined as: 

a certain equality [... ] between the members of each period; so that in two lines (or 
members of the same period) things for the most part shall answer to things, and words to 
words, as if fitted to each other by a kind of rule or measure. 58 

53 Paine, The Age of Reason; being an Investigation of True and Fabulous Aeology, [part one] (Paris: Barrois, 
1794), p. 13. 
54 Paine concludes that prophet is the biblical word for poet; 'a man might then be a prophet, or might prophesy, 
as he may now be a poet, or a musician, without any regard to the morality or the immorality of his character' 
(Age of Reason, part one, p. 15). Howard notes that for Blake, 'poetry and prophecy are a divine manifestation, for 
the divine humanity is the creative imagination. [ ... ] The imagination's sensitivity to unconscious dictates 

provides what Blake called inspiration' (Blake's Milton: A Study in the SeWiood (Rutherford: Fairleigh Dickinson 
University Press; London: Associated University Presses, 1976), p. 148). 
55 Earlier writers, including Boccaccio, Petrarch and Sir Philip Sidney, were discouraged by their inability to 
distinguish a clear metrical pattern in prophecy (see the sixth chapter of Kugel, Idea). 
56 Lowth, 11,12-16. 
57 Lowth, 11,24-26. 
58Lowth, p. 34. Lowth distinguishes three 'species' of parallelism: synonymous parallelism, 'when the same 
sentiment is repeated in different, but equivalent terms'; antithetic parallelism, 'when a thing is illustrated by its 
contrary being opposed to it', and; constructive parallelism, 'in which the sentences answer to each other, not by 

the iteration of the same image or sentiment, or the opposition of their contraries, but merely by the form of 
construction' (Lowth, pp. 35,45,48-49). 
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Lowth remains certain that the prophets had also written in a metre that had been irretrievably 

lost; parallelism is not, therefore, an alternative to metre in his account, but a surviving 
hallmark of a forgotten metrical system a proof that the texts had originally been written as 

poetry. 59Notwithstanding Lowth's caution, parallelism was soon celebrated as the metre of 
Hebrew prophecy. 60 Knowledge of his conclusions soon became widespread, and is considered 

to have been influential in the development of Higher Criticism in Gen-nany, 6 1 and in 

Romanticism's identification of the poet with the prophet. 62 

Though few passages in Blake exhibit a clear parallelism, he nevertheless appears sensitive 

to the poetic potential of biblical prophecy. 63 The literary milieu on whose margins he 

remained in the late-eighteenth century was one in which the identification of prophet and poet 

was widely acknowledged. Speculation regarding Blake's own contact with Lowth's work, 

perhaps through Joseph Johnson (who published the first English translation), must be treated 

with caution. Even if he had read Lowth and the responses to him, Blake moved far beyond 

such writers in his own poetic vision: 'Poetic Genius [ ... ] is every where call'd the Spirit of 

Prophecy' he declared just one year after Johnson's publication of Lowth, 64 thus connecting 

not only the form of prophecy and poetry, but the source of the inspiration of both. In the 

outline provided in this section, I have attempted to demonstrate how Blake's own 

interpretation of biblical prophecy, and the claims sometimes made in his writing to prophetic 

style, may be contextualized in terms of exegesis of the period. Blake's interest in prophecy, 

and his sense of its immediate relevance to the political anxieties of the 1790s, is an 

intervention in the theological, philosophical and literary debates of his world. Moreover, in 

presenting himself as a prophet for his own age, Blake also participates in a less scholarly 

contemporary prophetic form. 

59 Kugel, 'Poets', p. 24. 
'0 This view has persisted into the twentieth century; as Kugel observes, 'parallelism is now widely taken as a 
kind of substitute meter, a structure-giving regularity whose role in biblical Hebrew is comparable to that of meter 
in ancient Greek. But certainly the discoverer of parallelism would not agree' (Idea, p. 74). 
61 Stephen Prickett, 'Poetry and Prophecy: Bishop Lowth and the Hebrew Scriptures in Eighteenth-century 
England', in hnages of Belief in Literature, ed. by David Jasper (London: Macmillan, 1984), pp. 81-103 (p. 89); 
Kugel, Idea, p. 283. 
62 See Prickett, p. 84, and Kugel, 'Poets', p. 25. Prickett suggests that the book led to a critical revolution: 'not 

merely did the Bible now give authority for the prophetic status of the poet as the transformer of society and the 

mediator of divine truth, but it was also stylistically taken as a model both of naturalness and of sublimity' (p. 94). 
63 Blake's practical experimentation with the prophetic poetics which Lowth established academically does not 
depend on a knowledge of Lowth. Mee, for example, has demonstrated how Blake's metrical forms have much in 

common with those of biblical prophecy, deriving not through an intimate knowledge of Lowth's theories, but 

through his close awareness of the 'language and cadences of the Bible' (p. 24). 
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In the heightened eschatological expectation of the 1790s, popular prophetic enthusiasts 

such as ic ard Brothers claimed particular knowledge, through conversations with God, of 
the exact time of the apocalypse. 65 Brothers had calculated in 1792 that the arrival of the 

millennium would be heralded by an earthquake which would bring about the destruction of 
London. Though this had been due in August 1793, Brothers claimed to have successfully 

negotiated with God, through the medium of a thunderstorm, the salvation of the City. 66 The 

government's response to Brothers, who was denounced in a contemporary pamphlet as 'a 
31 67 Democrat and a Prophet! 
, demonstrates the establishment's fear of the radical prophet. He 

was arrested in 1795 and confined in an insane asylun-4 charged with 'unlawfully, maliciously, 

and wickedly writing, publishing, and printing various fantastical prophecies, with intent to 

cause dissension and other disturbances within the reah-n 1.68 In the mid- 1790s, a similar 

movement momentarily flourished around the person of Joanna Southcott who in the early- 

nineteenth century claimed to be pregnant with the second Christ (though she died childless, 

some claiiined in childbirth, in 1814) 
. 
69Traditions of the interpretation of the prophetic works 

of the Bible, adopted equally by orthodox Christians in support of their theology and by some 

radicals in support of their subversion, fed directly. into the manifestations of popular prophecy 

which emerged at a time of societal eschatological trauma, provoked by revolution and war. It 

is in this context that one may place the appearance of such prophetic enthusiasts as Brothers 

and Southcott. Blake clearly recognized the revolutionary potential of prophecy, adopting it as 
his favoured method of poetic expression in much of his work of the 1790s. The opinions of 

eighteenth-century exegetes regarding the various stylistic devices of prophetic writing reflect 

much of Blake's own poetic creed, in particular the value he places on obscurity and 'sublime 

allegory'. 

64 All Religions are One: El. 
65 See P. M. Zall, 'The Cool World of Samuel Taylor Coleridge: Richard Brothers - The Law and the Prophet', 
Wordsworth Circle, 4 (1973), 25-30, and the fifteenth chapter of Barrell, Imagining the King's Death, pp. 504- 
546. Mee suggests that Blake's prophetic writing has more in common with enthusiasts like Brothers than it does 
with the more familiar millenarian dissent of Richard Price and Joseph Priestley (pp. 29-33). 
66 Zall records how In the wake of a series of fairly accurate prophecies, Brothers had acquired celebrity status and 
a significant following in London by mid-1793 (pp. 26-27). 
67 The Age of Prophecy! or, Further Testimony of the Mission of Richard Brothers (London: Parsons, 1795), p. 46. 
See the discussion in Mee, p. 29. 
68 ne Times, 6 March 1795, p. 3; see also Paley, 'William Blake, The Prince of the Hebrews, and the Woman 
Clothed with the Sun', in Essays in Honour of Keynes (see Erdman, above), pp. 260-93 (p. 26 1). Elsewhere, Paley 
suggests that this event had a 'cautionary effect' on Blake, as he 'must have realized how easily this law could 
have been applied to him' ("'To Defend the Bible in This Year 1798 Would Cost a Man His Life"', Blake: An 
Illustrated Quarterly, 32 (1998-99), 32-43 (p. 42)). 
69 See James K. Hopkins, A Woman to Deliver her People: Joanna Southcott and English Millenarianism in an 
Era of Revolution (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1982). 
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Blake and Prophecy in the 1790s 

Modem scholars have considered in detail Blake's use of the fonnal motifs of biblical 

prophecy, his presentation of the Urizen books as an alternative set of scriptural prophecies, 

and his attraction to the radical potential of the prophetic voice. " Although there are prophetic 

agents in Blake's early work, the intersection of the voices of prophecy and law in Blake's late 

work arises from a development in his thought in respect of both discourses. In the earlier 

work, prophecy is usually cast as somehow antithetical to law. Los, set in ideological and 

artistic opposition to Urizen throughout, is consistently described as the 'Eternal Prophet' or 

the 'Prophet of Eternity', epithets which recur twelve times across the poetry of the 1790s. In 

practice, as I have shown in the earlier chapters of this thesis, Los's inability to articulate an 

opposition to Urizen which is not taken on Urizen's own ten-ns - the law - consistently results 

in the loss of his radical prophetic conviction, the prograrnme to subvert the dominant law 

itself transforming into a vehicle for that law's reassertion. The true voice of the prophet is 

regularly, therefore, a voice which becomes exchanged for something else, which still under 

the name of prophecy becomes a testament to a corrupt law. The type of that figure is Moses, 

the prophet/lawmaker, embodied most clearly in Blake"s work in depictions of Urizen, yet also 

found in the supposedly revolutionary figures of Fuzon and Los. Such intersection of the two 

discourses throughout Blake's work of this period invariably results in the subsumption - or 

corruption - of the voice of prophecy, into an agency of an ossifying law. 

It is not only in the problematic oppositional relationship between Los and Urizen that 

Blake in the 1790s expresses how the prophetic voice is potentially subversive of the law. The 

'Song of Liberty' which appears at the end of The Marriage of Heaven and Hell describes the 

gathering storm of revolution: 'Shadows of Prophecy shiver along by the lakes and the rivers 

and mutter across the ocean! ' 71 Similarly, in the tense world of Louis in The French 

Revolution, the looming dissolution is expressed: 'In fear utter voices of thunder; the woods of 

France embosom the sound; I Clouds of wisdom prophetic reply, and roll over the palace roof 

heavy'. 72 Moreover, one of the prototypical prisoners contained in the Bastille in that poem is a 

70 See, for example, chapter three of Goldsmith's, Unbuilding Jerusalem; chapter one of Mee, Dangerous 
Enthusiasm; Tannenbaum Biblical Tradition; Terence Allan Hoagwood, Prophecy and the Philosophy of Mind: 
Traditions of Blake and Shelley (University, Alabama: University of Alabama Press, 1985). 
71 

Marriage: pl. 25. E44. 
72 French Revolution: 11. E286. 
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man 'confin'd for a writing prophetic' . 
73 As I have shown, the biblical example of Jeremiah 

demonstrates that however long and however securely the person of the prophet may be 

imprisoned, the voice of prophecy cannot be silenced. America and Europe are both subtitled 
6a prophecy' in reference to the narrative of revolt which they contain, rather than any sense of 

a prediction of future events. Nevertheless, Blake preserves the apocalyptic connotations of 

prophecy, an impending eschatological expectation that rings through all of these books, and 

which is particularly emphasized in the presentation of Los in The Four Zoas as 'that shadowy 

Prophet who six thousand years ago I Fell from my station in the Eternal bosom'. 74 

In the Lambeth books, Blake's vision of a millenDial world free from the corruptions of the 

ancien regime, at liberty from its regulatory structure, is never attained. The purity of that 

vision, like the voice of the prophet itself, always becomes tainted with the intrusion of the 

Urizenic legal code. Even where Urizen's law is addressed in order to articulate opposition, the 

voice of the prophet becomes conflated with that of the lawmaker, a development which is 

manifest in the emergence of the cycle of regulation. From the macroscopic perspective of The 

Four Zoas, I have argued that Blake comes to recognize law as an ontological principle of the 

fallen world; thus with a circular motion that becomes almost dizzying in that epic, Blake 
75 discovers that he is 'unable to do other than repeat the same dull round over again'. Blake 

nevertheless remains convinced that legal discourse can provide some kind of foundation for 

the recovery of humankind and the overcoming of the Fall; but it can only do so as the tool of 

an intense, radical vision of Eternity, a prophetic voice that governs that of the law, rather than 

becoming lost through it. 

Blake's Intervention in the Watson/Paine Debate 

'It is an easy matter for a Bishop to triumph over Paines attack but it is not so easy for one 

who loves the Bible'; 76 in this frequently-quoted annotation, Blake stridently asserts his 

rejection of both positions in the debate between Watson and Paine; but to what purpose is this 

stridency expressed? To what extent are the annotations private? Who is their addressee? 

73 French Revolution: 29. E287. 
74 Four Zoas: VIII. P. 105 [113). 48. E380. 
75 There Is No Natural Religion: [b]. E3. 
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Watson? Paine? A friend to whom the book was shown? Such interpretive problems are 

conunon to all marginalia, and there are no universal answers. In Marginalia: Readers Writing 

in Books, H. J. Jackson suggests that annotators 'often address the author directly'; he goes on 
to qualify this statement, suggesting that the figure which the annotator addresses is 'the book 

itself, addressed as a personification of its author'. 77 The position is slightly more complex in 

respect of Blake's annotation of Watson, as he is effectively addressing two authors and two 
books. In general, Blake tends to address Watson in the third person (usually as 'the Bishop'); 

second person addresses, as I argue below, are to Paine, the author of The Age of Reason. 

Blake's annotations on Watson's Apologyfor the Bible appear to be spontaneous responses to 

the text; but there are also, as I will demonstrate, themes which recur, and new arguments 

about religion and prophetic agency which Blake is trying to focus in relation to his reading. 
These, I suggest, are more fully worked-out in his epic poetry of the nineteenth century. 

The annotation quoted at the beginning of the paragraph above is expressive of Blake's 

difficulty in reconciling his support for the principles of liberty and freedom from monarchical 

oppression, with the strident deism with which it was accompanied in the Paineite account. 78 In 

many respects Blake and Paine even share common ground in their views on the role of 

relig ion. 79 Blake, I suggest, would have echoed Paine's approval of the collapse in France of 
80 

the authority of established religion. Paine, like Blake, is conscious of the danger of the 

resulting vacuum; 'in the general wreck of superstition, of false systems of government, and 

false theology, we lose sight of morality, of humanity, and of the theology that is true' .81 There 

is a significant risk that the foundational position accorded to the corrupt state religion in the 

ancien regime will be replaced by something yet further from 'the theology that is true'. Paine 

goes on to clarify that national churches 'appear to me no other than human inventions set up 

to terrify and enslave mankind and monopolize power and profit' and that 'my own mind is my 

76 Annotations to Watson: E612. 
77 Marginalia: Readers Writing in Books (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001), pp. 83-84. 
78 See Florence Sandler, "'Defending the Bible": Blake, Paine, and the Bishop on the Atonement', in Blake and 
His Bibles, ed. by David V. Erdman (West Comwall, CT Locust Hill Press, 1990), pp. 41-70, (p. 41). She 
explains Blake's desire to defend The Age of Reason in terms of his conviction of the need for freedom of speech. 
Paley suggests that Blake had not yet developed his rejection of deism ( ... To Defend"', pp. 36-38). 1 suggest in 
this chapter that Blake's support for Paine goes beyond the circumstances of The Age of Reason's publication, and 
the arguments contained in that book. 
'9 Sandler observes that Blake shares 'to a considerable extent the criticisms of traditional religion proposed by the 
men of the Enlightenment' ('The Iconoclastic Enterprise: Blake's Critique of NElton's Religion', Blake Studies, 
5.1 (Fall 1972), 13-57). 
80 Paley notes that Blake concentrates on 'the common ground he shares with Paine, not the differences between 
them' (p. 3 8). 
81 Paine, Age of Reason, [part one], p. 
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own church'; 82 such arguments recall positions adopted by Blake throughout his work of the 

1790s. 

Notwithstanding these points of agreement, the major project of The Age of Reason must 
have made difficult reading for Blake, a difficulty augmented by his qualified support of the 

Paineite position in the Revolution controversy. Over three volumes, Paine conducts a 

blistering attack on the authenticity of the Bible, proceeding through each book of the Old and 

New Testaments. Paine argues that the so-called 'Word of God' contained in the Bible is so 

spurious and inconsistent, that priests have only been able to impose it upon the people of 

Christian nations through the three-fold agency of mystery, miracle and prophecy. 83 Whilst 

Blake may have had sympathies with Paine's mission to expose a false and corrupting 

priesthood, and - in particular - with divesting religious practice of mystery, Paine's dismissal 

of the works of the prophets and of the New Testament writers in their entirety was 

unacceptable to a poet who declares himself to 'believe the Bible & profess myself a 

Christian'. 84 

Blake nevertheless detects an enemy who is more subtle than Paine - and, in his opinion, 

much more dangerous - in the person of Watson. 85 The Bishop of a minor Welsh see, Llandaff, 

Watson first published his celebrated response to Paine's Age of Reason in 1796 ; 86 the 1797 

copy which Blake obtained was already proclaimed as the eighth edition. 87 Paine's prose is 

unequivocal; it bears the appearance of transparency, a window into the true opinions of its 

writer. Thus Blake comments 'Paine is either a Devil or an Inspired man. Men who give 

82 Age of Reason, part one, p. 2. 
83 Age of Reason, part one, pp. 47-53. 
84 Annotations to Watson: E614. The earliest biographical statement about Blake, by John Thomas Smith in 
Nollekens and His Times: Comprehending a life of that Celebrated Sculptor, and Memoirs of Several 
Contemporary Artists, 2 vols (London: Henry Colburn, 1828), emphasizes that 'through life, his Bible was every 
thing with him' (11,458). 
85 Sandler suggests that Blake found Watson more 'invidious' than Paine 'exactly because it purported to be 
Christian' ('Defending', p. 43). It is misleading to think of Watson's book as some kind of 'official' Church 

response to Paine. Sandler reveals that Watson took a conspicuously liberal position in many of the debates of the 
period, and was in favour of the repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts (p. 54). G. Ingli James notes he had 
become known as the 'Levelling Prelate and Bishop of the Dissenters' ('Introduction', in Annotations to Richard 
Watson, An Apologyfor the Bible in a Series of Letters Addressed to Thomas Paine, ed. by James, Regency 
Reprints III (Cardiff. University College Cardiff Press, 1984), pp. i-vii (p. iii)). Watson soon fell out of political 
favour, remaining 'for the rest of his life as the absentee bishop of an impoverished see' (Sandler, p. 55). 
86 More specifically, Watson responds to the second part of The Age of Reason, first published in 1795 by H. D. 
Symonds. 
87 An Apologyfor the Bible, in a Series of Letters Addressed to Thomas Paine, 8th edn (London: T. Evans, 1797). 
Paley observes that the book had also been widely Published in America by this time ( ... To Defend"', p. 32). 
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9 88 themselves to their Energetic Genius in the manner that Paine does are no Examiners 
. This 

may be contrasted with Blake's assessment of Watson's writing, which he considers to be 

hypocritical in appearing to be one thing (gentlemanly, mildly disapproving) whilst being 

another (the work of a 'State trickster'). Watson graciously credits Paine for his 'sincerity', 

seeks to 'trouble' him with some 'observations" on his work, hopes to be able to redirect his 

ýenergy of language' into avenues 'more creditable to yourself . 
89BIake cuts keenly through 

this familiar scholarly verbiage: 

If this first Letter is written without Railing & Illiberality I have never read one that is. To 
me it is all Daggers & Poison. the sting of the serpent is in every Sentence as well as the 
glittering Dissimulation[] [ ... ] If such is the characteristic of a modem polite gentleman 
we may hope to see Christs discourses Expung'd 90 

Pretending to be a 'modest enquirer', Watson - in Blake's opinion - reveals his true colours 

when he defends the murder of the Canaanites on the grounds of their idolatry and 'unnatural 

lust). and by claiming that this was in accordance with 'God's moral justice'. 91 Blake angrily 

responds by labelling Watson as one of the officers of the Inquisition, the feared enforcers of 

religious confom-lity in Europe. 92 In Blake's view, Watson's response to Paine is a terrible 

failure; the bishop has not 'dared to Consider' any of Paine's major arguments including the 

challenge that the Bible is all 'a State Trick' which was 'never behevd willingly by any 

nation'. 93 These arguments require a loud, strident answer. Blake is thus able to write on the 

final page of Watson's text: 

I have read this Book with attention & find that the Bishop has only hurt Paines heel 

while Paine has broken his head[J the Bishop has not answerd one of Paines grand 
objections " 

88 Annotations to Watson: E613. The annotation originally read 'modest Enquirers', a term Watson uses to 
describe himself, but was amended by Blake to 'Examiners'. This may have been to extend the comparison of 
Watson to the officers of the Inquisition, discussed below. 
" Watson, P. 1. 
90 Annotations to Watson: 8612. 
91 Watson, P. 6. Sandler argues that 'for Paine, a doctrine that appeared to sanctify the taking of life as a sacrifice 
could only be an anomalous vestige of the older dispensation; for Blake, the Cliristian, it would become 
increasingly apparent that the very ideology of the State, in the new form as much as M the old, rested on the 
mystery of Sacrifice which Christianity had erected into the doctrine of the Atonement' (Defending, p. 45). 
92 Annotations to Watson: E614. 
93 Annotations to Watson: E616. 
94 Annotations to Watson: E620. See Genesis 3.15, in which Yahweh condemns the serpent for tempting Adam 

and Eve. Forced from this moment to crawl on its belly, the serpent can only injure the heel of the children of 
Adam and Eve, while they can 'bruise' the head of the serpent's descendents. Blake's allusion would place 
Watson in the position of the serpent/devil, and Paine as Adam/Jesus. 
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it is clear to Blake that Watson is not only unsuccessful in attempting to take on Paine, but that 

An Apologyfor the Bible is even further removed from what Blake considers to be true 
Christianity than the deism expressed in The Age of Reason. Paine awaits a fit apologist for the 
Bible. Blake does not consider his own purpose in his annotations to be to provide that critique; 
the false, seeming Christianity of the Bishop is far more dangerous than the clearly articulated 

opinions of Paine, which attract Blake's approval for their 'Energetic Genius". While Blake 

certainly resolves the difficulties he experiences in reading An Apologyfor the Bible by 

considering both Paine and Watson to be wrong in their arguments, his enigmatic conunents 

regarding Paine betray an admiration of greater complexity, which reaches beyond the 

particular arguments of The Age of Reason. 

Blake expresses admiration for Paine's 'Energetic Genius', and is impressed by his courage 
in standing to be judged as 'either a Devil or an Inspired man'. This contrasts with the 

pretended mildness of the metaphorical priests of the Inquisition who seek to vilify him, and 

who hint at murder as an appropriate means of silencing one's enemies. Blake explores the 

biblical echoes of an individual persecuted by ecclesiastical power, noting how Jesus was 

murdered for opposing the authority of the Jewish scriptures which were 'written as an 

Example of the possibility of Human Beastliness in all its branches'. 95 In what follows Blake 

explicitly draws parallels between Paine and Jesus: 

Christ died as an Unbeliever. & if the Bishops had their will so would Paine. [ ... ] but he 
who speaks a word against the Son of man shall be forgiven[j let the Bishop prove that 
he has not spoken against the Holy Ghost[, ] who in Paine strives with Christendom[j as 
in Christ he strove with the Jews 96 

I suggest that in the first sentence, the capitalized 'Unbeliever' is to be understood as the label 

placed upon Jesus by the Sanhedrin, the Jewish priestly court of justice, when finding him 

guilty of blasphemy in the New Testament account; in the same way, the Inquisitorial council, 

the membership of which is embodied in the person of Bishop Watson, will judge Paine as an 

'Unbeliever' based on their own definition of what constitutes acceptable belief. The grammar 

of the second sentence is also difficult to interpret; however, if the 'who' of the second clause 

and the 'he, of the third is taken as referring to 'the Holy Ghost' of the first, as the structure of 

the sentence appears to warrant, then Blake is once again directly presenting Paine and Jesus in 

95 Annotations to Watson: E614. 
96 Annotations to Watson: E614. 
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the same terms. He suggests controversially (to the certain offence of both schools in the 
Watson/Paine debate) that the Holy Spirit (or 'God') which empowered Jesus to stand up to 
Jewish hegemony, is the same 'Energetic Genius' that motivates Paine - and Blake himself - 
to challenge the authority of the church throughout Europe. 97 

Blake's presentation of Paine as a modem-day Jesus continues in Ms analysis of miracle 

and prophecy. Paine discerns miracle, prophecy and mystery as the three claims for 

Christianity's authenticity which are commonly read from the Bible; the dismissal of all three 

categories is the methodology of The Age of Reason. As indicated above, Blake shares Paine's 

hatred of mystery. In terms of both miracle and prophecy, however, Blake suggests that Paine, 

in spite of himself, practises both. 

