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Ah, Sunflower
—a Life of William Blake
Edward Sanders
The Bard was rolled upon the linen on November 28, 1757
at 7:45 in the evening
above his father’s hosier’s shop in London
at the corner of Broad Street & Marshall Street in Soho
with four stories and a basement
dad’s hosiery and haberdashery on the ground floor
His father was James Blake
& his mother was Catherine Hermitage Blake
They’d married on October 15, 1752
Catherine had previously been married to another hosier
who had passed away
They were both Dissenters, but the name of their sect is unknown
(Peter Lamborn Wilson suggests it was the Muggletonians; E.P.
Thompson’s book on Blake, Witness Against the Beast:
William Blake and the Moral Law, brings up the M.’s also)
He did not attend any of the Dissenting academies
The Bible was his study book.
He was the third child of four
& had a sister named Catherine
There was a younger brother, John
whom Wm felt his parents favored
in the typical sociology
of the offspring sandwich
He liked his other younger brother Robert
but grrred at his older brother, James, as the “evil one”
who also became a hosier
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The Urge to Collect & Create
Systems

As a young man he began spending time in print shops
& auctions where prints were put up
Dad provided money for him to purchase old prints
& the Bard began his own collection of old prints
(a collection alas he sold in his old age
to raise cash)
Visions
The First Vision was in 1765 or 1767 age 8 or 10
at a place called Peckham Rye
located in South London
where he was a-wandering
& saw some angels shining in a tree
Peter Ackroyd suggests the Peckham Rye vision was
the year his brother Robert was born
and the year he entered drawing school

Visiolalia Leading to Parental Protection & Pounding
Mother Catherine hit Bill for announcing
he had experienced visions
yet another time stood between them
when Dad threatened to punish
over announcement of a Vision
He started drawing
and at age ten, 1767
was sent to Henry Pars Drawing School
for five years
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How Sweet I Roamed from Field to Field
Young Blake cherished his strolls to the outskirts of the city—
part open field
old houses left to decay
beside the new
rot & catabolism everywhere
piles of refuse
evidence of shit & offal
hogs and brick kilns
in the nearby countryside
smoke & fumes
all of these smells and visuals
walled off by the comfort, such as it was,
of his four-story boyhood pad
back in Soho
It was at this time of walkings 1771 he was 13 going on to 14
he began a sketchbook in which he made his drawings, and
and startling verse
including “How sweet I roamed from field to field”
It’s possible the poem was even written as early as the first
year he entered drawing school, when he was ten
But I guess that he began these poems when he was 12
He decided not to attend the Royal Academy Schools
as an early biography asserted
because it would have sapped his father’s resources
so that young Blake suggested engraving.
August 4, 1772
the Bard was apprenticed to Great Queen Street engraver James Basire
where he lived for about seven years
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It set the tone of his creativity
the smells of varnish, lamp black and oil of nut
the ink on his skin high and low
and all his life he bore close to hand
the oil boiling pots, & pans to warm his copper plates,
collections of needles and engraving tools,
linens to strain varnish
rags rags rags rags by the thousand!
feathers to smooth the varnish-grounds on the plates
and stacks of fine papers ready for
the eternity of genius
the square press made of wood
with its worktable and rollers
He loved it! this bone of God’s Zone!

In 1779 when he was 22
Blake applied to enter the Royal Academy Schools
It was free
& 25 were taken in each year
He submitted a drawing
& had to present a recommendation from “an established” artist
Blake was accepted that August under 3 months probation
He had to engrave a human figure
And in early October fully accepted
for six years.
He needed to earn money
living in his parents’ pad on Broad Street
so, while studying, he began work as a commercial engraver.

5
Catherine
1782
Young Blake, the bios allege, was on a semi-rebound
from a mid-twenties infatuation
and while he was visiting relatives in Battersea
he met Catherine Boucher
She was in her early 20s & pretty
Her father was a “market gardener”
of very modest means
He fell in love with her
almost on the moment
That very year, on August 18
they were married
& moved into a tailor’s house on Green Street
on what soon wd become Leicester Square
around the corner from his childhood home
His first book, titled POETICAL SKETCHES BY W.B.
the earliest poems from when he was 12 to 14
with blue-gray covers & hand-sewn pages.
was published in 1783

It was said that Blake sang his poetry
at gatherings of the creative at the
home of Rev. Anthony Stephen and Harriet Mathew
and at the house of Rev. Henry Mathew, in Rathbone Place
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The Rome Project
Around 1784
a wealthy patron tried to raise a subscription to send Blake to Rome
to finish his studies in art, but it failed
whereas his friend John Flaxman himself traveled to Italy with his wife
with the patronage of Josiah Wedgewood,
went to Italy with his wife, lived there seven years,
and won renown on his return

James Blake Passes
In early July 1784, Blake’s father passed away at 61,
& was buried at Bunhill Fields
the Dissenters’ Burying Ground
after which William’s beloved younger brother Robert then around 16
resided with him and Catherine.
Blake and Catherine moved from Green Street
to a place at 27 Broad St,
next door to his mother and brother
& set up a print shop
mainly to sell prints
and he also, perhaps with his inheritance
purchased a wooden rolling press
Probably with his inheritance
for forty pounds
For the rest of his life all his proofs
& his Illuminated Works
“were pulled on his own rolling press.”
—G.E. Bentley, The Stranger from Paradise p. 94
Blake shared the determination to be self-employed
with many of those who wanted radical change.
—see E. P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working
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Class p. 20
Blake was very close to his brother Robert
and trained him in drawing
1785
William & Catherine moved to a house at 28 Poland Street
around the corner from Broad
no doubt to get more room
—a narrow four story place
with a front room, back room
on each floor, and a basement
where they lived till 1790
1784-1785
Blake wrote a satirical burlesque later called
“An Island in the Moon.”

Death of Robert
His younger brother Robert was developing as an artist also—
but became ill, probably with consumption
William sat days with his brother, and at the last breathing
saw his brother’s soul clap hands
with happiness
and rise forth to heaven
early in February 1787 age 19
Maybe it was a Jacob’s ladder clap clap
onto the Fullness of the All

clap clap

That same year Blake read and annotated the works of
Emmanuel Swedenborg a Christian visionary
who saw angels and spirits
& who had lived in London (passing in 1772,
having predicted his exact moment of thanatos)

8

Two Years before they Were to Don the
Bonnet Rouge
Blake allied himself deliberately with the working class
& the small shopowner,
against the brutal gimme of British imperialism.
Then and now, the concept of being self-employed
was cherished among those who wanted radical change
The concept of “urban radicalism”
of the self-inspired, self-employed, self-driven, self-derived
& of “mystical anarchists”
as a tradition
Blake drew from
—Jacob Bronowski
William Blake and the Age of Revolution p. 12

Blake’s great conviction and great confidence
And he had watched as a youth
how the English empire had been
battered by its American colonies
Blake’s
two hatreds:
the “dehumanized machine”
and war
Between Dissent and Stepping Back from the Repression
resteth the Bard in his Anger

“This is the prophetic
power of Blake: that he felt
the coming disasters
of war, empire, and industry
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in his bloodstream, long before
politicians and economists
shivered in their shadows.”
—William Blake and the Age of Revolution
Jacob Bronowski, p. 16

Money
Christianity is Art & not Money. Money is its Curse,
he wrote in “The Laocoön Group”
“The money is going, Mr. Blake!” sterned Catherine.
“Oh, damn the money!” replied the Bard
Christianity is Art & not Money. Money is its Curse.