Is it a greater miracle to feed five thousand men with five loaves than to overthrow all the 
armies of Europe with a small pamphlet[? ] look over the events of your own life & if You 
do not find that you have both done such miracles & lived by such you do not see as I 
do 98 

It seems unlikely that Blake's purpose here is to ridicule the biblical accounts of the feeding of 
the five thousand. 99 More controversially, in placing Paine's powers as a miracle-maker in 

comparison with Jesus's, Blake is once again explicitly suggesting the affinities between the 

two figures; the collapse of the traditional European centres of power which Blake claims to 

have been precipitated by Paine's writing of The Rights of Man, is as radical an achievement in 

the context of the 1790s as Jesus's actions described in the Bible. 100 It should also be 

emphasized that the empowerment produced through this comparison works both ways; for in 

comparing him to Thomas Paine, Blake also succeeds in recovering the radicalism of Jesus, a 

cornerstone of Blake's work for the rest of his career. As I have noted above, the identification 

of the addressee of annotations is a difficult critical problem; however, a direct address by 

Blake to Paine seems to be the most apposite here. 101 Blake challenges Paine to recognize in 

97 Sandler interprets the common ground shared by Jesus and Paine as an unfortunate weakness in Blake's 
argument, a symptom of the difficulties of his own position in defending The Age of Reason ('Defending', p. 63). 
98 Annotations to Watson: E616. 
99 Matthew 15; Mark 8; Luke 9; John 6. 
'00 Paley suggests that the pamphlet to which Blake refers is Common Sense ('To Defend', p. 36). Either 
interpretation seems acceptable to me. 
101 See Jackson, pp. 83-84. 
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himself the radicalized Jesus, and expresses surprise that 'Paine the worker of miracles [can] 

ever doubt Christs in the above sense of the word miracle'. 102 

Blake's contention with Paine and Watson on the question of prophecy is similarly 

articulated as a matter of misdefinition. Paine in the second part of The Age of Reason had 

challenged the conventional contemporary exegetical practice of 'proving' the truth of the 

scriptures by demonstrating how Old Testament prophecy had been borne out in subsequent 
history. He labels the book of Isaiah as 'prose run mad', 103 and seeks to expose the wilfully 

misleading character of contemporary exegesis: in 'making them [the prophecies] bend to 

times and circumstances, as far remote even as the present day, it shews the fraud, or the 

extreme folly, to which credulity or priestcraft can go'. 104 Blake is able to dismiss this whole 

part of Paine's work, by claiming that the popular definition of prophecy which Paine uses is 

erroneous, and not that understood by the Hebrew writers themselves: 

Prophets in the modem sense of the word have never existed[j Jonah was no prophet in 
the modem sense for his prophecy of Nineveh failed[j Every honest man is a Prophet[: ] 
he utters his opinion both of private & public matters/Thus/If you go on So/the result is 
So/He never says such a thing shall happen let you do what you will. a Prophet is a Seer 
not an Arbitrary Dictator. 105 

Paine, along with eighteenth-century exegetes and Watson himself, defines the prophet as an 

'Arbitrary Dictator', and notes the failure of such 'prophecy' as evidence of the imposture of 
Old Testament scripture. Blake develops in his nineteenth-century poetry a much more 

radicalized view of prophecy, finally embodied in Jerusalem in the figure of Los. The prophet 
is the outsider within, the voice in the wilderness which can chart the current trajectory of a 

whole nation and issue warnings accordingly. The fact that the events which Jonah prophesied 

at Nineveh failed to occur, is evidence rather of the success of that prophecy in persuading the 

inhabitants of the city to ainend their habits. Blake's implication is, once again, striking; Paine 

is a prophet in the mould of Jesus, the outsider whose voice is heard inside, whose message 

will by necessity be threatening to established authority. Understood in their Blakean senses, 

therefore, it becomes clear that it is Watson who denies true miracle and prophecy, and Paine 

102 Annotations to Watson: E617. 
103 Paine, Age of Reason, Part the Second (London: H. D. Symonds, 1795), p. 43. 
104 Paine, Age of Reason, part two, p. 59. 
105 Annotations to Watson: E617. 
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who practises them; this enables Blake to claim: 'It appears to me Now that Tom Paine is a 
better Christian than the Bishop -) 

. 
106 

I have argued in the first half of this thesis that Paine was a key proponent of 

constitutionalism and the written codification of law, and that Blake in his Lambeth books, and 
finally in The Four Zoas, considers the effect of such regulation as ultimately circular in 

nature, slipping from a description of legal rights and duties to a prescriptive code which 
imposes on society an increasingly narrow model. Indeed, it is of significance that it should be 

in the context of the annotations to Watson that Blake should offer one of his most 

unambiguous statements concerning the pervasiveness of law once it has been named: 

All Penal Laws court Transgression & therefore are cruelty & Murder 

The laws of the Jews were (both ceremonial & real) the basest& most oppressive of 
human codes. & being like all other codes given under pretence of divine command were 
what Christ pronounced them: The Abomination that maketh desolate. i. e State Religion 
which is the Source of all Cruelty 107 

In chapter two, in my discussion of The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, I cited this passage to 

illustrate the direction of Blake's thought in terms of the relationship between Church and 

State, the emergence of legal codes which acquire authority by virtue of their supposed divine 

origin. The passage is often used as evidence for Blake's antinomian sympathies; 108 but again, 

I would emphasize that the position is not so unnuanced as to be characterized as 'anti-law'. 

The target here is not law itself, but the law that becomes mistaken as sacred (and therefore not 

open to question) through the state authority's acquisition of religion. Blake's association of 

Paine with Jesus in the annotations to Watson's Apology, as a miracle-worker and as a prophet, 

underlines Blake's continued admiration for Paine, recognizing in this law-maker figure the 

potential for prophecy. 

In his annotations to Watson, Blake is particularly keen to distinguish between doctrinal 

law and prophecy. Prophets do not lay down unshakeable laws that 'such a thing shall happen 

let you do what you will'. It is, perhaps ironically, lawmakers like Urizen who seek to impose 

their vision of futurity upon those under the jurisdiction of their laws; the goal of the prophet is 

106 Annotations to Watson: E620. 
107 Annotations to Watson: E618. 
108 See Mee, p. 58, and Paley, "'To Defend"', p. 40. 
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to restore to humanity self-determination, the ability to change the course of its subsequent 
history. 109 It is the argument of the second half of this thesis that Blake comes to understand 
how radicalized prophecy can be the foundation for a redeemed legality, a prophetic 
legislation. The ventriloquism of such a prophet is not a passive activity, acting merely as a 

conduit (Connor's phrase is 'vocalic body') for the voice of another. 110 In describing the person 

of the prophet as it is presented in Blake, I therefore adopt his own notion of 'Vehicular Form', 

the earthly body ani-Tnated by the spirit of the divine, the interpreter and teacher who sees with 
the eyes of the outsider and who can articulate those visions within the human world. "' 

In his nineteenth-century work, Blake explores further the potential for positive 

conununication between the discourses of law and prophecy, whilst observing how often 

prophecy can decay into Urizenic law. Poetic experimentation with both voices in-fuses Milton, 

as I demonstrate in chapter six. Furthermore, while Blake in Milton also considers the 

emergence of a combined law-maker/prophet, I argue in chapter seven that this is only fully 

embodied in Jerusalem, in the person of Los. The intersection of law and prophecy must not be 

allowed to degenerate into the Mosaic lawmaker figure which stalks Blake's work of the 

1790s, but rather the leader which he theorizes in his annotations to Watson's Apologyfor the 

Bible, the Messiah who is prophet first and lawmaker second, the miracle-worker and architect 

who can state the law without becoming prey to its hegemony, who can arrange the stones of 

the law without constructing a prison. 

109 Blake's position has much in common with modem scholarship; when prophets 'spoke of the future, it was not 
so much in terms of general prediction as in terms of what must happen if their people did not change their lives' 
(Mercer Dictionary of the Bible, gen. ed. Watson E. Mills (Macon, Georgia: Mercer University Press, 199 1), p. 
715). 
1 10 See Connor, pp. 35-43. 
1'1 Jerusalem: Pl. 53.1. E202; in this source, Los is described as a 'Vehicular Form of strong Urthona', the earthly 
form which acquires agency from Urthona, the blacksmith zoa. The word appears on two other occasions in 
Blake's work of the nineteenth century, both in the first book of Milton. In its first appearance (pl. 17 [19]. 3 1. 
EI 11), Milton, presented in that poem as a prophet figure (as I discuss in the next chapter), is described as the 
'Vehicular terror'; in the second (pl. 24[26]. 27. E120) the body of Lazarus, awakened from death by Jesus, is 
described as 'the Vehicular Body of Albion the Redeemd. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

SEEING BEYOND THE OUTWARD VISIBLE TABERNACLE: 

PROPHETIC EXPERIMENTA TioN IN MILTON 

Tbroughout the Lambeth prophecies and The Four Zoas, the 'giant forms' who are 

accorded the highest profile in Blake's presentation of the fallen world are Los and Urizen, the 

mutually- ensnared 'eternal prophet' and lawmaker. They have been key figures in Blake's 

dramatic presentation of the emergence of a cycle of regulation, a legislative framework within 

wMch Humanity is trapped, set apart from Eternity. Though Blake can find much that is 

encouraging in the rights-based constitutionalist rhetoric of Paine, Franklin and others, he 

cannot envisage how the purity of that law may be preserved in practice, how the new 
legislative models may be sheltered from Urizenic decay. I have argued in the first part of this 

study that Blake uses the priestly corruption of scripture as a model for the increasing 

abstraction of law; however much laws answer a real need at the time of their composition (I 

have argued that Blake's often sympathetic portrayal of Urizen gestures towards Urizen's 

originally laudable intentions), the process of their reception, interpretation, and transmission 

by the priests of the law becomes increasingly narrow. This seemingly inevitable movement 
from a general description to an abstract, universal prescribed code climaxes in the emergence 

of 'One Law for the Lion and the Ox', a set of rules governing every aspect of human life, 

which acts to constrain rather than to liberate. Moreover, Blake has dramatized how the 

antagonists' attempt to revise the law turns back upon itself and draws the circumference of the 

cycle of regulation ever tighter, curbing the divine human form into an increasingly barren 

legally- sanctioned redaction. 

Blake nevertheless continues to place a positive value on the role of law in the fallen world; 
law defines a constitutional space within which the integrity of Humanity may be preserved, a 

divine mercy from non-entity, though it also denies the contemplation of Eternity. By the end 

of his work of the 1790s, however, it had become clear to Blake, perhaps in part through a 

frustration with the unfolding events in France, that legal discourse alone could not be the site 

of a movement towards Humanity's fulfih-nent of its Divine Form. I have shown how Blake, in 
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his annotations to Watson, reworks his earlier notions on the prophetic voice, to consider how 
it may intersect with that of the law. He formulates how prophecy can act to prevent law 

condensing into an 'outward visible tabernacle', 1 whilst maintaining its promised protection of 
humanity. In expressing his complex position in the Watson/Paine debate, Blake glimpses 

within the person of Paine the possibilities for a combined prophet/lawmaker figure that does 

not degenerate into a Mosaic Nobodaddy. This figure must speak in the legal discourse which 
Blake has found throughout the Lambeth books to be unavoidable, yet without letting that 
discourse ossify into an unchangeable, codified framework indistinguishable from the 

oppressive legal codes which it replaces. 

In the two books of Milton, Blake finally appears to have accepted that law by itself cannot 
lead Humanity to the millennium; his readers are not asked to beat the bounds of the cycle of 

regulation with him again, to prove once more the truth of its existence. In the Urizen books 

Blake had attempted, taking inspiration from John Milton, to 'justify the Ways of God to Men' 

by returning to humanity's origins -a dramatization of the events of the creation. 2 Though it 

may be dangerous to consider Blake's poetic works of the 1790s as distinct parts of a single 

narrative, as so many plates of a pre-planned but as-yet uncompleted illun-Linated book, they 

nevertheless occupy the same world. Now, again drawing inspiration from the seventeenth- 

century poet, Blake redesigns his cosmographic vision of humanity. The confrontation between 

Los and Urizen that has formed the central narrative core of Blake's work for fifteen years is 

barely alluded to. The mythic, schema which seems so important in The Four Zoas is replaced 

with a fresh attempt to confer structure onto Blake's vision of the human world. 

Moreover, I suggest in this chapter and that which follows, that the biblical cosmic drama 

of Paradise/Fall/Recovery, the framework upon which Blake has constructed his own mythos 

throughout the 1790S, 3 becomes modified in his nineteenth-century work .4 
In these epics, 

Blake most explicitly presents his notion of the Divine Humanity (also termed the Human 

1 Tomkinson, P. 10. 
2 Milton: pl. 1 [1]. E95. 
31 do not mean to challenge recent scholarship which has questioned whether Blake's work of the 1790s recounts 
a definite event of creation/Fall (see Makdisi, pp. 270-7 1); if there is evidence for Blake's movement away from 
that traditional narrative in that work, however, I suggest that it becomes more explicit in his nineteenth-century 
Oetry. 
Many of the earlier critics nevertheless suggest Blake's continuing fidelity to that biblical narrative; see, for 

example, Bernard Blackstone, English Blake (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1949), p. 134. Frye 
suggests that Blake participated in the epic tradition as it had been received into English literature by Milton, in a 
peculiarly biblical form (Fearful Symmetry, pp. 316-25). 
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Form Divine). For Blake, each individual human being must be understood both as a distinct 

person and in relation to the universal form of humanity in Eternity: the Divine Humanity, the 

only true universal form. Blake argues that this eternal Human Form is inseparable from the 
Divine, and is embodied on earth as Jesus. 5 The human world comes into being when the 

universal Divine Humanity, in seeking to acquire a definite form, precipitates the emergence of 
the concepts of time and space. In the world thus generated, human individuals are unable to 

recognize their status as constituent parts of that universal Divine Humanity; individuality 
becomes mistaken as the all-in-all, abstract general forms are constructed, and the vision of 
divine unity is lost. Though it is unrecognized, each human individual nevertheless remains a 

part of that unity, the longed-for Human Form Divine; the promise of that as-yet unattained 
form is named 'Jerusalem' (occasionally in Milton, regularly in Jerusalem). 

Blake describes how Satan corrupted that divine form 'in its entrance to the earth', 

producing not Jerusalem but rather the slave-world of Ulro. Jerusalem is therefore a distant, 

indistinct memory, and this World of Time and Space not the pure creation of a benevolent 

God, but the perversion of an evil God named Satan. I consider these conceptual developments 

in more detail in the next chapter, as they are of greater consequence in Blake's final epic, 
Jerusalem. Nevertheless, the development of this history in Milton requires a modification of 

the terms used to refer to Blake's mythos, particularly conceptions of this world as 'fallen' 

from some pre-existent Paradise. I recognize that the myth of a lost Edenic Paradise remains 

paramount in the consciousness of Humanity, and that there remains in Blake's account a 'fall' 

from an original imaginative vision to a corrupted actualization of that vision. However, to 

avoid confusion, I generally use the terms 'human world' or 'created world', using 'the Fall' 

and 'fallen world' only where the context is clear. I also make regular use of Blake's own 

names for this world: the 'World of Time and Space' contained within its 'Mundane Shell'. 

Blake emerges from his artistic crisis of the 1790s with a strengthened conunitment to the 

fundamental role which must be accorded to law in his narrative of human renewal. In the 

mythic geography of Blake's cosmos, law is specifically named as the dwelling-place of that 

world's true prophet, Los. Golgonooza is presented as the city of art and the imagination, 

containing the labours of Los and Enitharmon. At the end of Book the First, Blake provides a 

long description of the city, with its regions of Bowlahoola, Allarnanda. and Cathedron. 

5 See Leopold Darnrosch, Jr., Symbol and Truth in Blake's Myth (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1980), pp. 
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Bowlahoola, its name suggestive (as many scholars have pointed out) of 'bowels', 6 is described 

as the 'Stomach in every individual man'; 7 it contains the anvils and furnaces,, the tools of the 

great blacksmith prophet, by which Los strives to preserve humanity and enact some 

movement towards Eternity. Bowlahoola is thus the centre of Los's activity, just as Cathedron, 

where the looms are located, is the realm of Enitharmon. It is, then, an identification of the 

greatest significance when Blake reports that Bowlahoola, the focal point for Los's peculiar 
brand of redemptive prophecy, is 'namd Law. by mortals'. 8 

The Manifestation of False Prophecy 

The narrative outline of Milton, unlike many of Blake's poems, is far from 

straightforward. 9 It commences, with Milton, who had left this World of Time and Space over a 

century earlier, 'Unhappy tho' in heav'n', mourning his division from his 'sixfold emanation' 
Ololon. 10 Though not clearly articulated, there is a sense that Milton inhabits the heaven 

described in his own writing. Milton is stirred from his apathetic melancholy by the song of a 

prophet, named simply 'the Bard'. Milton recognizes the Satan that lies within his own self, 

and understands that the heaven about which he wrote consequently bears the hallmarks of 
Satanic perversion. If he is to inspire an understanding of heaven more forgiving than his 

misconceived ideas in Paradise Lost, then he needs a living poet to act on his behalf, to 

ventriloquize his voice; in short, to act as his prophet. " Milton, closely pursued by Ololon, 

embarks on a journey to find such a prophet in the World of Time and Space. The chosen 

19-25. 
6 Erdman, Prophet, p. 432; Bloom, Apocalypse, p. 337. Frye reports that Bowlahoola, along with Golgonooza and 
Allamanda, have a 'vaguely Indian look' (Fearful Syinmetry, p. 445). 
7 Milton: pl. 24 [26]. 67. E 12 1. 
8 Milton: pl. 24[26]. 48. E120. 
9 For all its complexities, however, the poem's structure is nevertheless comprehensible (see Fox, p. 3). 
10 Milton: pl. 2.18. E96. 
11 For Denis Saurat, the first to consider Milton's influence on Blake at length, Blake's poem is an example of his 
( power of transforming beyond bourne or reason what he derived from a saner mind' (Blake and Milton 
(Bordeaux: Cadoret, 1920), p. 21). Bloom suggests that Milton is not written to correct Paradise Lost but rather 
'to invoke Milton as a savior for Blake and for England, and therefore for mankind' (Apocalypse, p. 308). For 
Lucy Newlyn, Blake 'sees that a "Church" of Milton has gradually obscured his "spiritual form" and has caused 
his poetry to ossify into doctrine or law, with damaging repercussions for the notion of divinity which it 
enshrines' (Paradise Lost and the Roniantic Reader (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), p. 257). She argues 
that Blake's revisionary procedures are 'envisaged as restorative on a larger scale and towards a grandly 
redemptive end, rather than as corrective at a local level' (p. 257). See also Jackie DiSalvo, War of Titans: Blake's 
Critique of Milton and the Politics of Religion (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 198 3), p. 8 1, and 
Behrendt, Reading, p. 156. 
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writer, William Blake, is taken on a metaphorical journey through the diseased world of Albion 
by the dead-epic writer, just as Dante is guided through the Inferno by Virgil. Blake is able to 
articulate within the World of Time and Space a more benevolent vision of heaven through a 
radicalized portrayal of Jesus. At the climax of the epic, Milton is empowered by Blake's re- 
visioning of Eternity to cast off the encrusted layers of ossified error wMch limited his own 
writing, and is able to recognize the divine nature of the Human Form. This act finally allows 
the reunification of Milton and Ololon. 

Milton, in Blake's eyes the spokesman of seventeenth-century Puritanism, 12 embodies the 

ýnistaken prophecy by which the original word of God becomes corrupted and ossified into 

legal codes governing every aspect of human life. 13 Blake gives expression to this 

accumulating corruption via a new metaphor, which is of great significance in both of his 

nineteenth-century epics: the 'Covering Cherub'. The reference here is to Yahweh's conunands 
for the construction of the Ark of the Covenant, as described in Exodus: 

And they shall make an ark of shittim wood [ ... ] And thou shalt make a mercy seat of pure gold 
And thou shalt make two cherubims, of gold [... ] 
And the cherubims shall stretch forth their wings on high, covering the mercy seat with 
their wings [ ... ] And thou shalt put the mercy seat above upon the ark; and in the ark thou shalt put the 
testimony that I shall give thee. 14 

In the final chapter of Exodus, the tablets of the Ten Commandments are accordingly placed 
into the Ark, which is then sealed, and covered with the mercy seat. 15 Blake appears to connect 

the two cherubs of Exodus with the 'covering cherub' about which Yahweh warns the prophet 
Ezekiel, a symbol of the corruption of wisdom which must be destroyed. 16 The Covering 

12 See Damon, Philosophy, pp. 174-75; DiSalvo, pp. 82-83. 
13 Following Damon, it has become a critical commonplace that Blake considered Nfilton to have been 'originally 
gifted with Divine Imagination' (p. 174) which became obscured by his political persuasions. James has 
commented more recently that 'Blake's real point [ ... ] [is that] Nfilton was in error over his excessive dependence 
on reason as a governor, which led him to shackle Satan in a moral system which abhors energy and calls it evil' 
(Written Within, p. 70). 
14 Exodus 25.10,17,18,20, repeated with few variations in Exodus 37; see Fuller, 'Milton, and the Development 
of Blake's 71hought', in An Infinite Complexity: Essays in Romanticism, ed. by J. R. Watson (Edinburgh: 
Edinburgh University Press, 1983), pp. 46-94, (pp. 78-79). 
15 Leslie Brisman, in 'Blake's Comme-bined Cherubim: A Note on Milton, plate 32', Blake: An Illustrated 
Quarterly, 21 (1987-88), 95-98, makes the intriguing suggestion that the two Cherubs, forged out of a single piece 
of gold and stretching across the ark, represent the Christian doctrine of atonement, the 'merciful covering up of 
sin' (p. 96). 
16 Ezekiel 28.14-17. 
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Cherub is thus, for Blake, the embodiment of the concealment of the divine, and is established 

over centuries of priestcraft, accumulating layer by layer like Ii-me scale. 17 Whatever the 'law' 

may have been that God communicated to Moses, it is misunderstood in a world whose 
inhabitants cannot see past the covering, the 'outward visible tabernacle', who - in fact - 
mistake those layers of encrusted falsehood for the Divine Law itself. The Covering Cherub is 

the manifestation of generations of prophet/lawmakers in the tradition of Moses, the false 

prophecy which Blake examines in his annotations to Watson. 18 

In Milton's casting-off of the layers of the Covering Cherub from his spiritual body at the 

poem's climax, Blake suggests, by extrapolation, the liberation of humanity from the bonds 

under which it has laboured. Thus Milton, in a passionate speech which accon-Tanies this final 

act of 'self-annihilation', describes how he will divest Albion of the garments of 'Bacon, 

Locke & Newton' (all of whom were Milton's contemporaries to some extent) and reclothe 
him with imagination. In particular he will act: 

To cast aside from Poetry, all that is not Inspiration 
That it no longer shall dare to mock with the aspersion of Madness 
Cast on the Inspired, by the tame high finisher of paltry Blots, 
Indefinite, or paltry Rhymes; or paltry Hannonies. 19 

Milton's words constitute a manifesto for a radical new poetry, which will not be bound by the 

conventions and regulations that the 'ta-rne high fmishers' wish to claim as the unshakeable 
hallmarks of good writing, the critics who label the work of those who write from inspiration 

as 'madness'. These lines may be invested with bitter personal experience, for many of Blake's 

contemporaries, who were either frightened by or did not understand his work, dismissed it as 

the ravings of a madman . 
20 The fashionable poetic models confer a predetermined outline on a 

poem, a denial of inspiration which is, for Blake, another manifestation of the Covering 

Cherub. In his own work, Blake displays a determination to retain a sense of ongoing revision, 

17 For Damon, 'the truth becomes petrified into dogma and relegated to ritual' (A Blake Dictionary: The Ideas and 
Symbols of William Blake (London: Thames and Hudson, 1973), p. 94). 
18 Howard specifically connects the image with the emergence of state religion (Blake's Milton, p. 112). 
19 Millon: pl. 41[48]. 7-10. E142. 
20 Lady Hesketh, a friend of William Hayley, expressed her horror that an insane Blake would poison his patron; 
after Blake's death, Caroline Bowles and Robert Southey both expressed admiration for his art, tempered by pity 
for his insanity (William Blake: The Critical Heritage, ed. by G. E. Bentley, Jr., The Critical Heritage Series, gen. 
ed. B. C. Southarn (London: Routledge & Ke gan Paul, 1975), pp. 40-41). Seymour Kirkup recalled that 'I was 
much with him from 18 10 to 1816 [ ... ] His high qualities I did not prize at that time; besides, I thought him mad. I 
do not think so now' (quoted in Critical Heritage, p. 4 1). Smith, in one of the earliest biographical portraits of 
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a poetic form that is definite but never fixed - no two copies of any of his prophetic books are 
exactly the same, each is 'Still to be written & interleavd with brass & iron & gold I Time after 
timel , and yet the identity of any particular poem is never destabilized. 21 

For Blake, the role of the true poet is to be found at the centre of a nation's cultural, 
political and intellectual concerns. Unfortunately, those with authority in these arenas are the 

very same unpoetic, unimaginative convention-observers; the 'tame high finisher' thus 'creeps 
into State Government like a catterpiller to destroy' ap rpillars, . 