Ghost of his Brother Robert
1787-’89
During a night likely not long after Robert’s death
the ghost of Robert
appeared to William
and showed him a method of
drawing & writing directly on copper
The next morn Blake rushed to test the haintly idea
of reverse copper plate etching
— etching copper plates with letters and designs in reverse.
“The secret was a fast-drying liquid impervious to acid, probably
a variant of the ordinary engraver’s stopping-out varnish, chiefly
‘pitch diluted with Terps,’ with which the artist could write
and draw directly upon the copper. The spaces around the finished
words and design could then be bitten away with aquafortis in the
usual way, leaving the picture and words standing in relief”
—G.E. Bentley, The Stranger from Paradise p. 102-103
Much effort it took to perfect the concept
Lonely Bard hours barding and brokering.
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The image and lettering were raised up
when the background was eaten away.
He cut a rectangle of copper from a bigger sheet with hammer and chisel
Then, bending down with a magnifying lens &
engraver’s lamp above the cut copper
he sketched upon it a preliminary design with red or white chalk.
Then with a camel hair brush painted the glyphs and words
upon the copper with a mix of salad oil and “candle-grease.”
This salad oil/can-grease would resist what was called the “aqua fortis”
the strange eating mix of
“vinegar, salt armoniack, baysalt and vert de griz”
purchasable from the druggist
The vin/salt/vert application lasted for 3 or 4 hours
usually in two stages
After that the glyphs and words stood out
The plate was then called “bitten in”
He wrote the words backward
using quills
and his store of engraving tools
(For instance, if he didn’t dig the look of an upraised
glyph or word,
he could adjust it & reshape it by cutting it with a tool)
Then, to print, he used “a conventional printer’s ball of cloth”
to apply ink or “black the plate with burnt walnut oil or burnt
linseed oil”
The plate was then “gently” printed on Whatman paper.
(Whatman is “wove” paper, hand made,
named for its inventer James Whatman
It’s strong, rigid, and grained
without what are called “laid lines”)
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Then when printed (and after drying a bit) the Bard
gave the print a “wash” of glue and water
Then he hand-painted the words & images with a
“size color” or “distemper” composed of carpenter’s glue,
water, and colored pigment.
Each page, hand painted, was unique, of itself, hapax,
bardic, illuminated, and genius’d
Catherine learned how to use the printing press
& colored herself some parts of his Illuminated Books
There were many artworks and engravings on the
walls of their narrow 4-story house on Poland Street
where the Book of Thel
appeared as the first work
of reverse copper etching

The Book of Thel 1789

“Thel” the poem lasts 130 lines
plus seven colored plates

The Book of Thel contains the first mention
of Luvah, the Prince of Love
(sexual energy)
“where the Cloud asks her: O virgin, know’st
thou not our steeds drink of the golden springs
where Luvah doth renew his horses?”
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—see Luvah entry in S. Foster Damon’s A Blake Dictionary.
16 copies survive
Through his life he kept the copper plates of Thel
ready to print

The Songs of Innocence
1789

The Songs of Innocence followed soon after Thel

The Songs of Innocence may have been created as a children’s book,
to sell and thereby raise cash for household expenses.
(The Songs of Innocence & Songs of Experience
at first were printed separately
then conjoined
Many of the Songs of Experience are etched on the BACKS
of the copper plates for Songs of Innocence)
Blake sold Songs of Innocence
through his life
the price rising from 5 schillings (’93) to 3 guineas (’18)
—a guinea is worth 21 shillings
and none of the copies contain the poems in the same order
He kept the Innocence plates
always at hand
25 copies of Innocence survive
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“The Laughing Song” from Songs of Innocence
Come live & be merry and join with me,
To sing the sweet chorus of Ha Ha He

Louis XVI, Out of Money
May 5, 1789
Louis XVI ran out of money
& called the national parliament— the Estates-General
to Versailles the first time in 150 years
grievances long built up
There were three estates comprising the parliament:
1. the first, the nobility; 2. the clergy; 3. the bourgeoisie but
also the impoverished and working people
During the early months of the Estates General gathering
the Third Estate rose up
and established a unified National Assembly
shoving aside the nobility & clergy
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& started reforms
with stunning results
When King Louis XVI
upset at the direction of the Estates General
tried to disband the newly constituted National Assembly
Its leaders— Maximilien Robespierre,
Honoré Mirabeau
& Abbé Sieyès
adjourned the Assembly to the Tennis Court at Versailles
where they took the Tennis Court Oath
on June 20, 1789
in which they vowed to create a Constitution for France
Tear-Down of the Bastille
July 14
The royal prison known as the Bastille