22 The in- - lication is that, like cate 
they have defoliated the ideals of the parliamentary institutions, leaving them impoverished, 

petrified, infested with self-interest. Accordingly, Milton is determined: 

To cast off the idiot Questioner who is always questioning, 
But never capable of answering; who sits with a sly grin 
Silent plotting when to question, Eke a thief in a cave; 
Who publishes doubt & calls it knowledge; whose Science is Despair 
Whose pretence to knowledge is Envy, whose whole Science is 
To destroy the wisdom of ages 

23 

The connection of the 'tame high finisher' with politics and Enlightem-nent scientific enquiry 

extends Blake's critique, and reveals his sense of the political urgency of his poetry. The 

approved poetry is not poetry at all, but a rationalism only capable of asking questions, in 

which the category 'knowledge' is reduced to its own antithesis. 24 These 'idiot Questioners' 

are no less than false poets: 

These are the destroyers of Jerusalem, these are the murderers 
Of Jesus, who deny the Faith & mock at Eternal Life: 
Who pretend to Poetry that they may destroy Imagination; 
By imitation of Natures Images drawn from Remembrance[. ] 
These are the Sexual Garments, the Abomination of Desolation 
Hiding the Human lineaments as with an Ark & Curtains 
Which Jesus rent: & now shall wholly purge away with Fire 25 

Blake, comments perceptively that 'it has been invariably the custom of every age, whenever a man has been 
found to depart from the usual mode of thinking, to consider him of deranged intellect' (Nollekens, II, p. 454). 
21 Four Zoas: Night VI, p. 71,40-41, E349. Behrendt argues that 'there is almost certainly method in this 
indeterminacy, consistency in this inconsistency' (Reading, p. 137). 
22 Milton: pl. 41[48]. 11. E142. 
23 Milton: pl. 41[48]. 12. E142. 
24 Howard argues that 'the rationalism of the eighteenth century that underlies natural religion is attacked 
repeatedly by Blake in his acerbic remarks on the process of questioning and reasoning. The "idiot reasoner" 
(32.6) is the "idiot Questioner" whose purpose is the destruction of spiritual wisdom' (Blake's Milton, pp. 99- 
100). 
25 Milton: pl. 41[48]. 21. E142-43. 



167 

The idea of Jerusalem can be understood as the counterpart to the Covering Cherub, and is of 
immense significance in Blake's epics of the nineteenth century. The destroyers of the 
imagination would reduce all perception to that which may be discerned by the five senses, 

reducing the Human Form Divine, embodied in Jesus, to 'imitation [ ... ] drawn from 

Remembrance'. The passage specifically refers to their complicity in the further layering of the 
Covering Cherub, the 'Ark & Curtains'. 'Jerusalem' is the emblem of the perfect realization of 
humanity's divine potential, the Divine Humanity itself, whose distance from the lived 

experience of the fallen world is emphasized by Blake in both temporal and spatial terms. 
These destroyers call themselves poets, yet they are the false poets who have exchanged the 
living, vibrant beauty of the Divine Form for the static decoration of the Ark. They are false 

prophets, who in the name of prophecy imprison existence within a code of the acceptable and 
the unacceptable, the prophecy of Urizen and Moses, from which arises the cycle of regulation. 
True poetry, prophecy which conveys unfettered that which is imprinted upon the imagination, 

is central to the radical enterprise, and must testify to the purity of Jerusalem. The minions of 
Satan try to distract Humanity from this realization by placing a greater value on the specifics 

of a rhyme scheme or other structural details, and by labelling the truly inspired (like Blake 

himself) as 'mad'; but if Humanity is ever to overcome its spiritual fall, it must be through the 

means of the 'true poets'. 

While all four copies of Milton contain this important speech, the earliest of the copies (A 

and B) also contain a Preface which declares Blake's manifesto for his work. 26 In these copies, 
A- - the poem as a whole is thus framed by these statements of artistic warfare. The prose section of 

the Preface contains one of Blake's most strident statements of artistic radicalisTn He attacks 

the authority of the Greek and Roman traditions in poetry, as typified in the study of classical 

writers such as Homer, Ovid, Plato and Cicero; Blake does not reject the original work of these 

writers, but rather their 'Stolen and Perverted Writing s' which 'all Men ought to conte mn,. 27 

These writers were themselves 'ancient & consciously & professedly Inspired Men', but their 

26 Tbrough examination of plate renumbering, the style of lettering, and deletion of some catchwords, Viscon-ii has 
demonstrated that copy C also originally contained the plate bearing the Preface (Blake and the Idea of the Book 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993), pp. 325-28). The plate's stridency may have been what led Blake to 
abandon the plate, 'for it contradicts the attitude of forgiveness and conversion that informs the poem itself (Fox, 
p. 26). Essick and Viscomi offer an alternative explanation, suggesting that the appeal to the 'Young Men of the 
New Age' in the prose 'implies confidence in finding a wide readership for his poem, a confidence that Blake may 
have lost by the time he collated the two later copies' (Milton a Poem, and the Final Illuminated Works, ed. by 
Robert N. Essick and Joseph Viscorr1l, Blake's Elun-linated Books, 5 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1993), p. 40. 
27 Milton: pl. 1. E95 (emphasis added). 
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works have been corrupted through the 'method in which knowledge is transmitted from 

generation to generation', literally 'stolen' from their authors, and now 'set up by artifice 

against the Sublime of the Bible'. 28 Blake thus attacks the authority of what has been received 

as the 'classical tradition' in writing, the 'Greek or Roman Models' highly valued by the 'tame 

high finishers' of the poetic art. It is this doctrine, Blake argues, that curtails the artistic 

expression of Milton, along with William Shakespeare; both are 'curbd by the general malady 
& infection'. 29 Worse still, Blake observes, 'we have Hirelings in the Camp, the Court, & the 

University 11 30 an allusion to Jesus's comparison of the value of the work of the shepherd with 

that of those who are merely hired workers ('hirelings'): 

I am the good shepherd: the good shepherd giveth his life for the sheep. 
But he that is an hireling, and not the shepherd, whose own the sheep are not, seeth the 
wolf coming, and leaveth the sheep, and fleeth: and the wolf catcheth them, and 
scattereth the sheep. 
The hireling fleeth, because he is an hireling, and careth not for the sheep. 31 

Hirelings cannot be trusted to the same degree as those for whom such work is a way of life. 

They have no desire to think outside the exact remit of their task in order to collect their feeý 

have no loyalty to their employer, or comn-iftment to the wider consequences of their action (or 

inaction). The targets of Blake's metaphor are the publishers and booksellers who encourage a 

literary marketplace which places too heavy an emphasis on the observance of formal 

convention. They have no consciousness of true art, and are content to have their writers 

observe the 'Greek or Roman Models', low-risk poetry which offers a good chance for profit. 

These Iash[flonable Fools' foster decadence in art 'by the prices they pretend to give for 

contemptible works or the expensive advertizing boasts that they make of such works'. 32 

Rouze up 0 Young Men of the New Age! set your foreheads against the ignorant 
Hirelings! [ ... ] Painters! on you I call! Sculptors! Architects! [ ... ] We do not want either 
Greek or Roman Models if we are but just & true to our own h-naginations, those Worlds 

33 
of Eternity in which we shall live for ever, in Jesus our Lord . 

28 Marriage: pl. 15. E40; Milton: pl. 1. E95. 
29 Milton: Pl. 1. E95. Newlyn suggests that the Preface 'announces the first stage in Blake's programme for 
rewriting the reception of Paradise Lost' (p. 259). 
30 Milton: pl. 1. E95. 
31 john 10.11-13. 
32 Milton: Pl. I- E95. 
33 

Milton: pl. I. E95. 
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Those who advance these models are the very same 'tame high finishers' identified by Milton 

in his speech discussed above; the 'class of men whose whole delight is in destroying' 

identified in the Preface, are the same 'destroyers of Jerusalem' who are cast off at the poem's 

climax. The prose part of the Preface is thus ultimately a call-to-arms against these artistic 

conventions and the societal structures which impose them, ushering in a poetic war whose 

success is enacted in the journey which Milton undertakes in Blake's poem. 34 

Blake's discussion of the corruption of the pure art of 'consciously & professedly inspired 

men' through generations of interpretation is strikingly reminiscent of his opinions regarding 

the Urizenic priesthood, expressed throughout his work of the 1790s, and its corruption of the 

original, pure message of God. The connection between these apparently independent 

developments is cemented in the Preface's well-known lyric 'And did those feet in ancient 

time'. The first two stanzas provide nothing more than a single question, repeated four times, 

each dressed in a different set of liturgical euphemisms: 

And did those feet in ancient time, 
Walk upon Englands mountains green: 
And was the holy Lamb of God, 
On Englands pleasant pastures seen! 

And did the Countenance Divine, 
Shine forth upon our clouded hills? 
And was Jerusalem builded here, 
Among these dark Satanic MilIS? 35 

The fact that the poem begins with the word 'And' suggests that these are merely a few of a 

multitude of incarnations of this question, based on the legend of some golden age before the 

Fall when Jesus visited England, when Jerusalem - the true uncorrupted vision of a Divine 

Humanity - was manifest in the human world. 36 Though the reader may expect some answers 

in the second half of the poem, they are left as rhetorical questions. Indeed, Blake appears to 

turn away from this backward-looking, obsessive religious traditionalism with some disdain: 

34 See Newlyn, pp. 260-6 1. 
35 Milton: pl. 1.1. E95. 
36 Although the questions are identical, their figuration does modify in the two stanzas. Nancy Moore Goslee 

observes that the pastoral innocence gives way to an industrial world In which the question becomes more urgent 
("'In Englands green & pleasant Land": The Building of Vision in Blake's Stanzas from Milton', Studies in 
Romanticis? n, 13 (1974), 105-25 (pp. I 11- 12)). The increasing desperation of the repeated question, Goslee 

suggests, begins to call into doubt the validity of that vision' (p. 107). 
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Bring me my Bow of burning gold: 
Bring me my Arrows of desire: 
Bring me my Spear: 0 clouds unfold! 
Bring me my Chariot of fire! 

I will not cease from Mental Fight, 
Nor shall my Sword sleep in my hand: 
Till we have built Jerusalem, 

37 In Englands green & pleasant Land . 

The change of tone from the plaintive, increasingly desperate questions of the first two stanzas, 

to the exclamations of the third (accented by the repetition of 'Bring me') and the affirmative 

action promised in the fourth, marks a return to the call-to-arms contained in the prose section 

of the preface. 38The interrogation of obscure legends dressed in the language of mystery is, for 

Blake, the characteristic of the priestly corruption of the Christian vision. It is also, as I have 

shown in the early chapters of this study, the rhetoric of those who sought to defend England's 

ancient constitution. Blake insists that wasting time wondering about whether at some 

historical point in the distant past Jesus came to England and built Jerusalem, is to participate 

in the indoctrination of false prophecy; such stories about a Fan from Paradise do not help 

enact a movement towards the rejection of Satan and Humanity's emergence as the Human 

Form Divine. He urges each individual to take action now, to shift Jerusalem from its great 

distance in both time and space so that it may be realized in the human world. 39 This is the 

'mental fight' to which Blake calls his fellow artists in the Preface: he is calling them to be true 

prophets. This is confirmed in the final line of the Preface, a quotation from Numbers 11.29: 

'Would to God that all the Lords people were Prophets'. 40 

In the rest of this chapter, I will argue that what Milton learns through his journey in 

Blake's poem is the ability to distinguish the true prophecy of Jesus from the false prophecy 

typified by Moses, discovering in the process just how easy it can be to confuse then-L 411 Will 

investigate the origins and accumulating incrustations of the law as revealed in Blake's revised 

account, and the power of true prophecy - once that discourse is discovered - to strip away the 

37 Milton: pl. 1.9. E96. 
38 See DiSalvo, p. 26. 
39Goslee discusses Blake's emphasis on how an ultimately collective action must emanate from individual 
determination (p. 123). 
40 Milton: pl. I. E96. 
41 James articulates this in slightly different terms. He sees the poem as the narrative of the flawed poet's 
education to achieve 'the psychic, artistic and religious regeneration that defines him as a true poet' (Written 
Within, p. 1); that poet is nominally Nfilton, though - by association - also Blake. 
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ossified strata of regulation. I will finally question the role which Blake accords to law in his 

late work, his reluctance to withdraw completely from law as providing the foundation upon 

which humanity's realization of the Eternal, divine form may be built. These issues will be 

further examined in the final chapter of this study. 

The Nesting of Prophetic Voices 

On 25 April 1803, Blake wrote to his friend Thomas Butts, joyfully acquainting him with 
his intended imminent return to London after 'three years' Slumber on the banks of the Ocean' 

at Felpharn The date of the letter is consistent with the period which Blake may be considered 

to have been working on Milton. Though excited to be returning to a city which will afford him 

many opportunities of 'seeing fine Pictures', Blake expresses his keenness to demonstrate, in a 

new illuminated book, the 'Spiritual Acts' which have absorbed him at Felpham.: 

I have in these three years composed an immense number of verses on One Grand 
Theme[j Similar to Homers Iliad or Miltons Paradise Lost[j the Person & Machinery 
intirely new to the Inhabitants of Earth (some of the Persons Excepted)[. ] I have written 
this Poem from immediate Dictation twelve or sometimes twenty or thirty lines at a time 
without Premeditation & even against my Will. the Time it has taken in writing was thus 
renderd Non Existent. & an immense Poem Exists which seems to be the Labour of a 
long Life all producd without Labour or Study. 42 

Whatever poem Blake refers to here, the extraordinary means of composition w1lich he claims 

is particularly interesting for the present discussion. 43 Blake in both Milton and Jerusalem 

appears to follow the formal epic convention of invoking his muse at the beginning of his 

'song'; these comments to Butts, however, suggest that Blake intentionally places both his 

work, and the source of his inspiration as a poet, directly in the tradition of biblical prophecy. 

Blake claims 'immediate Dictation' from a source beyond the phenomenal World of Time and 

Space; his pen becomes the conduit for the words of another even, crucially, where the 

'vehicular' Blake may have wished otherwise. This recalls the examples throughout the 

4' Letter to Thomas Butts, 25 April 1803, E728. 
43 The circumstances of composition do not correspond with the tortured manuscript of The Four Zoas, and the 
letter is too early to refer to Jerusalem. Milton is the only other candidate, and Blake's claim that it employs a 
'Machinery intirely new' accords with my own conception of the poet seeking a new mything of Humanity in this 
work. See also Frye, Fearful Symmetry, p. 314, and Essick and Viscomi, p. 36. 
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biblical prophecies, highlighted in the previous chapter, of the voice of God speaking through 

the vehicular person of the prophet who, though sometimes unwilling (as in the case of Jonah), 

is nonetheless compelled to speak. This notion of being inhabited by someone else's voice is a 
distinctive feature of prophetic narrative. Thus Blake writes at the opening of 'Book the First' 

of Milton: 

Daughters of Beulah! Muses who inspire the Poets Song 
Record the journey of immortal Milton thro' your Realms 

Come into my hand 
By your mild power; descending down the Nerves of my right arm 
From out the Portals of my Brain, where by your ministry 
The Eternal Great Humanity Divine. planted his Paradise 44 

The conventional epic opening, with its reference to muses and singing, is hardly a 

demonstration of the poetic warfare declared in the Preface. However, Blake's description of 

how his body becomes possessed with an external energizing power moves beyond such 

conventions towards a claim to prophetic authority. Blake does not want his readers to imagine 

that the source is entirely external; the power of his writing is traced from his hand, up his right 

arm and through the portals of his brain into the Paradise, the Edenic garden of the Imagination 

which is growing within. The writer/transcriber of Milton, like the Hebrew prophet, is the 

vehicle for a divine voice; yet this voice does not exist externally to Blake, for each individual 

is created by the 'Eternal Great Humanity Divine [ ... ] In likeness of himself . 
45 fhe 

Imagination, unfettered by the teachings of a corrupt priesthood, is a direct conduit to that 

Humanity Divine. 

Milton, more than any other Blake poem, experiments with the prophetic mode of speaking 

with the voice of another. It is a poeni, moreover, whose drama is energized by prophecy; 'Say 

firsff the poet asks his muse, 'what mov'd Milton' ? 46 What prompted the dead poet who had 

'walkd about in Eternity I One hundred years' to return to the World of Time and Space to 

redeem his emanation and 'annihilate' himselp47 Again the poet asks: 'What cause at length 

Milton: pl. 2.1,5. E96. I have corrected Erdman's 'band' to 'hand' in this quotation. 
45 Milton: pl. 2.8,10. E96. 
46 Milton: pl. 2.16. E96 (emphasis added). 
47 Milton: pl. 2.16. E96. Milton had been dead for about 130 years at the time of this epic's composition. It Is 
difficult to judge if Blake's lack of specificity matters, though it may be significant that the American War of 
Independence began almost exactly a century after Ntlton's death. 
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mov'd Milton to this unexampled deed' ? 48 The answer now appears without delay: 'A Bards 

prophetic Song p49 Milton's response to the song of the prophet/bard, which occupies the next 
te-n plates, is to be 'moved'; moved in its emotional sense of provoking self-contemplation, yet 
also moved in a physical sense. The prophetic song literally moves Milton from a state of 

apathetic sadness ('Unhappy tho' in heav'n, he obey'd, he murmur'd not. he was silent') to 

positive action ('I go to Eternal Death! '), from Paradise to Chao S. 50 The Bard sings a narrative 

of the Fall of man and the creation of the Mundane Shell, a different account to that contained 
in the Urizen books; the natural balance of Eternity, represented by the various tasks of 

agricultural labour each performed by an individually- skilled son of Los, is disturbed due to 

ambition and selfishness. 51 Satan is found guilty at the subsequent trial, and angrily retaliates 
by imposing a harsh legal code on Eternity; the damage is limited through the creation of a 

space separate from Eternity, the World of Time and Space, into which Satan - with his laws - 
is placed. 

Milton, listening to the song, realizes that he, like Los, has been guilty of ignoring the 

Satan which lurks at the heart of his world; 'I in my Selfhood am that Satan: I am that Evil 

One! I He is my Spectre !) 52 Milton recognizes that he will for ever remain divided from his 

emanation, in a state of imbalance, until the evil is purged and the energy which it contains is 

released. Nevertheless, the other Eternals are suspicious of the song, asking the Bard to testify 

to its authenticity as prophecy; the Bard's response is identical to that of Blake at the opening 

of the poem: 'I am Inspired! I know it is Truth! for I Sing I According to the inspiration of the 

Poetic Genius', the 'all-protecting Divine Humanity ). 53 The Bard is thus in some sense closely 

related to Blake himself in this prophecy-within-a-prophecy, both prophets of the same divine 

voice. 54 The Bard's claim does not convince the Eternals: 

48 Milton: pl. 2.2 1. E96 (emphasis added). 
49 Milton: pl. 2.22. E96. 
50 Milton: pl. 2.18. E96; pl. 14[15]. 14. E 108. 
51 This narrative appears, in contracted form, in Night VIII of The Four Zoas (p. 107[115]. 32-50. E381). For 
suggestions about how the Bard's song may relate to the events of the English Civil War, see DiSalvo, pp. 272-74. 
52 Milton: pl. 14[15]. 30. E108. Howard defines Blake's notion of 'Selfhood' as 'a false covering over the 
immortal spirit' that 'permits its own instincts of fear to imprison its creativity in delusion, an imprisonment that 
lasts until its creativity reasserts itself in a defiant act of self-annihilation' (Blake's Milton, p. 13; see also p. 63). 
53 Milton: pl. 13[14]. 51; pl. 14[15]. 2. E107-08. 
S4 Early criticism interpreted the song as a figurative expression of Blake's relationship with Hayley, his patron 
(see 77te Works of William Blake, ed. by Edwin John Ellis and William Butler Yeats, 3 vols (London: B. Quaritch, 
1893), 11,265; Damon, Philosophy, p. 170; Frye, Fearful Symmetry, p. 316; Bloom, Apocalypse, p. 317). It is 
well-known that Blake became frustrated with the amount of time he had to devote to the engraving commissions 
Hayley procured for him; this suppression of the artist within may be reflected in Blake's identification with 
Nfilton. More recently, Fox has warned that the 'biographical influence has often been overemphasized' in 
interpretations of the song (p. 32). 
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Then there was great murmuring in the Heavens of Albion 
Concerning Generation & the Vegetative power & concerning 
The Lamb the Saviour: Albion trembled to Italy Greece & Egypt 
To Tartary & Hindostan & China & to Great America 
Shaking the roots & fast foundations of the Earth in doubtfulness 
The loud voic'd Bard terrify'd took refuge in Miltons boSOM 55 

The tumult produced is itself a testimony to the revolutionary impact of the words of the 

prophet. Milton, receiving the prophet/bard into his bosom, thus becomes a prophet himself; 

the significance of this moment is made clear, for it is only now as this double-prophet that 

Milton acquires his determination ('Milton rose up from the heavens of Albion ardorous! '), 

and only now that the assembled Eternals recognize that a prophet is in their midst ('The whole 
Assembly wept prophetic, seeing in Miltons face I And in his lineaments divine the shades of 
Death & Ulro'). 56 This is only the first of a series of prophetic nestings in the poem, voices 

contained within voices. 

Milton is the poem in Blake's corpus most explicitly invested with an awareness of the 

circumstances of its own composition, the poet himself emerging as a central figure. William 

Blake is the focal point around which the events of the poem rotate; he is the prophetic means 

by which Eternity may become manifest in the World of Time and Space, the one man who 

exists in both the cosmographical vision of the fallen Albion, and the lived experience of early- 

nineteenth-century England. 57 Blake reminds his readers of the limitations of the perceptions of 

mortal man within the Mundane Shell by use of a metaphor first introduced in The Four Zoas: 

the vortex. 58 Tinfinity, he advises, is composed of innumerable vortices, each of which appears 

to an outsider as a globe. 59That globe is the manifestation of the limits of the possible as 

55 Milton: pl. 14[15]. 4. E108 (emphasis added). 
56 Milton: pl. 14[15]. 10. E108. 
57 Howard argues that personal involvement in the poem is the prophet's authentication of his vision (Blake's 
Milton, pp. 191-94). James suggests that Milton was for Blake 'a creative experience through which he established 
a new identification with his genius, and by that, a new orientation to the world outside' (Written Within, p. 167). 
58 Ault has described the origins of the vortex as a Cartesian concept of attraction, drawing existence into itself, to 
be contrasted with the Newtonian void, 'absolute space' (Visionary Physics: Blake's Response to Newton 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1974), pp. 154-60). Attraction, Ault observes, is nevertheless also central 
to the Newtonian conception of the universe, the gravitational energies which govern the movements of stellar 
bodies; he suggests that Blake uses this common property of attraction (or 'conglobing') to link the Newtonian 
and Cartesian systems. Through this process, 'vision, cosmology, and cosmogony become perspectivistic' (p. 
160); the 'vortex' thus constitutes an interesting meeting-place in Blake's poetry between the realms of the 
psychological and the cosmological. Howard (Blake's Milton, p. 218) suggests that the vortex symbolizes 
sequence (as opposed to Newtonian space), a view echoed by Mark Greenberg who argues that it is for Blake 'a 
metaphor for mental processes' ('Blake's Vortex', Colby Library Quarterly, 14 (1978), 198-212, (p. 202)). Fox 
has argued that the vortex is a 'condition of fallen humanity'; 'what is unified in Eden is divided outside of it, and 
the vortex is at once the emblem and the means of that division' (p. 72). 
59 Milton: pl. 15[17]. 21-35. E109. 
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defted in each vortex. To the observer u4thin any vortex, the codes of possibility which 

operate suggest that all existence is encompassed within that globe; the notion of alternative 

vortices with different codified existences is not even thinkable. The World of Time and Space 

is thus conceived by those within as 'a Globe rolling thro Voidness', a Newtonian delusion 

which not even a microscope or a telescope can expose, because they merely alter 'the ratio of 

the Spectators Organs but leave Objects untouchd' . 
60 The Mundane Shell, the manifestation of 

the limits of the World of Time and Space, is one such vortex, and William Blake, like any 

other 'mortal man', is trapped within the conceptual codes of that globe. Milton, however, has 

passed (through earthly death) to the outside of that vortex, and is able to comprehend the 

4nature of infinity', seeing the earth as one of many infinite codes of possibility. 

Milton falls 'Precipitant loud thundring into the Sea of Time & Space', seeking a prophet 

to give voice to this new understanding of heaven; William Blake of Lambeth discovers with 

surprise that he is to be that vehicle as he views Milton falling as a star, 'Descending 

perpendicular, swift as the swallow or swift; I And on my left foot falling on the tarsus, enterd 

there'. 
61 Although the account of this moment is fractured across seven plates, the reader is 

reminded of the instantaneous nature of these events by a frequent repetition of the moment the 
f ot. 

62 
star lands on Blake's 0 Immediately, Blake's powers of vision are awakened, and he sees 

'in the nether regions of the Imagination I In Ulro beneath Beulah, the vast breach of Milton's 

descent'. 63 Simultaneously, in expression of this prophetic vision, he acquires the power to 

walk through Eternity: 

And all this Vegetable World appeard on my left Foot, 
As a bright sandal formd irmortal of precious stones & gold: 
I stooped down & bound it on to walk forward thro' Eternity 64 

Ms remarkable prophetic unification is soon confirmed by another: moments later, Blake is 

astonished to find Los standing behind him in a 'fierce glowing fire'. As the terrified poet 

'0 Milton: pl. 29[311.16,18. E127. 
61 Milton: pl. 15[17]. 46,48. El 10. James has argued that Blake's treatment of Milton's faults is harsh because of 
the affinity and admiration Blake felt towards his predecessor (Written Within, p. 65). As Deen has pointed out, 
Blake's telling of the story of Milton's conversion and illumination, is thus also the story of Blake's own 
visionary reaffirmation (p. 166). 
62 Blake receives Milton's spirit through his foot, just as the epic poet receives the words of the Muse through his 
hand. in that earlier moment of inspiration, the hand is an appropriate receiver as it is the outlet for Blake's poetic 
expression. In the poem, Blake's feet are the means by which he will undertake a journey inspired by Milton. 
" Milton: pl. 21 [23 ]. 6. E 115. 
64Milton: pl. 21[23]. 12. El 15. 
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stands frozen, Los fastens Blake's sandals for him. Blake is thus prepared for the astonishing 

visionary journey on which he is about to embark and which will take him from his 1790s 

horne in the Vale of Lambeth to a new prospect in the Vale of Felpham: 

he kissed me and wishd me health. 
And I became One Man with him arising in my strength: 
Twas too late now to recede. Los had enterd into my soul: 
His terrors -now posses'd me whole! I arose in ftiry & streng tl, 

65 

There are now several layers of nested prophetic voices contained within the person of the 

poet: Blake has internalized both Los and Milton; in Milton's bosom the Bard has taken refuge; 
both the Bard and Blake speak with the voice of the Divine Humanity. With each moment of 

unification, the immediate affirmative use of the first-person pronoun carries increasing 

prophetic authority, tending towards the construction of a hitherto unknown Human unity. The 

'I' of the character named 'Bard' is the dual voice of the prophet. When received into Milton's 

bosom, the 'I' is a being named 'Milton' who is energized by the Bard and becomes a radical 

prophet in his own right. After Milton enters Blake's foot, the 'Y is that of the nineteenth- 

century poet who can now see 'the nether I Regions of the lmaginationý , though an entity called 

'Milton' remains separate from Blake. Finally, in the affirmative statement of identity which 
follows the union with Los, it becomes clear that the 'I' towards which this figure has been 

tending is the original guardian set over the World of Time and Space reported at the end of the 

Bard's song, an identity necessarily fractured in Ulro, reconstructed as a herald of the 

irnminent arrival of the Millennium: 

I am that Shadowy Prophet who Six Thousand Years ago 
Fell from my station in the Eternal bosom Six Thousand Years 
Are finishd. I return! both Time & Space obey my win. 
I in Six Thousand Years walk up and down: for not one Moment 
Of Time is lost, nor one Event of Space unpermanent 
But all remain: every fabric of Six Thousand Years 
Remains permanent 66 

In the Bard's song, a figure called 'the Lamb' is the seventh candidate for the position of 

Guard; but he must accept exclusion from Eternity to fulfil this role: 'He died as a Reprobate. 

he was Punish'd as a Transgressor! 67 

65 Milton: pl. 22[24]. 11. El 17 (emphasis added). 
66 Milton: pl. 22[24]. 15. El 17. 
67 Milton: pl. 13 [14]. 27. E 107. 
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This prophet, the combined Blake/Los figure, is called 'Los' for the rest of the poem; and 

yet that figure also speaks with the T of the poet. The vehicular William Blake is assumed 

within Los, a figure who is by now recognized as approaching Jesus himself, the ultimate 

prophet, manifestation of the Divine Humanity; the poet-artist William Blake is the means by 

which these events may be witnessed in the human world. Unified with Los, Blake is carried 
from Lambeth to Felpham, and the garden of his cottage becomes a prophetic arena, the focal 

point for the climactic events of the poem. Later, in the second book, Blake speaks in his own 

voice of the significance of the removal to Felpham: 

For when Los joind. with me he took me in his firy whirlwind 
My Vegetated portion was hurried from Lambeths shades 
He set me down in Felphams Vale & prepard a beautiful 
Cottage for me that in three years I might write all these Visions 68 

It is in Blake's garden that Ololon's pursuit of Milton ends, where the final confrontation 

between Satan and Milton occurs. It is also where the Starry Eight, the seven angels of God 

introduced at the end of the Bard's song plus Milton (who now replaces Satan), unite with 

Ololon into 'One Man Jesus the Saviour. wonderful! ' 69The person of Jesus is the Divine 

Humanity in its earthly incarnation, finally manifest as a unity; this is the ultimate prophet, the 

Human Form Divine, the Man whose words are those of God . 
70 The realization of a pure 

divine Humanity recovered from its Satanic abstraction is inuninent; Jesus's inauguration of 

the final and greatest revolution, the Day of Judgement, begins. The last glimpse received 

through the visionary eyes of William Blake, is of this energizing prophet walking from the 

Vale of Felpham. for the final act of prophetic unification, 'to enter into I Albion's Bosom, the 
71 bosom of death simultaneously, the trumpets of the apocalypse sound . 

The vision complete, the prophetic inspiration which has dictated the words of Milton 

leaves the person of William Blake, who becomes once again. an inhabitant of the World of 

68 Milton: pl. 36[40]. 21. E137. 
69 Milton: pl. 42[49]. 11. E143. 
70 Mary Lynn Johnson refers to the critical convention which leads scholars 'to reject Blake's Jesus as an 
unfortunate relic of a creed outworn, merely cemented to a profoundly non-theistic exaltation of man's 
imagination' ("'Separating what has been Mixed": A Suggestion for a Perspective on Milton', Blake Studies, 6 
(1973-74), 11-17, (p. 13). Blake, Johnson observes, 'chose to talk boldly and bluntly about Jesus'; she observes 
that it is 'time to face up to Blake's insistence not only on the person of Jesus - which can be handled as 
supernatural machinery - but also on the centrality of the death of Jesus in all his prophecies of man's salvation' 
(p. 13). 
71 Milton: pl. 42[491.20-23. E143. 
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Time and Space. Abandoned by this motivating spirit, the vehicular poet faints onto the 

ground, to the alarm of his wife: 

I fell outstretchd upon the path 
A moment, & my Soul returnd into its mortal state 
To Resurrection & Judgment in the Vegetable Body 
And my sweet Shadow of Delight stood trembling by my side 72 

The song of the lark, herald of the new day, sounds through the Vale of Felpham; the poet 

smells the Wild Thyme from Wimbledon, 73 watches the clouds of Los and Enitharmon moving 

in the direction of London, and hears the cries of Oothoon from the Vales of Lambeth. The 

visionary journey to Felpham is over, and London is calling its prophet home. 

Punishments and Deaths Mustered and Numbered 

In my examination of the Lambeth books, I have argued that Urizen is a strangely 

ambiguous figure, a mistaken prophet who has attempted to build a pleasant existence for 

humanity (a 'joy without pain', a 'solid without fluctuation') within the created world using 

stones of law. As Blake observed in The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, however, 'prisons are 

built with stones of law'. 74 1 have shown that throughout The Four Zoas resistance to any 

specific legal code can only be expressed in terms of alternative codes, which irrespective of 

the intentions of their architects seem inevitably to turn into prisons. Like the world of 

Piranesi's Carceri d'Invenzione, there is no 'outside' to the law within the created world; 

through every window or door that promises to lead outside the prison, viewers discover 

further extensions of the Gothic castle in which they are trapped. In Milton, Blake is less 

equivocal about the discourse's power. Responsibility for the emergence of the law is passed to 

none other than Satan. 75 The Bard sings of how the creation of Ulro was a direct consequence 

of the law's birth: 

72 Milton: pl. 42[491.25. E143. 
7' For a detailed investigation of the significance of the 'Wild 'Ibyme' in this poem, see Elaine Kauvar, 'Los's 
Messenger to Eden: Blake's Wild Thyme', Blake Newsletter, 10 (1976-77), 82-84. 
74 Marriage: pl. 8. E36 (emphasis added). 
75 Fuller discusses how Satan's universalism contrasts with the relativism of Los ('Milton', p. 56). 
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[Satan] created Seven deadly Sins drawing out his infernal scroll, 
Of Moral laws and cruel punishments upon the clouds of Jehovah 
To pervert the Divine voice in its entrance to the earth 
With thunder of war & trumpets sound, with armies of disease 
Punishments & deaths musterd & number'd; Saying, ["]I am God alone! 
There is no other! let all obey my principles of moral individuality["] 
I 

... I And there a World of deeper Ulro was open'd, in the midst 
Of the Assembly. In Satans bosom a vast unfathomable AbysS. 76 

The Bard's song depicts Satan as codifier and judge, enacting the eighteenth-century radical 

view - to which I have referred in chapter three - that the law produces the crimes that it seeks 

to regulate. 77 The first layers of the Covering Cherub are thus accumulated even before the 

words of God are heard, the Divine voice perverted 'in its entrance to the earth'. The 

implications of that perversion have already been witnessed in the poem in the account of the 

creation given at the opening of the Bard's Song. Satan attains individual embodiment in this 

world as the son of Los and Enitharmon. Law therefore enters the created world in the 

abstractions which Satan inspires in the original creation, perverting the Divine Voice even 

before it can achieve expression in definite form. Los and Enitharmon ultimately recognize 

'that Satan is Urizen I Drawn down by Orc & the Shadowy Female into Generation . 
78 In this 

deliberate reference to the myth of the Lambeth books, it is possible to see how Blake is 

reorganizing his conceptualization of the Fall. 

In my discussion of The Four Zoas, I have argued that as part of the wider focus which 

characterizes Blake's epic mode, the poet deploys the concept of law as the foundational 

framework upon which the created world rests, an ontology which becomes manifest in the 

human world throughout its history in particularized statements of the law, including that of the 

ancient Hebrews and the secular law of eighteenth-century England. In Milton, Blake 

personifies that framework as Satan. Urizen becomes merely the agent of Satanic law, often 

depicted in Milton as Satan's scribe. The manifestation of the cycle of regulation in this World 

of Time and Space is undisguised, as in the following act of naming highlighted at the opening 

of this chapter: 

Bowlahoola is namd Law. by mortals, Tharmas founded it: 
Because of Satan, before Luban i][1 the City of Golgonooza. 

76 Milton: pl. 9.21,3 4. E 103. 
77 See Mee, p. 178. 
78 Milton: pl. lop 1]. 1. E104. 
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But Golgonooza is namd Art & Manufacture by mortal men. 
In Bowlahoola Los's Anvils stand & his Furnaces rage; 
Thundering the Hammers beat & the Bellows blow loud 
I ... I Thousands & thousands labour. thousands play on instruments 
Stringed or fluted to ameliorate the sorrows of slavery 
I 

... I Bowlahoola is the Stomach in every individual man. 79 

Whatever Los may achieve at the furnaces in his attempts to resist Urizenic hegemony, the 

experience for those who live in the World of Time and Space is of increasing regulation. They 

are reduced to the condition of slaves, however much their taskmasters may 'ameliorate' that 

condition with soothing MUSiC. 80 Thus they name Bowlahoola. 'law'; Blake also confirms that 

Bowlahoola, like Urizen, originates with Satan. The further revelation that Bowlahoola 'is the 

Stomach in every individual man' is also remarkable. At the core of Bowlahoola is the notion 

of control, established through the agency of law; thus within every individual man, Blake 

claims, is a manifestation of Satanic law. I have argued that the creation of the World of Time 

and Space is the direct consequence of Satan's 'nan-ling' of the law, a perversion of the Divine 

Humanity before it could achieve definite form, This Mundane Shell is thus coeval with the 

Satanic codified law of 'punishments & deaths musterd & number'd'. 

This account of a creation given forin. through law is a bold satire on the doctrine of the 

ancient English constitution claiined by its supporters as originating in a law given by God at 

the creation (as seen in the first part of this study). Blake re-writes this received history, 

demonstrating that the architect of a world constructed with the stones of law cannot be the 

benevolent Christian God, but rather the God that gave the Ten Comniandments to Moses, the 

God that Blake considers it more accurate to name 'Satan'. 81 Los laments the creation which he 

has had a role in conferring structure, a world whose inhabitants deify Satan: 'Satan! Ah me! is 

gone to his own place, said Los! their God[j II will not worship in their Churches'. 82 

79 Milton: Pl- 24126]. 48,60,67. E120-21. 
80 The equivocally named 'City of Art and Manufacture' retains some of the attributes of a prison which 
characterized its appearance in Ae Four Zoas; in the Bard's Song, Los's builders refuse the 'Definite Form' of 
the Divine Body of God and construct an 'Abstract Horror roofd stony hard', labouring 'from Particulars to 
Generals [ ... 

j They Builded Great Golgonooza Times on, Times Ages on Ages' (pl. 3.37. E97). 
81 Newlyn suggests that Blake wants Milton to 'perceive that the law-giving God he has elevated is as faulty as the 
Satan he has demeaned' (p. 261); my own reading suggests that, for Blake, such a God is in distinguishable ftom 
Satan. 
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[Satand making to himself Laws from his own identity. 
Compell'd others to serve him in moral gratitude & submission 
Being call'd God: setting himself above all that is called God. 83 

By claiming its origins in the creation itself, law denies the possibility of its own pre-history, 

thus giving the impression that it is part of the Human Form Divine. Those who fall under its 

jurisdiction, Eke Milton at the poem's opening, are accordingly obsessed with the 'daughters of 

memory' and shun the 'daughters of inspiration'. Only from outside the particular vortex of the 

World of Time and Space can law be understood as an abstract construction, and Satan 

recognized as a false prophet; and that is why, in this epic, it is Milton - who has spent the last 

century in Eternity - rather than Los, who discovers an effective response to this Satanic code. 

Milton recognizes law as a constituent part of the 'Covering Cherub'. I have argued that, 

for Blake, the Covering Cherub is a metaphor for the incrustation which enforces a frame of 

acceptable behaviour around individuals in the human world, circumscribing their individuality 

within a generalized code of 'legal' behaviour. The oppressive nature of existence under the 

Covering Cherub achieves its most harrowing expression in the prophet's vision of the Wicker 

Man of Scandinavia, a reference to druidic sacrificial ritual in which men were placed into a 

wooden cage in the shape of a giant man before being burnt alive: 84 

I saw he was the Covering Cherub & within him Satan 
And Raha[b], in an outside which is fallacious! within 
Beyond the outline of Identity, in the Selfhood deadly 
And he appeard the Wicker Man of Scandinavia in whom 
Jerusalems children consume in flames among the Stars 85 

In this World of Time and Space, as Tomkinson argued, reason has become obsessed with the 

'outward visible tabernacle' of the tangible body of the law, the structures which serve to lirnit 

individual liberty, the enormous stone trilithons or gallows which decorate Blake's text. The 

prophet now recognizes this abstraction, and articulates that understanding using the metaphor 

of the Wicker Man: not a true 'man' at all but a false outline created by the accumulating strata 

82 Milton: pl. 10[11]. 12. E104. 
83 Milton: pl. 11 [12]. 10. E104. 

See Damon, Blake Dictionary, p. 447; 1 do not, however, accept Damon's assertion that Blake uses the Wicker 
Man 'as a symbol of war'. 
85 Milton: pl. 37[41]. 8. E137. 
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of Satanic law, a definition into which Humanity is forced. 86 The Wicker Man thus embodies 

the Satanic creation; for while Divine Humanity 'gave us a Human Form', Satan's forms, 

emerging 'first in the blood of War I And Sacrifice &, next, in Chains of imprisonment', 87 are 

created according to preconceived laws of design. These appear absurd in their abstraction 

when stripped of their covering, 'Shapeless Rocks I Retaining only Satans Mathematic 

Holiness, Length: Bredth, & Highth). 88 These measurements constitute a vocabulary of Satanic 

regulation in the poem. The 'mortal men' who name Bowlahoola 'law', closed as they are to 

the 'Worlds of Eternity', are unable to distinguish between the Satanic law which denies 

freedom, and the 'Laws of Eternity' understood by Milton 'that each shall mutually I 

Annihilate himself for others good'. 89 These laws are the unperverted axioms of Eternity which 
have never been heard in the created world, principles that cannot be articulated in that world 

without the mediatory person of the prophet. 

The voice of prophecy, I have argued, is characterized by the intimate relationship between 

propIriets and the source of their inspiration. In Milton, the prophet speaks words which emerge 
from beyond the World of Time and Space, the vehicle by which a perspective from outside 

the horizons of that particular vortex may become expressed within. Confusingly, this is also 

the status of the voice of the law. Urizen in establishing his codes of law, is speaking the words 

of the ultimate lawmaker Satan. Urizen along with Orc, Tharmas and even Los - 

manifestations of the original four Zoas, whose presence is still acknowledged in this poem - 
have each, often unwittingly, been prophets of Satanic law. Through their agency, Satan's 

archetypal code of 'punishments & deaths muster'd & numberd' has become stated many times 

in the World of Time and Space. Once stated, the hegemony of law spreads like a parasite: all 

people in this world, Blake emphasizes, have Bowlahoola - 'Law' - in their stomachs, all are 

prophets of Satan, lawmakers in their own right. This may even be observed in Blake's 

description of the movement of individuals in the human world as proceeding along a 'Paved 

work of all kinds of precious stones'. 90 The allusion is to a detail in the Exodus account of the 

receiving of the Ten Conunandments: 

86 Howard comments that 'just as Swedenborg saw the totality of heaven as a grand man, Blake shows the totality 
of the corrupted church in a monstrous human effigy' (Blake's Milton, p. 118). 
87 Milton: pl. 32[35]. 16. E132, 
88 Milton: pl. 32[35]. 17. E132. 
'9 Milton: pl. 38 [4 31.3 5. E 13 9. 
90 Milton: pl. 38 [43]. 6. E 138. 
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And they saw the God of Israel: and there was under his feet as it were a paved work of a 
sapphire stone, and as it were the body of heaven in his clearness. [ ... ] And the LORD said unto Moses, Come up to me into the mount, and be there: and I will 
give thee tables of stone, and a law, and comn-hmdments which I have written 91 

Moses is the archetypal prophet of the law; not the author of the law, but the means by which 
the words of a divine lawmaker (called 'God' in the King James Bible and 'Satan' in Blake's 

epic) were conveyed to the Hebrews. These pathways through Ulro, dictating the direction and 
location in which its inhabitants may walk, are the avenues of approved, legal existence under 

an oppressive code. Satan himself arrives in Felpham. on the 'bright paved-work'. 

Distinguishing between the voices of true and false prophecy is a skill which Milton must 
learn on his journey through the World of Time and Space. In offering such drama, Blake 

extends the narrative of conflicts between competing prophets seen in the books of the Old 

Testament. The prophet Jeremiah, for example, despairs that he has no way of proving the 

authenticity of his words to his auditors. 92 He laments that only 'when the word of the prophet 

shall come to pass, then shall the [true] prophet be known'. 93 Only true prophecy is genuinely 

radical and energizing; false prophecy is the means of ossification and the promotion of 

indolence. In Blake's account, Satanic law annihilates the energy of individual life, and is 

spread via a prophecy that teaches an apathetic confidence in the law's supposed enshrined 

liberties. This is a false doctrine, its teachers are false prophets, even though they may be 

convinced of the truth of their own calling. For Blake, the true prophet is 'a Seer not an 

Arbitrary Dictator'. 94 The false prophet seeks to set the future in stone, to say that 'such a thing 

shall happen let you do what you will'; 95 this is a doctrine which teaches the impenetrability of 

the law, an apathetic acceptance of things as they are, a suppression of energy and free thought. 

Only when the ability to distinguish true prophecy from false is acquired can the pathway to 

the Millennium be discerned, a route which is not made easy to follow by being marked out 

with precious stones, but a 'perilous path' which will by necessity be winding and tortuous. 

91 Exodus 24.10 and 12. 
92 In chapters twenty-seven and twenty-eight of Jeremiah, his prophecy is at odds with that of a rival, Hananiah. 
Though the reader knows that Hananiah is a false prophet, the people Jeremiah addresses remain unconvinced. 
93 Jeremiah 28.9. 
94 Annotations to Watson: E617. 
95 Annotations to Watson: E617. 



184 

Milton's Journey: The Emergence of Radical Prophecy 

Milton, as with every individual in the human world, has internalized Satanic law. The 

song of the Bard helps him to recognize that part of himself. 'I in my Selfhood am that Satan: I 

am that Evil One! I He is my Spectre ! 596 One of the most difficult interpretative problems of 

the poem is born from this recognition. In visionary terrns, Milton is torn into two, a 

tredeemed' portion and a 'Satanic' portion. Both are accorded a degree of autonomy in the 

narrative of the poem. Both are nevertheless constituent parts of the 'real Human' Milton who 

remains in Paradise, tended by the Seven Angels of the Presence, the varied facets of the 

Divine Humanity. 97 The recognition and setting aside of the Satanic is an essential first step in 

Milton's recovery; it is also a journey, Blake implies, that every individual must undertake. 

Milton's Satanic portion is, appropriately, engaged in activity typical of Urizen in the Lambeth 

books: 

He saw the Cruelties of Ulrol) and he wrote them down 
In iron tablets: and his Wives & Daughters names were these 
Rahab and Tirzah, & Milcah & Malah & Noah & Hoglah, 
They sat rangd round him as the rocks of Horeb round the land 
Of Canaan: and they wrote in thunder smoke and fire 
His dictate; and his body was the Rock Sinai 98 

'Horeb' is the mountain of God mentioned throughout Exodus and Deuteronomy, 'Sinai' the 

mountain upon which Moses receives the Ten Conunandments. Blake states that this portion of 

Milton lies 'frozen in the rock of Horeb', petrified within the fabric of Mosaic law. 99 

Milton's 'redeemed' portion, meanwhile, spends most of the poem in conflict with Urizen. 

This manifestation of Milton has separated itself from the Satanic, and is thus perceived by 

Satan's allies as a threat to the continued dominance of legal discourse, the source of Satan's 

authority in the created world. An alarmed Urizen attempts to rejoin the rebellious 'redeemed 

portion' of Milton with its Satanic part through deadly petrification. Bleeding profusely, 

Milton nevertheless continues unimpeded. Urizen renews his attempts to block Milton's way: 

96 Milton: Pl. 14115]. 30. E108. 
97 Blake often recapitulates these distinctions, thouoh the relevant passages often increase rather than ameliorate t7l 
the obscurity of this device; see Milton: pl. 15[17], 1-16, E109; pi. 17[19], 6-8, El 10; pl. 20[22], 7-24, El 14. 
98 Milton: pl. 17 [191.9. EI 10. 
99 Milton: pl. 20[22]. 11. El 14. 
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Silent they met, and silent strove among the streams, of Amon 
Even to Mahanaim, when with cold hand Urizen stoop'd down 
And took up water from the river Jordan: pouring on 
To Miltons brain the icy fluid from his broad cold palm. 100 

The protagonists both attempt to mould each other into a n-ýrror-image of themselves; Urizen 

wants to turn Milton into a Mosaic figure, to corrupt the purity of his prophecy into a testament 

of law. 101 Urizen) s ice is ineffective against the revolutionary fire of Milton, just as it was 

against the fires of Orc in America. Unlike Orc, however, Milton does not seek to make Urizen 

his enemy; he strives to redeem him, to rejuvenate the aged lawmaker using the same clay from 

which Humanity was first moulded, reversing the Orc cycle: 102 

But Milton took of the red clay of Succoth, moulding it with care 
Between his palms: and filling up the furrows of many years 
Beginning at the feet of Urizen, and on the bones 
Creating new flesh on the Demon cold, and building him, 
As with new clay a Human form 103 

This visionary manifestation of Milton's redeemed portion continues his re-sculpting of Urizen 

in spite of all his opponent's efforts to baptize him into stone. So determined is Milton that he 

does not even appear to notice the opposition of Urizen, or the attempts of Satan's minions to 

attract him across the river. He stands silent before Urizen 'as the sculptor silent stands before 

His fornling image; he walks round it patient labouring'. 11 This strange encounter continues as 

a silent backdrop to most of the rest of the poem reaching its climax some twenty plates later 

when Trizen faints in terror striving among the Brooks of Amon I With Miltons Spirit'. 105 The 

length of the task appears to be the result of the care that Milton takes in Ms rebuilding of 

Urizen, rather than the effective resistance of Satan's scribe. The end of this conflict is 

observed by Ololon, who reveals that though his chief antagonist has been Urizen, Milton has 

in some sense been striving with all of 'The Four Zoa's of Albion'. 106 

100 Milton: pl. 19 [21]. 6. E 112. 
101 See Sandler, 'Iconoclastic', p. 19; Fuller, 'Milton', p. 62. 
102 Johnson and Grant note that 'red clay' is the literal translation of Adam, and observe that the clay ground near 
Succoth was the source of the raw material for Solomon's temple (p. 264). Deen describes Nhlton's goal as to turn 
Moses into Jesus, 'Old Testament Law into New Testament mercy' (p. 182), whereas Bloom observes that Milton 
C gives the sculptor's gift of life, of red flesh to cold marble' (Apocalypse, p. 329). For more detail on Blake's 
interest in sculpture see Paley, "Wonderful Originals" - Blake and Ancient Sculpture', in Blake in his Time (see 
Roger Easson, above), pp. 170-97. 
103 Milton: pl. 19 [21 ]. 10. E 112. 
104MIlton: pl. 20[22], 8. El 14. 
"' Milton: pl. 39 [44]. 5 3. E 14 1. 
106 Milton: pl. 40[46]. 7. E141. 
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Blake's presentation of the conflict between Milton's spirit and Urizen is extended on three 

fall-page illuminations. Plate sixteen depicts the confrontation (figure eleven), captioned with 

the single line 'To Annihilate the Self-hood of Deceit & False Forgiveness', an apt sununary of 

Milton's struggle with a Satan that he recognizes as an aspect of himself. In a composition with 

clear three-dimensional properties, 107 the figure of Milton leans forward into the plate, reaching 

out to Urizen who stands in the river. 108 Urizen holds two tablets, upon which are written 
Hebrew characters indicative of the Ten Commandments, 109 perhaps using them as a shield 

against Milton, or attempting to shape Milton with the Law as Milton seeks to shape Urizen 

with his hands. On the hill beyond stand a group playing instruments, celebrating the new 

dawn which has not yet quite arrived in the valley of the River Amon, but towards which 

Milton is striving. 110 Urizen defends the boundaries of the human world, seeking to maintain 

the jurisdiction of the laws which divide this vortex from Infinity. The symmetry of the design 

is also suggestive of a gateway guarded by Urizen; if Milton is to succeed in annihilating the 

Satanic selfhood, by the end of the poem he will have to walk through that gateway, breaching 

the legal defences of the World of Time and Space and uniting it with Paradise. 