known as the stark symbol of evil and absolutism
was attacked and destroyed by the men & women of Paris
& its prisoners set loose
The Spirit of Free
danced invisibly
across the rubbled cobbles
In England Blake and Wordsworth
were absolutely inspired
by the Bastille tear-down.
“Blake, like Wordsworth and Paine and many other Englishmen,
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saw the storming of the Bastille in Paris in apocalyptic terms
as the beginning of a new and better order in Europe.
He celebrated the event by etching a little two-leaf
political pamphlet-poem called ‘A Song of Liberty’
which concluded that ‘Empire is no
more! and now the lion & wolf shall cease.’”
—Bentley The Stranger from Paradise p. 135
August 4, 1789
while Chateaux were burned here and there
the National Assembly abolished feudalism
to wild applause
and the same month
the Assembly passed the Declaration of the Rights of Man
which took a place alongside Jefferson’s
Declaration of Independence
as one of the greatest documents
of Liberty
Thomas Paine declared that
“the principles of America
opened the Bastille”
Lafayette sent the key to the destroyed Bastille
to George W
Feudal sleaze and priests
fled to Germany
to plot the restoration of the old regime
hoping to invade France
with German help.
In Paris
the workers,
denied the right to vote,
put on a huge demonstration
on the Champs de Mars
demanding more reforms,
including the right to vote.
Things got hasty and breathless
in France
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The French assembly
declared war on the Austrian Emperor
that he was conspiring against the new gov’t
The Jacobins took power from
weaker, more hesitant hands
(The Jacobins were the most radical
of the factions promulgating
the French Rev)
1789-1791 The Reconstruction of France
Even with the Declaration of Rights
the poor were still not allowed to vote
but nevertheless the people held the first Festival of Federation
on July 14, 1790
1st anniversary of the Bastille
Ecclesiastical land was grabbed up for the nation
& bankruptcy was averted
the church was reorganized
Then the following year King Louis
tried to skeddadle to Varennes
and Civil War seemed soon
but Louis was allowed back
after he acceded to the finished Constitution in 1791

It was thought the Revolution was over
& the National Assembly was dissolved on 9-30-91

Meanwhile in England
Edmund Burke railed against the French and the French Rev
He was afear’d of Levelling of the Masses
He “called for war, relentless war, upon the French as monsters
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and outlaws, demanding the restoration of the genial and benevolent
despotism of Louis XVI by English arms.”
He wrote a flaming tome, Reflections on the French Revolution
published in 1790
“This first assault on French democracy he followed
by letters and brochures more and more furious and convulsive
until he fairly choked with unquenchable rage.”
—see Charles and Mary Beard,
The Rise of American Civilization, pp. 363-364
Thomas Paine, then in England, tried to
stand against the campaign of hatreds
To answer Burke, Paine wrote The Rights of Man
with an edition for the American public
containing a “letter of approval from Jefferson”
American right wingers and Federalists
spread hatred of levelling
democratization
or against those who sympathized with the French Rev

Moving to Lambeth
end of 1790
Wm and Catherine moved from Poland Street
across the Thames
to Lambeth on the Surrey shore
to a terraced house called the Hercules Buildings
with three stories and a basement
8 or 9 rooms, marble fireplaces, and panelled walls
and, for the first time, a garden!
It had been known as Lambeth Marsh,
and retained some of its rurality
The Blakes lived there for ten years
When Blake walked to the city from Lambeth
he passed the automated Albion Mill
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on Blackfriars Road
not far from his pad
whose steam-engines could power the grinding of up to
6,000 bushels of flour per week
Fiscally, he was doing okay, with various engraving projects
while living in Lambeth
One involved John Milton:
William Cowper would edit JM’s verse
Henry Fuseli would do illustrative paintings
& Blake and two other engravers would engrave the paintings