The illustration which precedes plate forty in copy C (not numbered by Erdman - see 

figure twelve) depicts the end of the conflict, Urizen having fainted in terror according to the 

text of the preceding plate. "' Milton's goal is not to destroy Urizen as an enemy, but to redeem 

107 1 am extremely grateful to the curators of the Huntington Library, who have allowed me to inspect their copy 
of Milton (copy B). The three-dimensional quality of this plate, not immediately evident in the Blake Trust 
facsimile of copy C (reproduced here), is clear in the original. 
108 Essick and Viscomi (p. 24), following Erdman (Illuminated Blake, p. 234), draw attention to the fact that 
Nfilton's foot is literally breaking the word 'Selfhood' into two pieces, and relate this to Milton's similar splitting 
of his name on the title-page. 
109 Essick and Viscorni report that these 'verbal fragments' do not relate to the Ten Commandments, and suggest 
that they are 'the now-decaying narrative of Urizen's creation of the fallen world' (p. 25). Given Urizen's 
association with Moses throughout Blake's work, I do not believe that it is helpful to deny on the strength of 
( verbal fragments' that these tablets are representative of Mosaic law, perhaps perverted by Urizen from their 
original form into nonsense. My reading is closer to Erdman, who suggests that Urizen 'grasps the stone tablets of 
the Law as they fall apart, like the divided syllables, at Milton's approach' (Illuminated Blake, p. 234)'; see also 
Behrendt, Reading, p. 159. 
110 The figures on the hill may be the children of Rahab and Tirzah described on plate nineteen, luring Milton 

across the river (Erdman, Illuminated Blake, p. 235; Essick and Viscorni, p. 25). Milton's overcoming of their 
temptations may be signalled by the renewal promised by the dawn's approach. Erdman prefers a positive 
interpretation of the figures, suggesting that the rising sun relates them 'to the life-giving act of Milton' (p. 235). 
Erdman notes the strong compositional affinities between this plate design and Blake's final illustration to the 
Book of Job some twenty years later, in which the performance of musical instruments is a celebration of the 

renewed blessing of Yahweh on Job's family (p. 235). 
111 1 follow Erdman in linking this plate with plate 16 (figure eleven) as a continuous narrative of Urizen 
(Illuminated Blake, p. 261), though the identification is one of considerable debate. Damon (Philosophy, p. 432) 

and, more recently, Behrendt (The Moment of Explosion: Blake and the Illustration of Milton (Lincoln: University 

of Nebraska Press, 1983), p. 25), have identified the fainted figure as Ololon. An unconvinced Essick and Viscomi 

suggest that such an illumination would present 'Ololon's mistaken belief that Milton's "Self annihilation" will 
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bim as a friend; accordingly, Milton is supporting the fainted Urizen on the banks of the 
Amon. As in plate sixteen, the orange and red hues of Milton contrast with the grey/white of 
Urizen, suggestive of the prophetic energy which Urizen cannot conquer. That energy is further 
depicted by the rays of light shining from Milton's head, a detail which corresponds with the 
text's increasingly Christological portrayal of Milton. Moreover, in the illustration which 
follows plate forty (also not numbered by Erdman - see figure thirteen) Milton is shown at the 
top of the hill, the sun now fully risen on the new day, Milton/Jesus almost contained within 
the Sun. 112 Though not essential to my reading of this sequence, it is possible that the 

unidentified figure kneeling on the ground, still requiring some support from Milton (or 

otherwise with a hand raised in worship), is the rejuvenated Urizen. 113 

At the poem's climax, the various manifestations of Milton gather in Blake's garden; the 
Satanic portion - the 'Shadow' - arrives along the 'bright Paved-work' of the law's path, 114 

and is recognized by Blake as the Covering Cherub, the Wicker Man of Scandinavia. The 

Human form of Milton, descending to the garden surrounded by the Starry Seven, addresses 
his own Shadow as the embodiment of Satan. In his redeemed portion's struggle with Urizen, 

Milton has learnt to discern the circularity of false prophecy, 'the Laws of thy false Heavens! '. 

Satan! my Spectre! I know my power thee to annihilate 
And be a greater in thy place, & be thy Tabernacle 
A covering for thee to do thy will, till one greater comes 
And smites me as I smote thee & becomes my covering. 
Such are the Laws of thy false Heavns ! 115 

In the activities of his shadow and his redeemed portion, Milton has learnt to recognize the 

features of the cycle of regulation: resistance to Satanic law articulated within the jurisdiction 

of that law cannot overcome it. In seeking to overpower Satan in this way, Milton would 

simply become a yet stronger Satan; one day, he would be defeated by a manifestation of Satan 

give "life" to one of his "enemies... (p. 33). Far from being a 'mistaken' belief, I would suggest that Wton's 
rejuvenation of Urizen is one of the key moments in the poem, and a fit subject for a plate illumination. 
112 Essick and ViscoMi point out that in copies A and B, this plate appears immediately after the passage on plate 
twenty-one describing the meeting of Blake and Los (p. 34). Their interpretation reads the crouched figure of the 
latter plate as Blake himself; the reading I offer suggests that the figure's posture allows an identification with the 
equivalent figure in plate forty-one. Erdman's intriguing suggestion that plate forty-three depicts 'William as 
Urizen reborn' allows both interpretations (Illuminated Blake, p. 264). 
113 The position of the supported figure's head in relation to Nfilton's genitalia in both designs has led some to 
observe an oral-genital contact (see W. J. T. NEtchell, 'Style and Iconography in the Illustrations of Blake's 
Milton', Blake Studies, 6 (1973-74), 47-7 1, (p. 67); Behrendt, Explosion, p. 25). 
114 Milton: pl. 39 [44]. 24. E 140. 
115 Milton: pl. 38[43]. 29. E139. 
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that is stronger still. Thus Milton would become just one more stratified layer of the Covering 

Cherub, an outward visible tabernacle of abstraction. Resistance to Satan serves only to 

strengthen Satan, to allow the hegemony of his law to reach its roots and tendrils ever deeper 

into the created world. The cycle of regulation, the dangerous circularity explored in the 
Lambeth books and The Four Zoas, is thus restated. The legal discourse which seems to offer 

the foundation for a better world and a more perfect humanity, the discourse to which Blake, 

following Paine, Priestley and Franklin, returns repeatedly throughout his earlier work, serves 

only to bind human perception more closely to the phenomenal World of Time and Space. 

Milton now enacts the move beyond that circularity. The fundamental problem with the 

legal discourse of the human world, the 'Laws of thy false Heavns', is that it comes entirely 
from within the vortex of the World of Time and Space, from within every human individual in 

that world. Such immanence cannot open the human world to the limitlessness of Eternity, but 

rather reinforces enclosure. The prophetic voice offers a means of divesting legal discourse of 

this tendency; in his continuation of Milton's speech, Blake offers the possibility of a prophetic 

law, which will liberate where Satanic law imprisoned: 

Such are the Laws of thy false Heavns! but Laws of Eternity 
Are not such: know thou: I come to Self Annihilation 
Such are the Laws of Eternity that each shall mutually 
Annihilate himself for others good, as I for thee 116 

The process of redemption relies on a redeemed legality, a set of Laws of Eternity. The 

conclusion Milton reaches in his programme of prophetic radicalism demonstrates the nature of 

justice under those laws: rather than destroy Satan, Milton must redeem him, just as he re- 

sculpts Satan's scribe, Urizen, rather than seek his death. 117 The contrast with Los's blundering 

response to Urizen narrated in the cycle of biblical prophecies (see chapter three) is striking, 

and shows how far Blake has come in his working-out of this process. Only within the narrow 

116 Milton: pl. 38 [43]. 33. E139. 
117 Newlyn suggests that the passage is 'a magnificent expansion of Nfilton's conflationary methods' in which 'the 
law-giving Jehovah and the exiled Satan of Paradise Lost converge, mirror, amalgamate, and finally cancel each 
other out' (p. 274). 1 suggest that while the Satanic laws are indeed cancelled out, what emerges is a redeemed 
concept of what 'law' may be. 
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definitions of the laws of the human world does Milton's Jesus-like Self Annihilation lead to Ai. 

death; within the true liberty assured by the Laws of Eternity, Blake suggests, Self Annihilation 

leads to a renewal of life, the realization of the perfection of the Human Form Divine. 
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Figure Eleven: Milton, copy C, pl. 16 
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Figure Twelve: Milton, copy C, precedes pl. 40 (not numbered by Erdman) 
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Figure Thirteen: Milton, copy C, precedes pl. 41 (not numbered by Erdman) 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

THE CO VENA NT OF JEHO VA H. - 

PROPHESYING IN THE LANGuAGE OF THE LA W 

This study has traced the two narrative myths by which Blake explores poetically the 

possibilities for the earthly improvement of the human condition. In Part One, I have argued 

that Blake in his early work raises challenging questions regarding the desirability of life 

regulated by a code of ostensibly secular laws. He demonstrates that these laws have acquired a 

sacred authority of their own; legal texts, which may have answered a real need at the time of 

their composition, ossify into a set of unshakeable rules which become confused as being a part 

of human nature itself, coeval with the creation. Blake recognizes that opposition to such 

pseudo-sacred law may only be expressed in legal terms. Legal discourse was nevertheless 

claimed in the period as a vehicle for renewal; late- eighteenth- century writers such as Paine, 

Priestley and Franklin suggested that a codification of law and the legal enshrinement of 

fundamental rights could constitute a libertarian charter. Blake is prepared to celebrate this 

rights-based discourse for its subversion of an ancien regime whose oppression of human 

liberty he despises. He is also, however, acutely aware of the potential of such legislated 

freedom to enact not an improvement of the human condition, but a retracing of a cycle of 

regulation; thus the revolutionary power of Orc, full of apocalyptic promise in America and 

Europe, soon becomes bound by chains in the account provided in The Book of Urizen. I have 

suggested that the realization of these fears in the historical events of the 1790s is reflected in a 

growing frustration in Blake's poetry of that period to find an exit from that regulative cycle, 

his confidence in the law as a means of salvation continually crushed. 

Exploring this circularity from a less intimate perspective, Blake in*The Four Zoas offers a 

macroscopic point-of-view in which the particular narratives of the Lambeth books are placed 

within the context of the whole span of the history of mankind, from Fall to Apocalypse. Blake 

explores the emergence of law as the chief ontological principle within that world using the 

language of construction and architecture, a widespread eighteenth-century metaphor for legal 

and constitutional systems (articulated most memorably in Blackstone's figure of the Gothic 
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castle). The laws of the ancient Hebrews or of eighteenth-century England are understood as 
particularized restatements of that ontological tendency towards a structured account of 

existence. Each restatement of the law in The Four Zoas is accompanied by a new period of 

architectural construction, replacing an earlier architectural form, a seemingly endless cycle of 

construction and ruination which spirals towards an increasingly narrow definition of 
legitimate experience. However attractive some of these buildings may appear, the high walls 

which promise the protection of liberty from an exterior threat are ultimately recognized as 
barricades within which humanity is incarcerated; as Blake noted as early as The Marriage of 
Heaven and Hell, 'prisons are built with the stones of law'. 1 Blake thus gives poetic form to 

the circularity which law imposes upon fallen existence. 

In Part Two I have argued that Blake, in the late revisions to the Four Zoas manuscript, 

glimpses a new means by which his abiding faith in Humanity's ability to effect its own 
improvement may be realized. His annotations to Watson's Apologyfor the Bible demonstrate 

his increasing excitement about the possibilities for a prophetic legislation free from the 

corruptions of the earth-bound law. The poetic exploration of these new possibilities requires a 

new myth of humanity, a new cosmic drama, which is enacted in Milton. Fundamental to this 

account is the importance of making (and maintaining) a clear distinction between the voices 

of divine prophecy and earth-bound law, between true and false prophecy. The acquisition of 

this skill is one of the challenges faced by Milton in his journey through the poem. The 

teachers of the earth-bound law are revealed as false prophets, annihilating the energy of 

individual life by encouraging an apathetic confidence in the doctrine's ability to promote and 

to protect human liberty. False prophets seek to set the future in stone according to strict laws 

of predetermination. True prophecy, conversely, seeks to reanimate and to rernotivate, 

restoring a self-determination to Humanity, the power to change trajectories and to alter 

futures. Blake suggests that this may be understood as a form of legality. Through prophecy, an 

uncorrupted legality - the 'Laws of Eternityl - can be accessed, and the legal framework which 

has been restated throughout the history of the World of Time and Space understood for what it 

is: a Satanic perversion of an Eternal attitude. The Satanic legislation of the World of Time and 

Space emerges from within the particular limits of the possible which exist within that vortex, 

and restates those limits with increasing narrowness. Prophetic legislation is that of Eternity 

itself, a legality which acts not to close down, to defme the finite with ever greater 

'Marriage: pl. 8. E36, emphasis added. 
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particularization, but one which can acconnnodate the idea that there are countless vortices 

contained within an infinite universe. 

In this final chapter, I argue that in Jerusalem both of these narrative myths of law may be 

observed. Here Blake accommodates his poetic exploration of the 1790s within the new 

mythos which he develops in Milton. Blake's final epic is more closely related to the world of 
Milton than it is to that presented in the Lambeth books and The Four Zoas, leading some 

scholars to view the two late epics as 'companion pieces', Jerusalem enacting the Last 

Judgement which was imminent at the end of Milton. 2 Jerusalem is, furthermore, a prophetic 

vision, the author acting as the vehicle for a vision of Humanity in Eternity which, at the 

opening, dictates 'the words of this mild song'. 3 There are nevertheless important differences 

both in characterization of the 'giant forms' and in thematic exploration, some of which tie 

Jerusalem more directly to Blake's earlier work. 4 Moreover, architectural design and 

construction acquire a prominence similar to that seen in The Four Zoas, though not exhibiting 

the same circularity of construction and ruination which characterizes the use of the device in 

that poerrL As in Milton, Blake accepts the circularity of existence in the human world without 
feeling compelled to retrace its circumference. The figure of Urizen, already diminished in 

significance in Milton as Satan's scribe, is barely seen in Jerusalem. Most importantly in the 

context of this study, Blake in Jerusalem continues his examination of the idea of a prophetic 
legislation. When it emerges at the climax of Milton, prophetic legislation is contemplated as 
little more than a theoretical possibility. In Jerusalem, Blake investigates how that legality may 

achieve expression within the human world, and dramatizes the figure of the eternal 

prophet/legislator in the person of Los. Los discovers that the prophet may be compelled to 

speak in the words of the Satanic law, and even make use of the solidity and fixity offered by 

that law, to enunciate resistance to those codes in the World of Time and Space and allow the 

emergence of a redeemed legality. 

Jerusalem has largely been recovered from obscurity to a certain canonical prominence 

through the critical attention which it has received during the twentieth century - in the opinion 

of Bloom, at least, it is 'the only rival to Wordsworth's The Prelude as the supreme long poem 

2 See Frye, Fearful Symmetry, p. 356. 
3 For Jerusalem as prophecy, see Joseph WIcksteed, William Blake's Jerusalem (London: Trianon Press, 1953), 
p. 1-2), Bloom, Ringers, p. 72 and Apocalypse, pp. 365-67. 

Blackstone suggests that, in Jerusalem, Blake takes up once more, and for the last time, the theme of ne Four 
Zoas' (English Blake (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1949), p. 158). 
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5 in English since Milton'. It is acknowledged by many Blake critics as the masterpiece towards 
which all his earlier work points, the synthesis of his psychological, political and historical 

mythos, the artistic expression of his resolution of the crisis which reached a crescendo in the 
6 

multiple revisions of The Four Zoas manuscript. )VWle such a reading risks a 'heroizing' of 
Blake as a visionary, placing Jerusalem at the end of a trajectory which he had been following 
for the whole of his artistic career, it is nevertheless true that Blake's achievement in Jerusalem 
is the climax of his powers as both poet and artist, the realization of the illuminated epic poem 

that he had been trying to write for nearly thirty years. In this chapter, I assess the success of 

this poem in terms of the particular interests of this study: the role of law in Blake's mythos, 

and the possibilities within that mythos for a recuperative future history of Humanity. 

Jerusalem, 'Who is the Only General and Universal Form' 

Throughout Blake's epic, 'Jerusalem' is embodied as two fornis: firstly, personified as the 

beautiful Emanation of Albion, hidden and imprisoned for much of the poem, her voice 'like a 

voice heard from a sepulcher'; 7 secondly, figured as the beautiful prelapsarian city from whicl-4 

according to a religious myth, Humanity fell into the creation, and whose reconstruction is 

sought to enact the overcoming of that Fall. 8 This dual symbolic existence is a conunon 

Blakean device; Albion himself is understood both personified as one of Blake's 'giant forms' 

and as an embodiment of the human world (or at least that part of it familiar to Blake and his 

envisaged readers). In Jerusalem, however, Blake not only develops his heroine as a character 

to a degree unusual in his poetry, but also creates a myth of the city of Jerusalem which is 

mapped onto the familiar streets and boroughs of contemporary London. 

5 Apocalypse, p. 365. See also M. H. Abrams, Natural Supernaturalism: Tradition and Revolution in Romantic 
Literature (New York: Norton, 1971), p. 262 
6 See Blackstone, English Blake, p. 158; Bloom, Apocalypse, p. 365; Frye, Fearful Symmetry, p. 359. Their 
position contrasts with critical attitudes of the early-twentieth century. For D. J. Sloss and J. P. R Wallis, 
Jerusalem is 'gratuitously compacted darkness', the least pleasing of the three epics ('General Introduction', in 
The Prophetic Writings of William Blake, 2 vols (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1926), 11,1-121, (p. 114)); see also 
Damon, Philosophy, p. 185. 
7 Jerusalem: pl. 23.8. E 168. 
8 Paley suggests that Blake's association of Jerusalem 'with a regenerate human community' was derived from the 
Old Testament prophets and Revelation, and from the writings of eighteen th-century millenarian groups; Blake 
'transmutes this Prophetic-Apocalyptic situation into one applicable to his own immediate time and place' (The 
Continuing City: William Blake's Jerusalem (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983), p. 120). 
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The city of Jerusalem is glimpsed at the opening of Chapter Two in the beautiful lyric 

contained on the dedicatory plate: 

The fields from Islington to Marybone, 
To Primrose Hill and Saint Johns Wood; 
Were builded over with pillars of gold, 
And there Jerusalems pillars stood. 9 

Following a biblical drama of Paradise/Fall/Recovery, the lyric narrates the collapse of that 

city, the emergence of the evil city of Babylon among its ruins, and the prospects for the 

millennial rebuilding of Jerusalem. 10 The lyric thus appears to provide a summary for the epic 
itself 11 As I will demonstrate, however, Jerusalem - like Milton - does not follow that 

threefold biblical drama. 12 The narrative provided in this lyric is curious, its claims to prophetic 

authority undermined by the larger epic in which it is inserted. Is the description of the 

beautiful city of Jerusalem perhaps nothing more than a false memory, a myth of a golden age 

in the distant past, a misleading story of lost childlike innocence reminiscent of some of the 

Songs of Innocence and of the first two stanzas of the Milton lyric 'And did those feet in 

ancient time'? If so, is the employment of the building metaphor merely an expression of the 

human world's tendency to develop a structured account of its own existence? The report of 

the green fields to the north of London being 'builded over' with 'pillars of gold' bears 

connotations of abstraction from the true creation, perhaps with overtones of the Covering 

Cherub itself 

Similarly equivocal descriptions of the city of Jerusalem are found in the main body of the 

epic. It is difficult to read Albion's lament for the lost Jerusalem at the end of Chapter One 

without harbouring some suspicion regarding the objectivity of the speaker: 

0 Jerusalem Jerusalem I have forsaken thy Courts 
Thy Pillars of ivory & gold: thy Curtains of silk & fine 

9 Jerusalem: pl. 27.1. E 17 1. 
10 For more detail on the millennial notion of the building of the New Jerusalem in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, see Paley, Continuing, pp. 136-66. 
11 See William R. Hughes, William Blake: Jerusalem (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1964), p. 41; Frye, 
Fearful Symmetry, p. 356; Blake: The Complete Poems, ed. by W. H. Stevenson, 2nd edn, Longman Annotated 
English Poetry (London: Longman, 1989), p. 683; Paley, Continuing, pp. 73-78. 
12 Much received critical opinion about Jerusalem has assumed that the threefold biblical drama is reflected in 
Blake's own (see Ellis and Yeats, 11,176; Damon, Philosophy, pp. 185-86; Frye, Fearful Symmetry, pp. 356-97; 
Henry Lesnick, 'Narrative Structure and the Antithetical Vision of Jerusalem', in Visionary Forms (see Erdman, 

above), pp. 391-412). 
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Linen: thy Pavements of precious stones: thy Walls of pearl 
And gold, thy Gates of Thanksgiving thy Windows of Praise: 
Thy Clouds of Blessing; thy Cheirubims of Tender-mercy 

13 Stretching their Wings sublime over the Little-ones of Albion 

This description contains details assembled from fragments of Blake's earlier poems: beautiful 

curtains cloak the oppressive core of Urizen's Golden Hall in The Four Zoas; pavements of 

precious stones, alluding to the paths that direct Moses's feet on Mount Sinai, have been used 
to great effect in Milton; the Cherubims 'stretching their Wings sublime', close to that poem's 
Covering Cherub. Moreover, 'Gates of Thanksgiving' and 'Windows of Praise' recall the 

churches that Blake considered to be inhabited by a corrupt priesthood. Blake has taught his 

reader to beware of any suggestion of an Eternity bounded or 'builded over' with 'Pillars of 
ivory & gold'. The account of Jerusalem's construction provided by the daughters of Albion 

provokes further the reader's awakened apprehensions: 

Highgates heights & Hampsteads, to Poplar Hackney & Bow: 
To Islington & Paddington & the Brook of Albions River 
We builded Jerusalem as a City &a Temple; from Lambeth 
We began our Foundations; lovely Lambeth! 14 

The names provide approximate bounding lines for the limits of Jerusalem in the cardinal 
directions based on the geography of London, hardly a Blakean claim to divine freedom. 15 

Further, whilst Jerusalem is thus built 'as a City', it is also constructed to be a 'Temple', a 
building which usually carries connotations for Blake of priestly corruption and the 

embodiment of Mystery. It becomes increasingly difficult to sustain a belief in these visions of 

a chartered Jerusalem as somehow constituting an untainted account of a prelapsarian state. 
Any act of human memory is restricted to the human world unable to reach outside the 

boundaries of that particular vortex. Similar problems are associated with the assigning of such 

a memory to a specific architectural space. Both temporal and spatial positioning only have 

meaning within the World of Time and Space. 