but Cowper waxed bonk bonk again
and the project was ended

The Marriage of Heaven and Hell
the first prophetic book he created in Lambeth
with a number of his most famous epigrams
“The cut worm forgives the plow”
“Eternity is in love with the productions of time:
“The tygers of wrath are wiser than the horses of instruction:
“Sooner murder an infant in its cradle than nurse unacted desires”
“Energy is Eternal Delight:
“For every thing that lives is Holy”
There are nine known copies
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of The Marriage of Heaven and Hell ca 1792
“....the Swedenborgian sect which originated in a hairdressers
off Cold Bath Fields and which published a
Magazine of Heaven and Hell”
—E. P. Thompson, The Making of the English
Working Class p. 51
The Rights of Man
March 1791
Tom Paine’s great The Rights of Man
which he dedicated it to George Washington:
“Sir,
I present you a small treatise in defence of those principles of freedom
which your exemplary virtue hath so eminently contributed to establish.
That the Rights of Man may become as universal as your benevolence can
wish, and that you may enjoy the happiness of seeing the New World
regenerate the Old, is the prayer of
Sir,
Your much obliged, and
Obedient humble servant,
Thomas Paine”
It became an international bestseller
but it brought forth condemnation
from the Establishment
For the first time, Paine tasted the hostility of complex fame
shadowed constantly by the ink & mutterings of propaganda & gossip
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& the stirrings of government agents.
Plus also the Continuous Taste of Fear
from living in a danger zone
from the hostility of English capitalists
so that he was forced to
flee for France

William Blake’s The French Revolution
1791
It was scheduled as a poem in seven books
but only one was set, in ’91
but never published
It follows the Revolution before & shortly after
the fall of the Bastille
It was depicted as a time of triumph
as oppression fades in the old order
and Democracy rises above the streets
& the assembly of the people
In one section, the rev-man Abbé Sieyès
addressed the Estates-General
urging the removal of troops from Paris, on July 6.
The Abbé predicts the end of all forms of oppression
(including black slavery, lines 213–16),
and the arrival of a new state
in which “men walk with their fathers in bliss” (line 237).
It was priced at a shilling
but the Bard seems to have stopped publication
or perhaps the avant-garde publisher, with radical proclivities,
Joseph Johnson
decided not to publish
Book One exists only as a set of
uncorrected page proofs in Blake’s archives
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Why did he do a symbol-dive?
He might have been afraid of the
right wing
The chance that the Bard
pulled back publication of The French Revolution, i.e.,
“cursed by his ‘Nervous Fear,’ decided himself to withdraw it in
the neurotic suspicion that he might be prosecuted, or persecuted,
by the state authorities.... He (later) engraved a poem entitled
America and then, at a late stage, removed all references to George III
or to government ministers.”
—Peter Ackroyd, Blake, p. 162

Put on your Old Red Bonnet
1792
Blake wrote the first draft of “London”
during these months
In the hot spring of ’92 Blake wore in the streets
his bonnet rouge
The Red Cap of Liberty

April, 1792
“The Revolution of 1792”
In 1791-92 the hard-won French constitution collapsed
In April ’92, the new Legislative Assembly declared war on Austria,
which it believed to be instigating counterrevolutionary agitation
and thus launched the French Revolutionary Wars.
Louis, who looked to Austria for succor, vetoed emergency measures,
and Austrian and Prussian forces invaded France.
Insurrection broke out in Paris. On August 10 the palace was stormed,
and Louis was imprisoned by a new revolutionary Commune of Paris.
The Legislative Assembly, reduced to a "patriotic" rump,
could only dispute the Commune's pretensions
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and order the election by manhood suffrage
of a National Convention.
Meanwhile, the invaders took Verdun,
and alleged counterrevolutionaries
were massacred in the prisons of Paris.
May ’92
there was an English royal proclamation ’gainst
“divers wicked and seditious writings”
English & Prussian soldiers were “barracked around London”

September, 1792, the founding of the French Republic
causing grousing shudders in the right wing haunts of England
The French National Convention shuddered Europe
by setting up on 9-22-92 a Republic!
while the French factions battled among themselves!
The group called the Montagnards “who spoke for Paris”
and the left-wing group named the Jacobins
demanded revolutionary measures.
Their opponents, the Girondist leaders of the amorphous majority,
looked to the provinces and hoped to consolidate the Revolution.
In the spring of 1793, as the military and economic situation fell apart
and a vehement royalist rising began in the Vendee region
of western France, the Montagnards gained ground.
Emergency bodies such as the Committee of Public Safety
and the Revolutionary Tribunal were then established,
but unified leadership was lacking until the
Parisian insurrection of June 2 forced the Convention
to expel the Girondists and accept Montagnard control.