I have argued in chapters four and six that Blake, in his epic work, is keen to present a 

vision of the complete history of the human world, a creation set aside both spatially and 

13 Jerusalem: pl. 24.17. E169. 
14 Jerusalem: pl. 84.1. E243. 
15 This notion of the 'heavens squared by a line' (Four Zoas: Night 11, p. 30,10, E319) provokes similar 
suspi onous account 'Zen's Golden Hall, as di scussed in chapter four. cions in the otherwise 91 1 of Ur, I 
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temporally from Eternity, and in which Humanity acquires formal existence. Though the 

mythic account differs radically between The Four Zoas (where Blake maintains the biblical 

narrative of Paradise/Fall/Recovery) and Milton, both epics highlight the importance of legal 

definition in the creation of that world. That foundational law is the origin of Humanity's 

continued determination to develop a structured understanding of its own existence, manifest in 

the created world in the various codified statements of the law that decorate its history; thus 

foundational universal principle continually emerges in particular lived experience. In Milton, I 

have shown that the legal framework in which the human world is set is a Satanic corruption of 

the Divine Humanity at the very moment at which it acquires definite form, the divine voice 

perverted 'in its entrance to the earth'. 16 This remains a Satanic perversion in Jerusalem, 

embodied in human individuals in their Spectres: 

The Spectre is the Reasoning Power in Man; & when separated 
From Imagination, and closing itself in steel, in a Ratio 
Of the Things of Memory. It thence frames Laws & Moralities 
To destroy Imagination! 17 

The spectre is the embodiment of Enlightenment thought ('Bacon & Newton sheathd in dismal 

steel'), in Blake's opinion a further restriction on the power of the human imagination. 18 In this 

epic, Blake consistently explores Jerusalem as a myth created within this World of Time and 

Space. The city of Jerusalem, rather than an untainted account of a pre-Fall paradise, is 

therefore rather to be understood as Humanity's yearning for its dimly-recognized Divine 

Form, transformed by the limits of the possible as defined in the vortex of the Satanic world. 

The corruption of the pure vision of Jerusalen-4 and the myth generated in response, is 

enacted in the first plates of the epic. Unlike The Four Zoas, Jerusalem opens with no glimpse 

of Humanity's prelapsarian bliss; Blake describes how the idea of the beautiful Jerusalem is 

received by Humanity and perverted through the transfon-national matrix of its structured 

ontology. The voice of 'the Saviour' describes the terrible events in a world called Albion, a 

16 Milton: pl. 9,23, E 103. 
17 Jerusalem: pl. 74.10. E229, 
18 Jerusalem: pl. 15.11. E 159. For Joan Witke, 'the Spectre personifies spurious reasoning, which selects qualities 
from the perceived world to form a supposed real world of abstract ideas' (William Blake's Epic: Imagination 
Unbound (London: Croorn Helm, 1986), pp. 43-44). Bloom in Apocalypse subscribes to the conventional view of 
the Spectre as the embodiment of reasoning evil (pp. 373-78). In his later work, Bloom refines his position, 
presenting a more sympathetic interpretation of the Spectre as the Personification of imaginative man's despair, 
'in full flight fforn vision for reasons more than adequate to our unhappy yet still not unpleasant condition as 
natural men' (Ringers, p. 67). 
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once-pleasant land in which 'a black water accumulates', a spreading infection by which the 
beautiful 'Divine Vision is darkend'. 19 The most obvious cause of this decay is the mysterious 
disappearance of the 'Emanation lovely Jerusalem'. 2,0 The Saviour addresses a personified 
Albion directly, calling him to recognize his danger; Albion ignores the call, labelling the voice 

a 'phantom of the over heated brain' 
. 
21 His rejection reaches its climax with a denouncing of 

the very idea of Jerusalem: 

Jerusalem is not! her daughters are indefinite: 
By demonstration, man alone can live, and not by faith 
My mountains are my own, and I will keep them to myself! 
The Malvern and the Cheviot, the Wolds Plinlimmon & Snowdon 
Are mine. here will I build my Laws of Moral Virtue! 
Humanity shall be no more: but war & princedom & victory ! 22 

The indeterminate promises of faith in a divine future are not satisfying to the Humanity 

represented by Albion; he seeks a codified legal framework within which existence acquires 

clear definition, his authorship of such a document significantly described as building. The 

description contained on the following plate is Jerusalem's version of the Fall narrative - this 

is not an account of a somehow historical fall from Paradise contained in the lyric examined 

above, but rather the corruption of the bright vision of Humanity's divine potential embodied 

in Albion. Thus the great cities of Cambridge, Oxford and London are 'driven among the starry 

Wheels, rent away and dissipated', the cries of 'war & of tumult' arise, 'every Human 

perfection I Of mountain & river & city, are small & wither'd & darken'd'. 23 The pure vision 

of Jerusalem is utterly lost, 'scatterd abroad like a cloud of smoke tbro' non-entity i, . 
24 

The Divine Vision of Humanity can never be wholly erased, however. For all that the 

human form is 'witherd up [ ... ]I By laws of sacrifice for sin', 'The Divine Vision still was 

seen I Still was the Human Form, Divine'. 25 These glimpses of the divine within the created 

world are described most lucidly in the third chapter: 

19 Jerusalem: pl. 4.4,10,13. E146. 
20 Jerusalem: pl. 4.16. E 146. 
21 Jerusalem: pl. 4.24. E146. 
22 Jerusalem: pl. 4.27. E147. 
23 Jerusalem: pl. 5.4,6. E147. 
24 Jerusalem: pl. 5.13. E147. 
25 Jerusalem: pl. 27.53,57. E 173. Sloss and Wallis's gloss is helpful here: 'the "human forrrf 'of any body is the 

normal perception, by the "excrementitious Husk and Covering", the illusion of real spiritual essence, hidden, in 

matter' (11,169). 
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In Great Eternity, every particular Form gives forth or Emanates 
Its own peculiar Light, & the Form is the Divine Vision 
And the Light is his Garment[. ] This is Jerusalem in every Man 
A Tent & Tabernacle of Mutual Forgiveness Male & Female Clothings. 
And Jerusalem is called Liberty among the Children of Albion 26 

The assigning of form to the Divine Vision is an echo of Los's recognition, a few plates earlier, 

that the Divine Humanity 'is the Only General and Universal Form I To which all Lineaments 
1,27 tend & seek . Los repeats this understanding: 'Man is adjoind to Man by his Emanative 

portion: I Who is Jerusalem in every individual Man'. 28 The divine fonn of Humanity in 

Eternity is a universal One Man, composed of the 'Minute Particulars' of human individuals. 29 

Only when the Minute Particulars are recognized and valued, does the universal divine fom-i 
f S. 

3 
come into ocu 0 This doctrine may be contrasted with the abstract principle of 'One Law for 

the Lion & Ox' discussed in chapter two,, 31 the law which fails to take account of the fact that 

Cmen cannot be fonned all alike'. 32 

Los recognizes that the perverted perception of Humanity in the created world is unable to 

make these judgements. The Imagination, that divine power within each individual through 

which Eternity can be reached, is curtailed by an 'Abstract Philosophy warring in enmity 

against Imagination'; the 'Visions of Eternity, by reason of narrowed perceptions, I Are 
33 become weak Visions of Time & Space, fix'd into ftu-rows of death' . Enlightenment 

philosophy investigates Minute Particulars as ends in themselves; the microscope of Reason 

closes out the Eternity in which they participate. 34 As a result, Los warns, the individual 

'appropriates Universality' and assembles Minute Particulars into abstract generalized forms: 

C you call the aggregate Moral Law: I And you call that Swelld & bloated Form; a Minute 

26 Jerusalem: pl. 54.1. E203. 
27 Jerusalem: pl. 38[43]. 20. E185. 
28 Jerusalem: pl. 39[44]. 38. E187. 
29 Jerusalem: pl. 38[43]. 61. E185. 
30 Hughes summarizes Blake's position: 'when we use our faculty of eternal or imaginative vision to look at 
mankind [ ... ] we behold at the same time a great multitude and a single individual. [ ... ] Humanity, as a general 
concept, has no meaning unless we think of an innumerable host of its 'n-iinute particulars', individual men and 
women, crowding space and time[ ... ]. And on the other hand we cannot look on an individual man aright unless 
we see him united to all his fellows within one living whole' (p. 22). The most expansive treatment of Blake's 
Human Form Divine is contained in Mellor's Blake's Human Form Divine; particularly relevant to this discussion 

are chapters six and eight. See also Damrosch, pp. 19-23. 
31 Marriage: pl. 24. E44, with variants in Tiriel (VIII. 8. E825) and Visions of the Daughters ofAlbion (pl. 4.22. 
E48). 
32 Deleted line in Tiriel, VIII - see Bentley, Tiriel, p. 86. 
33 Jerusalem: pl. 5.58, E148; pl. 49.21. E198. 
34 Deen reads Jerusalem as a continual striving towards the perfect organized existence. For Blake, identity is thus 
La dynamic plot rather than a static theme' (p. 19 1). 
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Particular'. 35 The Minute Particulars of the true divine forms are discarded,, 'the jewels of 
36 Albion, running down I The kennels of the streets & lanes as if they were abhorrd' . The false 

abstract universal form which frames human experience is enshrined in the person of Vala, 

named in this epic as the 'shadow' of Jerusalem. Vala is the personification of the moral law; 

she is seen carried within the Ark, and accompanies the armies in the wars of Humanity. 

Having denied the existence of Jerusalem as unacceptable to Ms legal perspective at the 

opening of Chapter One, Albion is thrown into confusion when he meets her at the end. His 

confusion is borne out of Jerusalem's failure to be accounted for within his particular codified 

view: 'unlawful pleasure! Albions curse! 537 Albion soon discovers, however, that the laws he 

has set in place do not offer happiness, but cruelty; as law-givers throughout Blake's work 

ultimately realize, the law acquires a power beyond the ability of its creator to control. It is far 

too late to retract; the limits of the world of the Mundane Shell have been confirmed. The Veil 

of Vala, 'a Law, a Terror &a Curse! ', has already been cast by Albion. 38 

Babylon, The Corruption of the Idea of Jerusalem 

In Jerusalem, Blake goes beyond the narrative of Milton in his investigation of how 

Humanity generates, and continually corrupts, its own myth of a prelapsarian paradise. 

Jerusalem exists as a myth of the unrealized yet inherent perfection of Humanity. The poem 

focuses on Humanity's often-misguided, self-blinded journey towards the ultimate realization 

of this imaginative vision, the flowering of Humanity. The Fall in Jerusalem is best understood 

as the corruption of the divine vision - Jerusalem - in the very act of its acquiring definite 

form, giving rise to the abstract World of Time and Space. That corruption becomes 

remembered in that world as the collapse and disintegration of a beautiful building, whose 

reconstruction must be sought if Paradise is to be regained. As Albion has already indicated, 

that task of building is an explicitly legal activity, the setting of limits which imprison in the 

name of liberation. 

" Jerusalem: pl. 90.52. E250; pl. 91.27. E25 1. 
36 Jerusalem: pl. 45[31]. 17. E194. 
37 Jerusalem: pl. 23.2. E168. 
31 Jerusalem: pl. 23.33. E168. Just as the architectural embodiment of the corrupted vision of Jerusalem is 
revealed as the city of Babylon, therefore, so the Personified figuration is recognized as Vala. 
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While Blake may focus his readers' attention on the 'myth' of the Jerusalem account, he 

does not thereby reject its claims to truth The Jerusalem myth is allowed to acquire a reality in 

the human world through its figuration in the city of London. Thus the 'Eternal Ones", 

observing with astonishment events within the Mundane Shell, conclude that 'What seems to 
Be: Is: To those whom I It seems to Be'. 39 London occupies a central position in the poem 

unique in Blake's corpus; the names of its boroughs and landmarks appear throughout the text, 

the role of the city's Exchanges as the focal point for trade from an over the world is 

specifically alluded to on three occasions. Thus at the end of Chapter One: 

In the Exchanges of London every Nation walkd 
And London walkd in every Nation mutual in love & harmony 
Albion coverd the whole Earth, England encompassd the Nations, 
Mutual within others bosom in Visions of Regeneration 40 

iý 41 In Chapter Four, Albion recalls that 'London coverd the whole Earth The lyric exam ined 
42 

earlier ends with these Exchanges, within which 'every Land I Shall walk'. As a part of the 

supposed glorious past, the reliability of t1iis account is once again called into question. The 

walls and gateways of Jerusalem are mapped onto London's streets. Hidden within is the 

entrance to Los's city of Golgonooza, the 'Spiritual Fourfold I London'. 43 By placing London 

at the heart of this universe, Blake grounds his work in the human world as it is most familiar 

both to himself and his likely readers. It ties Blake's abstruse exploration of the human 

condition to the immediacy of London, and to the specific activities which take place within 

the limits of that city; thus while I agree with Paley that the building of Golgonooza is an 

'enabling myth', there is nevertheless a literal dimension to this architecture. 44 The supposed 

identity of London with Jerusalem in a far distant Golden Age, false as that notion of Jerusalem 

may be, is an expression of the Human origins of divinity. What emerges in London is not, 

however, the mythic Jerusalem, but a figuration of her shadow, Vala. A chartered city arises in 

39 Jerusalem: pl 32[361.51. E179. 
40 Jerusalem: pl. 24.42. E170. 
41 Jerusalem: pl. 79.22. E234. Worrall comments that 'Blake's Albion was once the form and embodiment of the 
entire universe' ('Blake's Jerusalem and the Visionary History of Britain', Studies in Romanticism, 16 (1977), 
189-216, (p. 189)). 
42 Jerusalem: pl. 27.85. E173. 
43 Jerusalem: pl. 53.18. E203. 
44 TI ake an d Archi tecture', p. 2 10. 
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which the moral law is enshrined, a city whose utter perversion from the Divine is emphasized 
by Blake in assigning it with the biblical name for that most evil of cities: Babylon. 45 

The beauty and purity of the divine Jerusalem is always already corrupted in the human 

world as a myth of a glorious city, delineated as a set of architectural drawings. Ever greater 

levels of abstraction are reached when the attem pt is made to confer definite form upon these 

plans. The inherent instability of a design is a feature of construction in the human world which 

Blake has exan-fined in The Four Zoas; Urizen's plans for a perfect four-fold divine 

construction become perverted into a three-fold structure of increasing abstraction, his 'Golden 

Hall'. A version of these events is inserted into Jerusalem, the only significant activity 

allocated to Urizen (who is introduced in the poem as 'Mighty Urizen the Architect'). 46 The 

resulting construction is named 'Stonehenge', a building which Blake understands to be a 

pagan temple. As architect, Urizen does not build Stonehenge himself, but directs and 

interprets the work as it progresses: 'wrathful [he] strode above directing the awful Building: 

As a Mighty Temple; delivering Form out of confusion'. 47 Wlile Urizen is the architect, Los 

'with his thunderous Hammer' is the master-builder, in charge of executing Urizen's designs: 

Canaan is his portico; Jordan is a fountain in his porch; 
A fountain of milk & wine to relieve the traveller: 
Egypt is the eight steps within. Ethiopia supports his pillars; 
Lybia & the Lands unknown. are the ascent without; 
Within is Asia & Greece, ornamented with exquisite art: 
Persia & Media are his halls: his inmost hall is Great Tartary. 
China & India & Siberia are his temples for entertainment 
Poland & Russia & Sweden, his soft retired chambers 
France & Spain & Italy & Denmark & Holland & Germany 
Are the temples among his pillars. Britain is Los's Forge; 
America North & South are his baths of living waters. 48 

45For Morton, 'Albion and his children have the power to choose Jerusalem, but they have preferred Babylon, the 
wilderness of squalor and exploitation which Blake saw the rulers of England creating around him' (p. 26). 
46 Jerusalem: pl. 66.4. E218. A. L. Owen describes how the landscape of Blake's Britain is scattered with these 
visual reminders of the corruption of the divine creation (The Famous Druids: A SurveY of Three Centuries of 
English Literature on the Druids (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1962), pp. 227-28). Anne Janowitz points to the text's 
mirroring of the sites of Druid sacrifice with those of eighteen th-century execution; Blake thus presents a British 
landscape dominated by the sites of 'ancient druidical as well as contemporary juridical execution' (England's 
Ruins: Poetic Purpose and the National Landscape (Cambridge, MA: Basil Blackwell, 1990), pp. 152). 
47 Jerusalem: pl. 58.21. E207. Whi-le Blake appears at this earlier stage of the poem to subscribe to the thesis of 
William Stukeley, who in Stonehenge, a Temple Restor'd to the British Druids (London: W. hinys and R. Manby, 
1740) argued that these were the ruins of a druid temple, Worrall suggests that Blake is aware of the contradictory 
theories about the site that had 'for so long exercised the intellects of various Britons that to out-manoeuvre the 

arguments of one's predecessors had become itself a triumph of imagination forced to masquerade as reasoning' 
(Wisionary History', p. 202). 
48 Jerusalem: pl. 58.33. E208. 
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in addition to encompassing most of the known world, the passage also provides a 

chronological survey of humanity from its origins in the biblical lands, through its 

development in the great empires of antiquity to contemporary Europe, finally to its future in 

America. Thus, even more specifically than the Golden Hall of The Four Zoas (which contains 

'towns & Cities Nations Seas Mountains & Rivers ý), 49 this construction embodies both the 

temporal and spatial dimensions of the World of Time and Space. When complete, the 

construction by Urizen and Los is a 'wondrous golden Building immense with ornaments 

sublime' with 'Courts Towers & Pinnacles', 50 a building reminiscent - as the Golden Hall 

itself was - of the Blackstonian Gothic castle. Moreover, 'The Building is Natural Religion & 

its Altars Natural Morality IA building of eternal death' 51a 'feminine tabernacle' which has 

the Religion of Chastity - named as Rahab (an Old Testament prostitute) - enshrined as its 

moral code. That code is contained within the Ark, just as the Ten Commandments were 

housed in the Ark of the Covenant at the centre of Solomon's temple in the Old Testament 

account. Stonehenge is thus revealed as the temple of Vala, the moral law which binds together 

the bricks of the ultimate perversion of divine Jerusalem: the Satanic city of Babylon. As in 

The Four Zoas, the building's outward beauty conceals its inward corruption, the human 

slavery upon which its existence depends. In the Jerusalem account, both Urizen and Los 

assume that they will succeed in building Jerusalem in the human world; it is the voice of the 

'Lamb of God', speaking from the outside, which reveals the terrible perversion that has taken 

place: 

Why wilt thou rend thyself apart, Jerusalem? 
And build this Babylon & sacrifice in secret Groves, 
Among the Gods of Asia: among the fountains of pitch & nitre 
Therefore thy Mountains are become barren Jerusalem! 
Thy Valleys, Plains of burning sand. thy Rivers: waters of death 
Thy Villages die of the Famine and thy Cities 
Beg bread from house to house, lovely Jerusalem 52 

Babylon, the Satanic city of evil, is thus revealed as the end result of the attempts to construct 

Jerusalem in the World of Time and Space. In seeking to build Paradise, Urizen and Los have 

4' Four Zoas: 11. p. 30.19. E319. 
50 Jerusalem: pl. 59.24,25. E209. 
51 Jerusalem: pl. 66.8. E218. Possible allusions to the metaphor of the law as a castle are found elsewhere in 
Jerusalem. Thus, in Chapter One, Albion's minions seeking to 'destroy the Divine Saviour; the Friend of Sinners' 

are to be found 'Building Castles in desolated places, and strong Fortifications' (pl. 18.37. E163). Similarly, in 
Chapter Two, the sons of Albion are seen 'bui ding A Strong 111 
Mercy' (pl. 28.25. E174). 

il ,I Fortification against the Divine Humanity and 
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realized Hell. The soaring mountains, fertile valleys and nourishing rivers of the vision are 

perverted into their opposites, the land of plenty transformed into a land of famine. 

Los's own account of the Fall develops more explicitly the 'moral laws' which have 

destroyed the vision of Jerusalem. Under their delineation the divine beauty of Eternity comes 
to be 'look'd upon as deformity & loveliness as a dry tree', 'Every Emanative joy' is 

'forbidden as a Crime' and Genius is 'forbidden by laws of punishment,. 53 Jerusalem is, 

appropriately, described through much of the rest of the epic as 'closd in the Dungeons of 
Babylon', labelled as a criminal in this world of legal definition: 54 

Naked Jerusalem lay before the Gates upon Mount Zion 
The Hill of Giants, all her foundations levelld with the dust! 

Her Twelve Gates thrown down: her children carried into captivity 
Herself in chains 55 

The nakedness of Jerusalem's body is thus equated with the 'levelling' of her walls. The pure 

vision of Jerusalem is imprisoned deep within the catacombs of Humanity's corrupted, 
Babylonian understanding. Jerusalem provides many accounts of this cycle-of-regulation 

narrative; in each, Humanity's attempts to articulate the divine vision of Jerusalem within a 

structured system inevitably result in failure and desolation, the emergence of the city of 

Babylon. The spreading of the moral law through Babylon is expressed by Blake with an 
image he has re-used continually ia his work from the early 1790s - the growth of the Tree of 
Mystery. Only in Jerusalem is this tree finally named as the 'Tyburn Tree', the infamous 

gallows which were in regular use throughout Blake's early childhood. In this world of 

morality, 'every Act [has become] a Crime, and Albion the punisher & judge'. 56 He is seen sat 

on his seat of judgement: 

Cold snows drifted around him: ice coverd his loins around 
He sat by Tyburns brook, and underneath his heel, shot up! 
A deadly Tree, he nam'd it Moral Virtue, and the Law 
Of God who dwells in Chaos hidden from the human sight. 

Jerusalem: pl. 60.22. E210. 
Jerusalem: pl. 9.8,14,16. E 152. 

54 Jerusalem: pl. 60-39. E210. 
55 Jerusalem: pl. 78.21. E234. 
16 Jerusalem: pl. 28.4. E174. 
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The Tree spread over him its cold shadows, (Albion groand) 
They bent down, they felt the earth and again enrooting 
Shot into many a Tree! an endless labyrinth of woe ! 57 

The growth of the tree completes the transition from the notion of a 'willing sacrifice of Self' 

to the 'sacrifice of (n-fiscall'd) Enernies', 58 in Blake's opinion evidence of the doctrines of a 

corrupt Christianity of Satan replacing the true Christianity of Jesus. A further detail from this 

earlier work is found two plates later, as the words of the Book of Brass read by Urizen in The 

Four Zoas (explaining how the poor can be suppressed by a pretended Christian charity) are 

inserted into Los's lament. 

Another retelling of the construction of Jerusalem is offered by the Daughters of Albion in 

Chapter Four, discussed above: 'We builded Jerusalem as a City &a Temple; from Lambeth 

We began our Foundations'. 59As work continues, however, that original vision soon 'Res in 

rains': 'here we build Babylon on Euphrates, compelld to build I And to inhabit. 60 Once again, 

Blake demonstrates that Babylon is simply the result of the attempt to realize Jerusalem in the 

created world. The initial joy at the chosen work soon disappears as the labourers are 

'compelled' to build, and to Eve within the structures that they have established. As before, the 

consequences are projected onto the development of the city of London: 'I see London blind & 

age-bent begging thro the Streets I Of Babylon 61 Similarly, at the end of the third chapter, 
ý 62 Blake observes 'Babylon in the opening Street of London . Albion's description of Babylon 

at the end of the first chapter also demonstrates that this city is the embodiment of a corrupted 

Jerusalem: 

The Walls of Babylon are Souls of Men: her Gates the Groans 
Of Nations: her Towers are the Miseries of once happy Families. 
Her Streets are paved with Destruction, her Houses built with Death 
Her Palaces with Hell & the Grave; her Synagogues with Torments 
Of ever-hardening Despair squard & polished with cruel skill 
Yet thou wast lovely as the summer cloud upon my hills 

63 When Jerusalem was thy hearts desire in times of youth & love 

57 Jerusalem: pl. 28.13. E174. 
5' Jerusalem: pl. 28. 20. E174. 

Jerusalem: pl. 84. 3. E243. 
Jerusalem: pl. 84. 6,8. E243. 