September 1792, England:
There was what one biographer called “genteel nastiness”
against Tom Paine
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as the English establishment singled him out
for his frenzied activities
on behalf of the poor
& his work for the decimation of the English class system
They hated The Rights of Man
& bribed people to burn his effigy all over England
He supported the French Revolution
and the oppression
on freedom of expression
galloped upward in England
Blake must have learned something & warned Paine in September of ’92
“You must not go home, or you are a dead man”
& Paine fled by boat
across the churning Channel to Dover
He fled in the night
followed by the secret police
till he reached the docks of Dover
to take a boat to France
He was dragging his trunk across the dock
where some people were lined up calling his name
Tom Paine! Tom Paine You goddamned scoundrel!
Tom Paine! Tom Paine! You need a ducking!
Tom Paine! Tom Paine! Let’s tar and feather him!
bleary at dawn
walking on the dock with his manuscripts
hauling a trunk amidst boos and spits to the boat
in what later centuries called a “perp-walk”
In the autumn of 1792
Blake’s mother passed away age 70
That same fall
in his brother Robert’s notebook
Blake began the poems of Songs of Experience
including the one that sends us chanting
“Tyger Tyger, burning bright....”
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Naked in Lambeth Garden
Thomas Butts, a friend,
called upon the Blakes
and found them naked in the garden
they had been reciting Paradise Lost
“Come in!” the Bard beckoned, “It’s only Adam and Eve, you know.”

America 1793
on the “rebellion of the American colonies
and the inexpert British response.
Geo Washington “and ‘The Guardian Prince of Albion’ are engaged
in a cosmic conflict extending over plains of despair and
the lost regions of Atlantis, deserts of stone and forests of affliction”
Appeareth here Orc, the principle of energy and rebellion
who stands against “Urizen, who is tyrant, priest and lawgiver.”

America was meant to sell
He priced it at 7s 6d

Visions of the Daughters of Albion 1793
“Visions of the Daughters of Albion, in Illuminated Printing.
Folio, with 8 designs”
done in the stretch of late ’92 to late ’93
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It is “concerned with the expression of energy and
sexual liberty; it has no parallel in the poetry of the eighteenth century.”
Oothoon is raped by Bromion, and then is rejected by her
betrothed, Mr. Theotormon.

A King Condemned
January 20 saw King Louis condemned to death for
“conspiracy against the public liberty and the general safety”
by the slimmest of Convention majority— 361 to 360.
Tom Paine argued against death for the king
The Guillotine
January 21, 1793
Louis XVI was brought to the guillotine
with drums preventing his words to be heard
The execution caused more wars with other European countries
February
war against England, then Spain
The Reign of Terror
The French gov’t passed into the control
of a small group of radical radicals
known as the Committee of Public Safety
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In every branch, civil and military,
extremists took ownership of Power
They were determined to crush all evidence of monarchy
and set off a reign of terror in Paris
and a civil war in the provinces
faction ’pon faction
Marat, Danton, Robespierre
blood-heads after blood-sheds
till Napoleon halted it in 1795
Blake supported the Rev
Napoleon betrayed the Rev
ca 1800 &
Blake
more & more escaped into
his prophetic books

More on The Reign of Terror, 1793-94
The French provinces
rose up against “the dictatorship of Paris.”
Plus royalists were fomenting civil war
Initially, Georges Danton tried to placate the provinces,
and the democratic Constitution of 1793 was approved by plebiscite
and celebrated at a Festival of Unity (August 10).
After July, however, Maximilien Robespierre's influence prevailed,
and armies were sent to subdue rebellious cities.
By September the regime known as the Terror commenced.
Some rev’s went batty
for the guillotine
The Revolutionary Tribunal
beheaded “state prisoners” including Girondists
Some revs forged a campaign of “dechristianization”
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Dissidence was deemed counterrevolutionary
& therefore Danton and others
were beheaded
Maxmillian Robespierre somehow conflated Purity and Terror
Finally, after a decisive military victory over the Austrians at Fleurus
(June 26), Robespierre was overthrown by a conspiracy
of certain members of the National Convention on 9 Thermidor
(July 27, 1794). After trying in vain to raise Paris,
the Robespierrist deputies and most members of the Commune
were guillotined the next day, July 28.