61 Jerusalem: P1.84. 11. E243. 
62 Jerusalem: pl. 74. 16. E229. 
63 Jerusalem: pl. 24. 3 1. E 169. 
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just as with the account of Urizen's building of this world, the Jerusalem of Humanity's 'hearts 

desire' cannot be realized without being corrupted into Babylon. Indeed, that which is called 

Jerusalem is revealed every time as a Babylon in disguise, just as Urizen's Golden Hall in The 

Four Zoas appears to be a fonn. of Eternity, when it is in fact a cloak for slavery. So warped 

have human judgements become, that the inhabitants of this world delude themselves into 

believing that Jerusalem, rather than Babylon, is the source of the evil: 'Babylon the City of 

Vala, the Goddess Virgin-Mother. I She is our Mother! Nature! Jerusalem is our Harlot- 

Sister'. 64 

The beautiful city of Jerusalem throughout the epic poem which bears its name, is 

therefore an as-yet unattained myth of Paradise born in the world of the Mundane Shell. The 

attempts to construct the Jerusalem of that myth are realized in the ruined city of London, 

revealed as Babylon, the prototypical biblical city of evil and corruption. The narrative of the 

abstraction of the original pure Jerusalem is recapped in Chapter Two, with perhaps a touch of 

Blakean humour. The Divine Voice laments the degeneration of Albion: 

Albions Reactor must have a Place prepard: Albion must Sleep 
The Sleep of Death, till the Man of Sin & Repentance be reveald. 
Hidden in Albions Forests he lurks: he adn-lits of no Reply 
From Albion: but hath founded his Reaction into a Law 
Of Action, for Obedience to destroy the Contraries of Man[. ] 
He hath compelld Albion to become a Punisher & hath possessd 
Himself of Albions Forests & Wilds! and Jerusalem is taken! 
The City of the Woods in the Forest of Ephratah is taken! 65 

I suggest that 'Albion's Reactor' may be understood as his Spectre, sometimes specifically 

named Satan. This is the only passage in Blake's corpus in which such a Newtonian 

vocabulary of 'action' and 'reaction' occurs. 66 Designed to be the glorious guardian of the 

created world, Albion has been led astray and has established a Newtonian law within which 

he is trapped . 
67 It is this attitude which has 'compelld Albion to become a Punisher'. 68The last 

two lines of the above passage are adapted from Psalm 132, which is conventionally 

interpreted as referring to the rediscovery of the Ark containing the Ten Conunandments; 'Lo, 

"Jerusalem: pl. 18.29. E163. 
65 Jerusalem: pl. 43 [29]. 11. E 19 1. 
66 See Jerusalem, the Emanation of the Giant Albion, ed. by Morton D. Paley, Blake's Illun-iinated Books, I 
a, ondon: Tate Gallery Publications, 1991), p. 176). 
6' Newton's Third Law of Thermodyna i111 
(quoted in Paley, Jerusalem, p. 176). 

rrucs states that 'to every action there is always opposed an equal reaction' 
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we heard of it at Ephratah: we found it in the fields of the woods'. 69The Old Testament 

provides an account of the Ark being placed at the vanguard of the Hebrew people in their 

conflicts, a weapon before which all other nations retreat . 
70 Blake's use of the passage is thus 

of great significance; the city of Jerusalem has been 'taken' by the forces of the Ten 

Commandments, of the codified moral law, a 'Rocky Law of Condemation,. 71 With the Ark 

now enshrined within, the city has been perverted to a temple of morality, Stonehenge: 

'London is a stone of her ruins; Oxford is the dust of her walls !. )72 

Golgonooza, the Recovery of the Idea of Jenisalem 

Many critical approaches to Blake's epics, particularly those which consider The Four Zoas 

and Jerusalem, have argued that conventional chronological narration (in which, at the very 

least, the chronological ordering of events is made clear) is not to be found 
. 
73Sorne have 

suggested that all events in the poem must be understood as taking place simultaneously or 
74 

even iristantaneously. Conunentators regularly advise readers not to be rnisled by Blake's use 

of such time-bound words as 'then' and 'when' throughout the narrative. 75 It would be 

misleading, however, to suggest that history itself has no meaning in Blake's epics. The 

passage of ti-Tne is crucial to humanity's perception of its own existence in a world named by 

68 Jerusalem: pl. 43[29]. 16. E191. 
69 Psalms 132.6. In addition, the Old Testament book of the prophet Micah describes the birth of a great leader in 
'Beth-lehem Ephratah', conventionally interpreted in CIristian exegesis as a vision of the birth of Jesus. Blake's 
'City in the Woods' could thus be a reference to Bethlehem. 
70 See Numbers 10.33-35. 
71 Jerusalem: pl. 44[30]. 37. E193. 
72 Jerusalem: pl. 43[29]. 19. E191. 
73 Jerusalem's small nineteenth-century audience considered the poem to be structureless, 'an overflow of 
imagination' according to Allan Cunningham in 1830, described by Gilchrist as full of 'words empty of meaning 
to all but him who uttered them' (quoted in Paley, Continuing, pp. 14 and 16). 
74 Several critical approaches suggest that each chapter is a retelling of the same story from a different perspective, 
relating to the four gospels of the New Testament (Witke, p. 89), to the four Zoas (E. J. Rose, 'The Structure of 
Blake's Jerusalem, Bucknell Review, 11 (1963), 35-54), or to the three ages of man (Karl Kiralis, 'The Theme 
and Structure of William Blake's Jerusalem', in The Divine Vision, ed. by V. de Sola Pinto (London: Gollancz, 
1957), pp. 141-62, (pp. 147-48). Doskow has argued that 'time is transcended as one action is consecutively 
revealed in all its multiple meanings from many perspectives, and the single moment of Albion's choice is 
exploded to cover the entire poem' (William Blake's Jerusalem: Structure and Meaning in Poetry and Picture 
(Rutherford: Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, 1982), p. 15). Each chapter of Jerusalem, she suggests, is like 
the turning of the barrel of a kaleidoscope; the pieces 'recompose themselves in new patterns and seem to reveal 
new appearances of the whole but are only actualizing those patterns potentially present all along' (p. 15). She 

also compares the chapter progression to changing the lens in a microscope: 'although an apparently new picture 
springs into view [ ... ] there is really nothing new there at all' (p. 17). 
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Blake 'The World of Time and Space'. Far from beiag an irrelevance, temporal ordering (as 

with spatial positioning) is crucial in Blake's portrayal of the human world. 

It is certainly true that the narrative of Jerusalem does not follow a strict chronological 

ordering, and that in dealing with the prospect of Eternity, Blake does struggle with the idea of 

time- and space-lessness. It is also true that the epic appears to present the human world from 

the perspective of Eternity; individual narrative threads are thus broken and scattered through 

the poem. 76 Moreover, it is the fact that human existence is ordered by these two fundamental 

principles that marks it out as distinct from Eternity. Blake and his readers are all contained 

within the vortex of the Mundane Shell, and to attempt to describe the events of Jerusalem 

from any other perspective soon collapses into an ultimately meaningless semantic obscurity. 

While the chronology of Jerusalem is not immediately obvious, it is far from indiscernible. 

Every time a reader undergoes the journey through Blake's final epic, new links are 

recognized. Recurring names or situations suggest new relationships between passages in the 

poem, passages sometimes contained in different chapters. Such allusiveness would not have 

been unusual in the period, and Blake may well have expected such diligence from his readers 

in their interpretation of his work. 77 As I have discussed in chapter five of this study, such 

weaving of the narrative fabric is at the core of the period's understanding of the Book of 

Revelation, influenced by Joseph Mede's work on 'synchronisms'. Events which appear to 

occur in isolation are ultimately understood to have emerged from particular circumstances 

described elsewhere, and to have their own chain of consequences. 

Ms web of connections can shed new light on mystifying passages, such as Los's well- 

known declaration as he begins the construction of Golgonooza in Chapter One: 

["]I must Create a System, or be enslav'd by another Mans 
I will not Reason & Compare: my business is to Create["] 

So Los, in fury & strength: in indignation & burning wrath 78 

75 Stevenson cornments that Blake's 'common use of 'Then implies a narrative sequence. But this is a 
rnisconception. There is little 'plot' in Jerusalem' (P. 624). 
76 See Deen, p. 190. Bloom comments that 'the structure of Jerusalem is not that of continuous narrative but 

of thematic juxtaposition' (Apocalypse, p. 39 1). More drastic is Hughes, who claims that 'this lack of logical or 
narrative order [ ... 

] makes me feel less guilty in altering the order of just a few passages' (p. 19). 
77 Roger R. Easson suggests that Jerusalem 'enjoins the reader to participate with its writer in the creative process' 
('William Blake and His Reader in Jerusalem', in Blake's Sublime Allegory (see Wittreich, above), pp. 309-27, (p. 
309)). 
78 Jerusalem: pl. 10.20. E153. 
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Though this oft-quoted passage is strikingly expressive of the paradoxical nature of Los's 

activity (the construction of a 'system' sounds curiously Newtonian), what has gone 

unremarked in critical discussion is the history provided later in the poem of Los's personal 

experience of slavery within another man's system I have already discussed Los's experience 

as chief builder under the architectural direction of Urizen. This enslavement to the system of 

another man is exactly the denial of individual artistic expression which assures that the 

beautiful vision of the perfect city of Jerusalem remains an architectural impossibility. 

Nevertheless, as Los begins work on Golgonooza at the beginning of the epic, his 

conunands to his disobedient Spectre sound unnervingly UrizeniC. 79 This is the city that 

readers are asked to recognize later in the poem as the forerunner for some kind of positive 

realization of the Jerusalem vision. Los threatens his Spectre with eternal Hell if he 'obey not 

my stem command! ', if he 'Desist not from thine own will'. 80 Los promises his Spectre that 'I 

will compeR thee to assist me in my terrible labours' 
.81 

How is Los's enslavement of his 

Spectre any different to Urizen's enslavement of Los in the construction of Stonehenge? 

Moreover, as Los begins his construction, the description of his actions is strikingly 

reminiscent of the account of Urizen's construction of the cosmos in The Four Zoas, in which 

the melted metals were released from the furnaces to run in channels into the moulds for every 

star and planet: 82 

Yet ceasd he not from labouring at the roarings of his Forge 
With iron & brass Building Golgonooza in great contendings 
I ... I 
With great labour upon his anvils, & in his ladles the Ore 
He lifted, pouring it into the clay ground prepar'd with art; 

MS 83 Striving with Systems to deliver Individuals from these Syste 

As the fourfold Golgonooza. rises, Blake's readers are again ren-finded of the beautiful Golden 

Hall which Urizen builds in Night II of The Four Zoas, or the prison-like Golgonooza. which 

79 See Continuing, pp. 234 and 243. Deen argues that 'the systematic part of Los's creation comes from Urizen - 
the Spectre - in him. [ ... ] He is the part of Blake that demands a solid and permanent accomplishment [ ... ]. He is 

the reason that ought to be the polar contrary to the fiery energy of the imagination' (pp. 210-11). 1 largely agree 
with Deen about the discernment of the Urizenic within Los, tendencies which are absolutely necessary if Los is 

to give any kind of form to Golgonooza, the prototype of Jerusalern. Moreover, in the final plate (which I discuss 

at the end of this chapter), Blake depicts a combined Los[Urizen figure, demonstrating the continued importance 

of (redeemed) Urizenic values in Eternity. 
Jerusalein: pl. S. 12. E 15 1. 
Jerusalern: pl. 8.15. E151. 

82 Four Zoas: 11. p. 28.25 - p. 29.2. E318-19. 
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Los - in another claim to individuality - constructs to hide Enitharmon in Night V of that 

poem. There is no doubt, however, that in Jerusalem the valorization of Los's activity is 

overwhelmingly affirmative, thus standing in stark contrast with that earlier epic. Blake makes 

a claim for the work as the product of Los's unique inspiration, requiring readers to read his 

activity positively. The problem for both Blake and Los is one that I have highlighted 

throughout the first half of this study. When all existence is built on the foundational principles 

of legal structure and code, how is it possible to articulate resistance to a given legal code 

without using the language of the law? A world where law inevitably answers law, where 

claimed fundamental freedoms are defined through law, is trapped within a cycle of regulation 

which admits of no escape. It is unsurprising that law is given prominence in Los's 

Golgonooza: 

All things acted on Earth are seen in the bright Sculptures of 
Los's Halls & every Age renews its powers from these Works 
With every pathetic story possible to happen from Hate or 
Wayward Love & every sorrow & distress is carved here 
I ... I All that can happen to Man in his pilgrimage of seventy years 
Such is the Divine Written Law of Horeb & Sinai: 
And such the Holy Gospel of Mount Olivet & Calvary 84 

The halls of Los's city are decorated with sculpted representations of the moral law. How, 

then, are readers to understand his activity as being in some sense positive? 

Los differs from Urizen in terms of his prophetic inspiration. As I have discussed, in Milton 

Blake appears to advocate prophecy as the means to some kind of transcendence of the Satanic 

cycle of regulation, to an appreciation of the divine Laws of Eternity. In Jerusalem Blake 

extends this positive treatment of law. Law and the trappings of structured ontology do not, in 

general, bear wholly negative associations in this poem. In Milton, Blake suggests that it is 

possible for legal discourse to be informed, even redeemed, by prophecy, resulting in a 

prophetic legislation which opens up to the Infinite, rather than closing down to the 

increasingly particularized and finite. Nevertheless, though he expresses the wish in that poem 

that 'all the Lord's people were prophets', there seems to be little to do other than to wait for 

the great prophet-leader. Moreover, Milton gives little attention to how that prophet may be 

83 Jerusalem: P1.10,62, pl. 11.3. E154. 
84 Jerusalem: P1.16.61,67. E161. 
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recognized, or exactly how he may address the inhabitants of the human world. In Jerusalem, 

Blake appears keen to restore the power to change the human condition to ordinary people, to 

translate the radical potential of prophecy into individual intellectual empowerment. In this 

respect, Jerusalem has much greater immediacy both for the political events of the early- 

nineteenth century, and for the legacy of the various f6mas of 1790s radicalism. 85 

It is as a prophet legislator that Los's activity in Jerusalem may be understood as a 

preservation of political radicalism, rather than a decay into Urizenic fixity. Although readers 

may be tempted (in the light of the Lambeth books and The Four Zoas) to consider this work 

as Urizenic, or even Newtonian, Blake explicitly presents Los as a divine prophet in the later 

chapters of the epic . 
86 It is, indeed, in these passages that Los's characterization in Jerusalem 

may be understood as directly informed by Blake's experimentation with the voices of law and 

prophecy in Milton, and his development in that poem of the prophetic hero. An important 

example is to be found midway through Chapter Two of Jerusalem, as the four Zoas despair of 

the conflict which has emerged between them, and the sickness of Albion which has been the 

result. They long for the liberation of Jerusalem from the bonds of Babylon, the realization of 

humanity's Divine Form: '0 God of Albion descend! deliver Jerusalem from the Oaken 

Groves! ý87 Los responds angrily, conderrming the Zoas' appeal to a distant, deist God. He 

suggests that they should act for themselves 'in whom God dwells'. 88 In words inserted into the 

poem from Milton's climactic speech in the earlier epic, Los condemns the generalizing 

philosophy which sets up a 'pretence of Art, to destroy Art: a pretence of Liberty I To destroy 

Liberty. a pretence of Religion to destroy Religion'. 89 In a moment of visionary inspiration Los 

compares the corrupt human world with its pure divine form: 

Instead of Albions lovely mountains & the curtains of Jerusalem 
I see a Cave, a Rock, a Tree deadly and poisonous, unimaginative: 

85 Erdman has stated influentially that Blake retreats from a direct engagement with the history of his times: 'at 
least the text as we have it does not indicate that Waterloo and the postwar policy of "denying the Resurrection" 

of France upset the poet's calculations' (Prophet, p. 462). Other scholars, developing suggestions by Morton in 
The Everlasting Gospel, object to unnaunced accounts of Blake's withdrawal from a political immediacy in his 

writing and point to his adoption of a politically-radicalized millenarian discourse. Janowitz cautions that though 
Blake may 'have indeed become disillusioned with the later stages of the French Revolution', he nevertheless 
'didn't abandon his political intentions' (p. 15 1). 1 argue that Blake's use of a radicalized prophetic voice has 

significant political resonances, and is the means by which he is able to maintain his radicalism in his later work. 
86 Los exclaims as he argues with his spectre: 'I am inspired: I act not for myself: for Albions sake II now am 
what I am7 (pl. 8,17-18, E151). 
" Jerusalem: pl. 38[43]. 11. E 184. 
" Jerusalem: pl. 38[43]. 13. E184. 
89 Jerusalem: pl. 38[43]. 35. E185. 
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Instead of the Mutual Forgiveness, the Minute Particulars, I see 
Pits of bitumen ever burning: artificial Riches of the Canaanite 
Like Lakes of liquid lead: instead of heavenly Chapels, built 
By our dear Lord: I see Worlds crusted with snows & ice; 
I see a Wicker Idol woven round Jerusalems children. I see 90 

The repetition of 'I see' throughout this passage (continued for a further fifteen lines) 

emphasizes the prophetic, visionary nature of Los's words. The beautiful vision of Jerusalem 

has been perverted until Jerusalem herself is hidden behind the 'Wicker Idol', another 

reference to the Wicker Man of Scandinavia, the generalizing false outline which aggregates, 

establishing a false outline disguising individuality and divine form. 91 In the wake of this 
92 

revelation, the other Zoas elect Los to 'Watch over' their world 'Till Jesus shall appear'. In 

falfilment of this task, Los is glimpsed throughout Jerusalem performing his duties as watcher, 

as a guard marching on the ramparts of Golgonooza, and as a prophet keeping alert for fiirther 

visions from Eternity. Moreover, the other Zoas 'gave their power to Los I Naming him the 
93 Spirit of Prophecy, calling him Elijah'. This identification is given the strongest possible 

endorsement in the closing stages of the poen-4 where Albion describes the appearance of 

. 
94 - inence of the Jesus: 'I see thee in the likeness & similitude of Los my Friend' The prom 

Watch is greatest in the first half of the fourth chapter, in which Los is described patrolling the 

walls of the city of Golgonooza. J go upon my watch' he tells the Sons of Albion, 'Listen to 

your Watchmans voice'. 95 As he watches, Los sings another visionary description, of the city 

of Jerusalem itself: '0 lovely mild Jerusalem! 0 Shiloh of Mount Ephraim! II see thy Gates of 

precious stones: thy Walls of gold & silver'. 96 In these passages Blake alludes to both the 

embodiment of Los as a builder of cities, and that of Los as a prophet. The experience of The 

Four Zoas suggests that these two occupations are antithetical, though a theoretical basis for 

their intersection is glimpsed in Milton. How does Blake seek to resolve them in the person of 

Los in Jerusalem? 

With this problem in mind a new focus may be brought to bear on the somewhat cryptic 

genesis of Los's work constructing Golgonooza in the first chapter. In promising to create his 

90 Jerusalem: pl. 38[43]. 59. E185. 
9' Janowitz observes that 'this Druid idol takes the shape of a man filled with men, a mirror image of Albion as a 

nation filled with men. The Wicker Idol, the icon of cruel sacrificial destruction, parodies the potential redemption 

of Albion' (p. 166). 
9' Jerusalem: pl. 39[44]. 29,30. E 187. 
93 Jerusalem: pl. 39[44]. 30. E187. 
94 Jerusalem: pl. 96.22. E256. 
95 Jerusalem: pl. 83.61,64, E242. 
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own 6system' in order to avoid enslavement to another man's, Los actively distinguishes his 

method from that of Urizen: 'I will not Reason & Compare: my business is to Create' 
. 
97 Lo S's 

statement on the following plate offers some clarification of his position. In creating his 

system, Los does not envisage repeating 'the same dull round over again'; 98 rather, he 

describes his own work as 'Striving with Systems to deliver Individuals from those Systems 99 

The foundational fabric of the created world is that of structure,, of law,, of systems, the 

components of which are hidden from view by the curtains of Mystery. Blake has discovered 

that it is impossible to articulate resistance to such an understanding of existence without 

speaking in the language of that ontology, in the discourse of laws, buildings and structures. 100 

Prophets must speak in the language of the world they address, otherwise they will not be 

heard at all. Los must therefore engage in System construction, as a means of delivering 

'Individuals from those Systems'. Blake soon provides an example of this. Within the intense 

industry of Los's furnaces, Los is able to report that: 

I saw the finger of God go forth 
Upon my Furnaces, from within the Wheels of Albions Sons: 
Fixing their Systems, permanent: by mathematic power 
Giving a body to Falshood that it may be cast off for ever. 
With Demonstrative Science piercing Apollyon with his own bow! 101 

'Mathematic power' is the language of the Newtonian cosmos, which Blake has parodied in 

The Four Zoas. In Milton, moreover, such power is the preserve of Satan. Yet here in 

Jerusalem, God is able to act through the ftirnaces of Los, and use the weapons of his enemies 

to defeat them, 'piercing Apollyon with his own bow'. The only way of conveying to human 

perception the true evil of the falsehoods under which it labours, is to present these falsehoods 

as a system, as a 'form'; only then may it be recognized for what it is, and cast off. The 

necessity for the prophet of speaking in the language of those he addresses, is also seen in 

Los's resistance to his Spectre's arguments for revenge against Albion: 

Pity must join together those whom wrath has torn in sunder, 
And the Religion of Generation which was meantfor the destruction 

96 Jerusalem: pl. 85.22. E244. 
97 Jerusalem: pl. 10.21. E153. 
98 There Is No Natural Religion: [b]. E2. 
99 Jerusalem: pl. 11.5. E 15 4. 
100 In seeking to resolve the Urizenic tendencies within Los, Paley makes a similar observation, that Los 'divides 

and "fixes" in order to establish a structure of meaning in the fallen world' (Continuing, p. 269). 
" Jerusalem: pl. 12.10. E155. 
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Of Jerusalem, become her covering, till the time of the End. 
0 holy Generation! of regeneration! 
0 point of mutual forgiveness between Enemies! 

102 Birthplace of the Lamb of God incomprehensible 

Los's task is to use the language of his enernies, the 'Religion of Generation', the only words 

which will be comprehended in an Albion far divided from Jerusalen-4 in order to preserve and 

protect the idea of Jerusalem, to act as a 'covering, till the time of the End'. 103 

In setting out to construct Golgonooza, Los is engaged in a building activity unlike any yet 

seen in the created world. His city is designed to 'deliver' the inhabitants of the human world 
from the city they currently live in - Babylon - and set them on the right path towards the true 

realization of their divine potential, Jerusalem. Golgonooza is revealed as a city based on codes 

of law, because that is the only basis upon which a city may be built in the diseased Albion. 

The only alternative for Los is inaction, a possibility he rejects not only at the beginning of the 

history offered in Jerusalem, but throughout. Indeed, the chief difference in Blake's description 

of Los's activities in this poem from that of his earlier work, is that Los is never inactive. The 

city of Golgonooza is never considered to be complete. The entire poem is set against the 

backdrop of Los's continual work at his furnaces, a setting established by short references to 

this activity throughout. 104Golgonooza is a city which is under continual metamorphosis: 

Here on the banks of the Tbames, Los builded Golgonooza, 
Outside of the Gates of the Human Heart, beneath Beulah 
In the midst of the rock of the Altars of Albion. In fears 
He builded it, in rage & in fury. It is the Spiritual Fourfold 
London: continually building & continually decaying desolate! 
In eternal labours: loud the Furnaces & loud the Anvils 
Of Death thunder incessant 105 

102 Jerusalem: pl. 7.62. E 150, emphasis added. Erdman has recovered the word 'image' from letter fragments 

which exist in the gap in the fourth line of this quotation. I have excluded it here, in favour of the more compelling 
construction achieved through its removal. 
103 Hazard Adams's discussion of Blake's creation of 'symbolic worlds' is helpful here; 'Blake's view suggests 
that we create symbolic worlds, and that these are for all practical purposes the only worlds we have. What we 
have made them makes us what we are. We can only make a world with a language, indeed in a language. There is 

nothing imaginable independent of a medium to imagine in' ('Blake, Jerusalem, and Symbolic Form', Blake 
Studies, 7 (1974-75), 143-66, (p. 166)). 
"4jerusalem: pl. 30[34]. 17-22. E176; pl. 46[32]. 3-9. E195; pl. 53.15-22. E203; pl. 56.1-37. E206; pl. 86.34- 
39. E245; pl. 88.44-56. E247. 
105 Jerusalem: pl. 53.15. E203. 
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Plate seventy-two provides the emblem of Los's activity, the globe of the human world, 

watched over by angels, with the motto 'continually Building. Continually Decaying because 

of Love & Jealousy' spiralling towards its Centre (see figure fourteen). 106 The Golgonooza of 
Jerusalem is in a state of unending renewal. Nothing is allowed to stand still. At no point, as in 

descriptions of Los's activity elsewhere in Blake's corpus, does Los abandon the furnaces and 
let them grow cold, allowing the world to freeze into Urizenic petrification. 107 The City Of 
Golgonooza provides an architectural model for the foundation of a world which is ultimately 

to blossom as the realization of humanity's divine form, Jerusalem. This stands in striking 

contrast to the Blackstonian Gothic castle that is forever being extended, enlarged to meet 

changing requirements. It is never renewed - parts of it are allowed to fall into disuse, but are 

retained in their redundancy in favour of the edifice's ability to inspire 'awe' and a myth of 

unassailability, qualities by which those within are kept in thrall. In Golgonooza, Los does not 

produce an ever-larger city; when parts of his building become redundant, they are demolished 

and rebuilt. The city never grows old, never stagnates. 108 

Elsewhere in the poem, the myth of the ancient constitution in which Blackstone 

participates and which is illustrated by his Gothic castle metaphor, is deliberately subverted. 

This myth forms an explicitly legal account of the nation's origins, which held as sacred an 

indigenous, ultimately divine law which was received by the ancient British kings and which 

had survived the upheaval of the Norman Conquest. On plate seventy-three, Blake provides a 

similar list of 'all the Kings & Nobles of the Earth': 109 

Satan Cain Tubal Nimrod Pharoh Priam. Bladud Belin 
Arthur Alfred the Norman Conqueror Richard John 
[Edward Henry Elizabeth James Charles William George]' 10 

The list demonstrates a continuity reaching back beyond William the Conqueror to Alfred, 

whose supposed legal doctrines were often quoted as evidence for the ancientness of English 

law (even though, by those same accounts, such doctrines were already 'irmnemorial' in 

Alfred's day). The presence of Bladud, Belin and Arthur adheres to the traditional account of 

106 The faint outlines of continents on this globe in copy E (reproduced here) are more clearly defined in the 
monochrome copies (see Erdman's facsimile of copy D in Rluminated Blake, pp. 280-379). 
107 See Paley, Energy, p. 255 and Deen, p. 205. 
108 Ferber suggests that this privileging of Los's work stands in contrast to the traditional wisdom of western 
society, that 'labor is a means to an end' (Social Vision, p. 149). 
`9 Jerusalem: pl. 73.38. E228. 
110 Jerusalem: pl. 73.35. E228. 
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England's ancient history as provided, for example, in Milton's History of Britain. The 

inclusion of Priam alludes to the legendary origins of the British among the exiled Trojans. 

Blake deliberately subverts this noble account of origins, however, by providing further 

ancestors, culminating in Satan himself, creator of the 'laws of sacrifice for sin', the author (in 

Milton) of the scroll of the Seven Deadly Sins and of the 'Punishments & deaths musterd & 

number'd'. 111 As in Milton, Blake positions himself as a prophet, the stranger who with a 
6sudden outburst" can turn. upside-down the most cherished and sacred of accounts. 112 Blake's 

consciousness of the political sensitivity of these lines is, perhaps, indicated by his decision to 

obliterate the third line of the above quotation from the copperplate. 113 As Blake conments in 

his annotations to Watson, 'All Penal Laws court Transgression & therefore are cruelty & 

Murder' 114 
- by the simple device of a Est of kings, he therefore demonstrates the truth which 

lies behind England's sacred account of itself as a nation built on a set of immemorial sacred 
laws. Blackstone theorized that those laws reached back through the centuries to the creation 
itself, that their foundations were provided by God; as Blake describes in his dedication 'To the 

Deists', however, those supposed Christians who worship Satan build churches which look just 

like those of the true religion, and also call their object of worship 'God'. 115 These are the 

Deists who alone are responsible, in Blake's opinion, for the wars in the name of religion 

which are scattered through Christian history. The myth of the ancient constitution is therefore, 

for Blake, a Deist/Satanic notion. 

Golgonooza is a 'continuing city', a city in which structure is never allowed to become 

permanent, in wMch laws do not ossify into draconian, unchangeable regulations. Blake 

provides an example of this redemptive construction, describing the recuperation of the sites 

that various legal codes have established as the place of human sacrifice: 116 

111 Milton: pl. 9.2 1. E 103. 
112 Janowitz highlights this passage as evidence for the way in which Blake 'take[s] on the transcendant 
homogeneous myth of Britain and critically differentiate[s] it into an immanently utopian myth of liberation' (p. 
15 1). She demonstrates how the official history of Britain, the nationalism which claimed legitimacy through 
descent beyond William the Conqueror to the exiled Trojans, is subverted by Blake's extension of the list through 
Pharaoh, Nimrod, Tubal, Cain, and ultimately to Satan (p. 148). 
113 The line has been reconstructed by Erdman ('The Suppressed and Altered Passages in Blake's Jerusalem', 
Studies in Bibliography, 17 (1964), 1-54). 
114 Annotations to Watson: E618. 
115 Jerusalem: pl. 52. E200-02. Bloom is correct III observing that the address is 'to State Christianity or the 
established religion of any nation at any time', as opposed to the spiritually religious (Apocalypse, p. 402). 
116 johnSton compares this building to the Golden Hall of Urizen in The Four Zoas: 'Los, architect of this capital, 
knows the intimate connection between urban renewal and human renewal, whereas Urizen's construction in The 
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What are those golden builders doing? where was the burying-place 
Of soft Ethinthus? -near Tyburns fatal Tree? is that 
Mild Zions hills most ancient promontory; near mournful 
Ever weeping Paddington? is that Calvary and Golgotha? 
Becoming a building of pity and compassion? Lo! 
The stones are pity, and the bricks, well wrought affections: 
Enameld with love & kindness, & the tiles engraven gold 
Labour of merciful hands: the beams & rafters are forgiveness: 
The mortar & cement of the work, tears of honesty: the nails, 
And the screws & iron braces, are well wrought blandishments, 
And well contrived words, firm fixing, never forgotten, 
Always comforting the remembrance 1 17 

Tyburn (-near Paddington), Calvary and Golgotha, sites of the ultimate statement of the 

enslavement of humanity to individual codes of law, are thus incorporated as constituent parts 

of the city of Golgonooza, transformed into a 'building of pity and compassion'. The passage, 

which continues its analysis of the individual elements of the building ('the floors, humility, I 

The cielings, devotion: the hearths, thanksgiving'), 118 climaxes in Los's conunand to his 

workers: 'Go on, builders in hope: tho Jerusalem wanders far away, I Without the gate of Los: 

among the dark Satanic wheels'. 119 Similarly, two plates earlier, Los describes his work as a 
'labour in hope'. 120 Golgonooza is the building established through continual hope, expressive 

of Los's faith in the vision of Jerusalem. The prophet may be compelled to speak in the words 

of the law, and even make use of the solidity and fixity offered by corrupted legality, to 

enunciate resistance to those codes in the human world, even if his vision of human redemption 

ultimately rests on a redeemed legality which prizes the infinite and the divine. 

Jerusalem and the Laws of Eternity 

The final chapter of Jerusalem completes the epic's account of the emergence of the moral 

law and its enshrinement as the sovereign authority in the human world. Vala, who is described 

as the embodiment of the moral law in this epic, is appointed as supreme leader by the sons of 

Albion: 'They took their Mother Vala, and they crown'd her with gold: I They namd her 

Four Zoas has all the marks of a city, but it is substance without spirit' (p. 426). This link of urban renewal with 
human renewal succinctly describes Los's style of redemptive building in Jerusalem. 
"' Jerusalem: pl. 12.25. E155. 
118 Jerusalem: pl. 12.36. E 155. 
119 Jerusalem: pl. 12.43. E 156. 
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ý 121 Rahab, & gave her power over the Earth . Real form is thus given to what has thus far been a 
6system of moral virtue', 'A Religion of Chastity, forming a Conunerce to sell Loves I With 
Moral Law'. 122 Vala's claims to a divine beauty are false. The aggregate forrn of the reasoning 
spectres who impose the moral law is the antithesis of the innocent young virgin, Jerusalem; it 
is a Tolypus of Death' which withers 'the Human Form by Laws of Sacrifice for Sin I By 
Laws of Chastity & Abhorrence', a 'Swelld & bloated Form' : 123 

a ravening eating Cancer 
[ ... I A Polypus of Roots of Reasoning Doubt Despair & Death. 
Going forth & returning from Albions Rocks to Canaan: 
Devouring Jerusalem from every Nation of the Earth 124 

It is worth pausing to sununarize the various elements of the narrative of this perverted 

aggregate form of the moral law. Blake names Vala the 'shadow of Jerusalem'; Vala is the 

perverted actualization of the Divine Vision of Humanity in the vortex of the created world. 
She is exalted as the supreme ruler of the city of Babylon, and takes her monarchic name - 
Rahab - from the corrupted system of moral laws, a Religion of Chastity, which spreads like a 

cancerous growth within the human world, violating the limits of divine form. The city of 

Babylon is not the perfect symmetrical city of humanity's dreams; it is depicted throughout the 

final chapter of Jerusalem as a city of ruins. Its buildings are revealed to be cornposed of 

disconnected trilithic units like those of Stonehenge, which Blake - following the widespread 

acceptance of the theories of William Stukeley - considered to be an ancient British druidic 

architectural form. 125 

120 Jerusalem: pl. 9.28. E152. 
121 Jerusalem: pl. 78.15. E234. 
122 Jerusalem: pl. 69.34. E223. 
123 Jerusalem: pl. 49.24. E 198; pl. 91.28. E25 1. See Paul Miner, The Polyp as a Symbol in the Poetry of 
William Blake', Texas Studies in Literature and Language, 2 (1960-61), 198-205, p. 202. In addition to being a 
cancerous tumour, Barrell has noted that the polypus was 'the name for the group of worm-like organisms which 
included the freshwater hydra described by Linnaeus, a favourite example among 18d-century naturalists of 
solitary reproduction' ('Divided We Grow', London Review of Books, 5 June 2003, pp. 8-11 (p. 8)). Barrell 
demonstrates that both meanings were present in its use by the Pitt government as a metaphor for the London 
Corresponding Society, suggestions which are also pertinent for Blake's own use of the device. 
124 Jerusalem: pl. 69.2. E223. 
125 Stukeley identifies the Saxon etymology of 'henge' as 'a hanging-rod or pole, i. e. a gallows; and Stonehenge is 
a stone gallows' (Stonehenge, pp. 7-8). This connection between the trilithons of Blake's plate illuminations and 
the Tyburn tree mentioned in the text does not rest on a knowledge of Stukeley, as the word is homonymic. For 
suggestions regarding Blake's knowledge of Stukeley, see Paley, 'Blake and Architecture', pp. 192-95. 
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The dedicatory plate 'To the Christians' which prefaces the final chapter of Jerusalem 

contains a fascinating short poem 'I stood among my valleys of the south'. It is apocalyptic in 

theme and language. The speaker, a visionary like that of the author of Revelation, is perhaps 
to be understood as Blake himself. 126 He describes a wheel of fire, which rolling 'against the 
current' of Creation 'devourd all things in its loud I Fury & thundering course', shrinking Man 
itself into 'a little root a fathom long'. 127 On enquiring of a Watcher, the speaker learns that the 

wheel is called 'the Wheel of Religion'. 128 He is aghast: 

I wept & said. Is this the law of Jesus 
Ms terrible devouring sword turning every way 
He answered; Jesus died because he strove 
Against the current of this Wheel 
I 

... I But Jesus is the bright Preacher of Life 
Creating Nature from this fiery Law, 
By self-denial & forgiveness of Sin. 129 

The allusion in the second line of this passage is to the spinning sword by which Yahweh 

denies humanity any return to the garden of Eden in the Genesis account of the Fan, the means 
by which a cruel god keeps humanity enslaved to a set of moral laws. 130 It is, however,, the 

answer to the visionary's question, 'is this the law of JesusT that is particularly interesting. For 

while advising that the Wheel of Religion is not that law, the Watcher teaches Blake what 
Jesus's law really is: 'self-denial & forgiveness of Sin'. This claim to a divine law echoes 
Milton's appeal to the 'Laws of Eternity' in the earlier epic, which advise that 'each shall 

mutually I Annihilate himself for others good'. 131 Similar echoes are heard in Los's 

understanding of the perpetuation of criminahty in the human world. Los recognizes that there 

126 See Hughes, p. 48. Judith Ott suggests that the much-discussed image of the eagle-headed man on plate 
seventy-eight is a representation of John of Patmos Isle as he receives the vision which he describes in Revelation. 
She suggests that Blake is alluding to his own moment of prophetic inspiration (see 'The Bird-Man of William 
Blake's Jerusalem', Blake Newsletter, 10 (1976-77), 48-5 1). 
127 Jerusalem: pl. 77.4,11. E232. 
128 Jerusalem: pl. 77.13. E232. 
129 Jerusalem: pl. 77.14,21. E232. 
130 Genesis 3.24. 
131 Milton: pl. 38[43], 35-36, E139. Miner is one of few critics prepared to take on Blake positive references to 
law in these passages, arguing that Blake advocates the replacement of the dead laws of Moses with the living 
laws of Jesus ('Blake and the Night Sky III: Visionary Astronomy', Bulletin of Research in the Humanities, 84 
(1981), 305-36, (p. 33 1)). Though this has affinities with my argument, I do not consider that Blake is simply 
suggesting that one code of written laws are exchanged for another, or that his work becomes so conventional as 
to simply advocate the doctrine of the New Testament over that of the Old. I argue that it is Blake's portrayal of a 
radicalized Jesus, who cannot be accommodated within the texts of organized religion, that allows access to a 

Ity which rejects the ossification suggested by codificati redeemed legal' ion. 
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is no Point in punishing criminals, for this is simply to 'Punish the already punishd'; 132 they 

deserve pity, not punishment. The strict codes of law in which the punishments are 'musterd 

and number'd' are a stimulus for further criminality, not less. 

Blake's vision of the recovery of a divine humanity from the perversions of the World of 
Time and Space is only perceived as a-legal in nature when considered within the confmes of 

that vortex. The Human Form Divine is, crucially, a definite form; what I call the 'Human 

Fon-n Satanic'. for all that it is claimed to beframed by narrow laws, is shown by Blake to be 

formIess, the Polypus of Death. 133 Legality itself is not a perversion; but in the abstraction of 
Eternity which becomes stated in the World of Time and Space, legality becomes corrupted 
into a means of oppression rather than liberation. Blake struggles to communicate to his 

readers what laws and forms may be Eke when seen from the perspective of Eternity. He 

attempts to convey these truths by using the metaphor of a set of wheels. Under the reign of the 

Enlightenment philosophy represented by Newton and Locke, wheels have 'cogs tyrannic I 

Moving by compulsion each other', an unshakeable law of action and reaction. 134 In Eden, by 

contrast, 'Wheel within Wheel in freedom revolve in harmony & peace'. 135 Both Eden and the 

human world have wheels, but in Eden there are no cogs - the form remains, and the 

movement is still rotational, but the element of compulsion is removed. 136 On plate ninety- 

eight, the liberation of the Divine Humanity is celebrated. The false body of death is driven 

outward, the 'lineaments of Man' are revealed: 'every Man stood Fourfold, each Four Faces 

had 7.137 Their activities, Blake admits, are quite simply 'incornprehensible': 

And they conversed together in Visionary forms dramatic which bright 
Redounded from their Tongues in thunderous majesty, in Visions 
In new Expanses, creating exemplars of Memory and of Intellect 
Creating Space, Creating Tii[ne according to the wonders Divine 
Of Human Imagination 

132 Jerusalem: pl. 45[31]. 34. E194. 
133 Mellor suggests that 'the distinction between the infinite form divine and the fallen, degenerate human form is 
not solely one of vision; it is also a fact, a state of being' (Blake's Human Form Divine, p. 218). 
134 Jerusalem: pl. 15.18. E159. 
135 Jerusalem: pl. 15.20. E159. 
136 Frye observes that 'all images whatever may be symbols of the world of innocence when thought of in terms of 
eternal existence, and symbols of the world of experience when thought of in terms of death and annihilation' 
(Fearful Symmetry, p. 382). However, I do not agree that a simple distinction between innocence and experience 
remains helpful in discriminating between Eternity and the World of Time and Space. 
"' Jerusalem: pl. 98.12. E257. Fourfold existence is that of Eternity. Throughout Jerusalem, each individual in 
the human world has a restricted perception, symbolized by the closure of the fourth of four gates, that which 
reaches outwards (or westwards) to Eternity. This is also reflected in Los's Golgonooza, M which all the west- 
facing gates are closed. As a prophetic writer, however, Blake himself is empowered to glimpse Eternity: 'I see 
the Fourfold Man' he reports, 'I see the Past, Present & Future. existing all at once' (pl. 15.6,8. E159). 
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such was the variation of Time & Space 
Which vary according as the Organs of Perception vary & they walked 
To & fro in Eternity as One Man reflecting each in each & clearly seen 
And seeing: according tofitness & order. 138 

Life in Eternity is far from the anarchy which naYve earth-bound concepts of the absence of law 

would imply. The universal humanity, the 'One Man', is reflected in each individual. Forms 

are not static but 'dramatic". time and space themselves have a fluidity which responds directly 

to the Human Imagination 139 
- and yet, notwithstanding this freedom of movement, everything 

is nevertheless glimpsed as according to some standard of 'fitness & order'. That order is 

contained in a divine legal document, the 'Mutual Covenant Divine', a legality founded upon 
'the Forgiveness of Sins'. 140 All the 'living creatures of the Earth' celebrate the victory of this 
legality, the 'Covenant Jehovah', over that of the Satanic world, 'the Covenant of Priam. 

Where is the Covenant of Priam, the Moral Virtues of the Heathen[? ] 
Where is the Tree of Good & Evil that rooted beneath the cruel heel 
Of Albions Spectre the Patriarch Druid! where are all his Human Sacrifices 
For Sin in War & in the Druid Temples of the Accuser of Sin: beneath 
The Oak Groves of Albion that coverd the whole Earth beneath his Spectre[? ] 
Where are the Kingdoms of the World & all their glory that grew on Desolation 
The Fruit of Albions Poverty Tree[? ] 141 

This 'Covenant of Priam' is recognized as the perverted legal and moral code within which the 

human world has been trapped, a 'demonic parody of Jehovah's true covenant'. 142Tbe living 

creatures joyfully discard this 'covenant' of moral laws and its monuments, the gallows tree 

and the 'druid temples'. 143 

Blake ends Jerusalem with a glimpse of Eternity in the full-page illustration for plate one- 
hundred (figure fifteen). The central figure is strikingly reminiscent of the famous frontispiece 

138 Jerusalem: pl. 98.28,37. E257-58 (emphasis added). 
139Doskow's paraphrase is particularly helpful: 'Redeemed inner vision, perception, and sense are here reflected 
in outer appearances, in the imaginative renewal of time and space. Just as scientific reason is included with 
prophetic poetry in the Chariots of the Almighty [ ... j so too is memory included here with intellect as part of the 
eternal activity of imaginative man' (Jerusalem, p. 167). 
140 Jerusalem: pl. 98.41,45. E258. 
141 Jerusalem: pl. 98.46. E258. 'Priam' is one of the ancestors of the British as noted in the passage on plate 
seventy-three. 
142 Doskow, Jerusalem, pp. 167-68. 
143 Blake's naming of the two covenants may derive from a contemporaneous theological usage which 
distinguished between the 'Old' and the 'New' covenants, referring respectively to the law of the Ten 
Commandments contained in the Old Testament, and that of Jesus contained in the New. 
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of Europe which depicts Urizen the lawmaker measuring out the infinite with his compasses. 
While the figure in the Jerusalem plate holds the compasses in one hand, however, he holds in 

the other the hammer of the blacksmith/builder, Los. Kenneth Johnston's suggestion that the 

figure thus represents a unification of the Urthona and Urizen tendencies is well founded, and 
is particularly arresting in terms of the interests of this study. 144 The figure integrates the 

architect (holding the compasses of fine measurement) with the builder (holding the hammer of 

construction), the reunification of the roles of designer and artificer whose division over the 

course of human history, as Blake tells it, is a symptom of Satanic existence. 145 Moreover, it is 

a compelling visual emblem of the continued importance of the Urizenic in Blake's conception 

of Eternity, thatform and its attendant concept of legality, are essential qualities of the Divine 

Vision of Humanity. 

This Urthona/Urizen figure may be understood as an embodiment of the combined 

prophet/lawmaker which Blake constructs in the person of Paine in his annotations to Watson. 

Paine's account in The Rights of Man of a legislated freedom is predicated on a retreat from the 

institutional scaffolding of a state- sanctioned religion. The constitutionalism which is theorized 

in his work is a secular framework for human society in which the law, divorced from any 

sense of a divine origin or sacred authority, is reified as king. Law and religion, in the Paineite 

account, should be mutually exclusive; state religion, in particular, is a monster which must 

never be allowed to resurface in the new political orders in America and Europe. Blake agrees 

with many of Paine's conclusions. In Blake's nineteenth-century accounts, however, the 

Satanic law itself - which he has recognized as the chief ontological principle of the human 

world - is the pernicious impulse which hinders the realization of the Human Form Divine. 

Blake's unique contribution to the debate about constitutionalism is to suggest that while Paine 

and his contemporaries are correct in their antagonism to state religion as the locus of the 

hegemony of the ancien regime, they are mistaken in separating the human and the divine via a 

codified, delineated secular law. Humanity and the Divine, in Blake's account, are inseparable; 

the true constitutionalism is a work of prophecy, a redeemed legality which opens up to the 

1441t suggests, Johnston writes, 'a visual representation [ ... ] of the reunion of Urizen and Los, or Reason and 
Imagination, which he no less than Wordsworth or Shelley longed for in the intellectual life of his times' (p. 437). 
See also Mellor, Blake's Human Form Divine, pp. 330-32; Ben F. Nelms, "Exemplars of Memory and of 
Intellect": Jerusalem, plates 96-100, Blake Studies, 5.2 (Spring 1973), 81-90 (p. 86); Paley, 'Blake and 
Architecture', pp. 194-95, and Continuing City, pp. 273-77. Alternative interpretations are offered by Witke (p. 
214) and Doskow (Jerusalem, pp. 27-29), who both identify the central figure as Albion. 
145 Mellor suggests that this 'embodies Blake's conception of the union of imagination and reason In the creative 
process' (p. 33 1). 
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universal Divine Form of Humanity, rather than closing down to a barren secular redaction of 

that form 

Throughout Blake's work of the 1790s, law seems to offer hope for the establishment of a 

regenerate human community, but is shown time and again to crystallize into a cycle of 

regulation which reinforces the limits which restrict the Imagination. In figuring the salvation 

of mankind as an apocalypse in the final Night of The Four Zoas, Blake disengages the 
impingement of individual human actions on the recovery of the world. He implies that 

political movements which promise radical change are doomed to failure, and leaves his 

readers with a forlorn hope in a distant millenarian future. In his nineteenth-century epics 
Blake restores a sense of the value of humanity's striving for Jerusalem, for the realization of 

the Human Form Divine, an activity described in Jerusalem as the building-up of Golgonooza. 

In this sense, neither Milton nor Jerusalem fit con-dortably in the genre of Christian 

apocalypse. Indeed, in his explicit acknowledgement of the inherent perfection of Humanity, 

Blake appears reconciled with certain undercurrents of Enlightenment thought. What 

distinguishes Blake's vision from the more secular account of Enlightenment philosophy, is his 

uncertainty about whether Los's renewal of Golgonooza is the redemptive activity of prophetic 
legislation itself or simply the work of the faithful awaiting Jesus. 

All that Blake can do is lead by example. His own legacy is the epic named Jerusalem, a 

work upon which he lavished time, effort, and what little money he had for many of the last 

twenty years of his life. This is particularly true of the unique colour copy IS which Paley 

suggests had a 'special status' for Blake, the only copy which Blake himself considered to be 

'Finishd'. 146 Jerusalem has more than twice the number of plates of any other original work by 

the poet; moreover, those plates have twice the area of those used for Milton. 147 Even more 

astonishing is the use of gold on several plates. Though he had enjoyed moderate success as a 

commercial engraver in the 1790s, Blake's life was one of gradually increasing poverty after 

his return to London in 1803.148 It is difficult to see how he could have justified the cost of 

Jerusalem copy E on purely commercial grounds; indeed, the conu-nitment suggests some 

146Letter to George Cumberland, 12 April 1827: E784. 
147 Essick suggests that Blake 'acquired a number of copperplates about the size of Jerusalem, cutting some in half 
for use in Milton and using others full-size in Jerusalem' (William Blake Printmaker (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1980), p. 155). 
148 In 1818 John Linnell wrote that Blake had 'scarcely enough employment to live by' (quoted in Essick, 
Printmaker, P. 156). 



226 

sense of personal spiritual mission. 149Notwithstanding the expense of the materials, copy E of 
Jerusalem bears the hallmarks of the most intense and prolonged labour at every stage of 

production. It is one of the most lavishly illustrated of all Blake's illuminated books, its 

colouring as painstaking as it is vibrant, each plate ornamented with its own border. Paley does 

not exaggerate in stating that 'Blake created, to put it simply, one of the masterpieces of 
-) 150 Western art .I suggest that the copy became his personal prophetic arena within which his 

own visions could acquire reality, his own contribution to the construction of Golgonooza. 

Blake is unable to offer a programme of action by which each individual may become a 

prophet; to do so would be to contradict his vision of prophetic legislation, to lay down a set of 

architectural drawings for Golgonooza which would lead the human world back into 

circularity. The construction of Golgonooza is an activity in which all must participate; but that 

participation must preserve a sense of individual unique contribution. Jerusalem is Blake's 

contribution; he requires of his readers that they find the fragment of divinity which resides in 

their own selves, and declare it stridently. The radical, political imperative of the poem comes 
from Blake's recognition that action which anticipates perfection must supplant mere inertia - 

whether or not that future state is historically inevitable, achievable, or neither. This is how 

Blake's Paineite leanings and his Christian faith are reconciled - he does not have to choose 

between them, but offers a hope beyond both the cycle of regulation and the spiritual sterility 

of Night IX of The Four Zoas. 

149 VjSCorrý s-uggests that copy E was 'Blake's own copy, (Blake and the Idea of the Book, p. 356). 
150 Continuing City, P. 91. 
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Figure Fourteen: Jerusalem, copy E, pl. 72 



Figure Fifteen: Jerusalem, copy E, pl. 100 
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