Europe 1794

In Europe
the Bard experimented with putting colors with his brush onto the
plate before pressing
then after printing
he painted more on the print
the famous image of the old man, perhaps God
knelt down & measuring the space below him
with a pair of compasses
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The Song of Los
also using colored painting on the copper plate
before printing

“It appears to me Now that Tom Paine is a better Christian
than the Bishop”
wrote William Blake on the last page
of the Bishop of Llandaff’s
Apology for the Bible
the Bish’s reply to Paine’s Age of Reason

Songs of Innocence & Experience 1794

(in 1964 I finally met Allen Ginsberg
after his return from India and Japan
and read how back in 1948 he’d had
a vision of Blake reciting
“Oh Rose, thou Art Sick”
& “Ahh Sunflower, Weary of Time”
in his apartment in New York
both from “Songs of Experience”
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So, one afternoon in Washington Square Park
I composed a melody to “Ahh, Sunflower”
which a year later found itself
on the first Fugs album)
Ah Sun-Flower! weary of time,
Who countest the steps of the Sun:
Seeking after that sweet golden clime
Where the traveler’s journey is done.
Where the Youth pined away with desire,
And the pale Virgin shrouded in snow:
Arise from their graves and aspire,
Where my Sun-flower wishes to go

The First Book of Urizen 1794

War with France
& the “Great Terror” of 1795
“Despite his failure to secure many commissions for Urizen
he continued his ‘Bible of Hell’”
with two tomes:

The Book of Ahania 1795
Ackroyd suggests the three books Urizen, Ahania, Los be termed
the Lambeth Prophecies
“in which Blake deliberately copied the numbered chapters
and verses of the Bible to create an alternative testament.
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In three separate works, The Book of Urizen, The Book of Ahania,
and The Book of Los, he wrote his own Genesis and Exodus.”

The Book of Los 1795
printed on the back of each other
with only one copy surviving
The tomes continue the story of Urizen
as he hassles with Los
and with an entity titled Fuzon.

The Book of Los concludes with “petrification” of
Urizen and the forming of the “material universe”

“Nor Can Man Exist But By Brotherhood”
said William Blake

Repressive Times in England
“1795 was a
year of
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great dearth.
There were huge bread riots.”
Prime Minister Wm Pitt the Younger
employed spies on
a vast scale.
And King George on his way to Parliament
was confronted by a big crowd
clamoring for Peace!
—Jacob Bronowski, William Blake
and the Age of Revolution, p. 73
Spring of ’00
William Cowper passed away
Moving to Felpham from London
In the summer of 1800
Blake fell into what he described as
“a Deep pit of Melancholy”
& felt trapped in London
as a dark dungeon.
William Hayley had been a supporter of Blake
He was a political liberal, wealthy and Bentley
describes him as a “popular poet.”
William Hayley brought Blake a day’s trip from London
to work with him on engravings
in the village of Felpham in Sussex
by the sea
Hayley then invited the Blakes
to move to Felpham
Blake rented a cottage
& was excited that Hayley had given him “12 months work”
& “a great deal more in prospect,” he wrote
The cottage had 3 rooms & a kitchen on the 1st floor
& 3 bedrooms on the 2nd
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& he wrote Catherine it had “a very fine view of the Sea.”
Catherine and William, helped by his sister Catherine
moved on September 18, 1800
bearing their library, notebooks, manuscripts (such as Tiriel & Vala
& The French Rev, around 15 copies of his Poetical Sketches
copper plates, paper, boxes of printers tools, plus crates
for the printing press, pots & pans, clothing....
Blake set up his printing & engraving
equipment in Hayley’s own house.
Felpham was a village of 500
near the Sussex coast
a house which he drew and printed his epic poem Milton

Milton

ca 1802-1808

Studying Greek & Hebrew with William Hayley
He learned languages quickly
11-8-1801 Hayley wrote
that he and Blake were reading the Iliad every evening
& over a year later, 1-30-03, WB wrote his brother
“I go on merrily
with my Greek & Latin....
I find it very easy.... I read Greek
as fluently as an Oxford Scholar
& the Testament is my chief master...”

33
He was also learning Hebrew.
—G. P. Bentley, The Stranger from Paradise, p. 229-230
Also studied Italian, to read Dante
William Hayley wrote in July of 1802
of Catherine & William: “They have been married
more than 17 years & are as fond of each other
as if their Honey Moon were still shining—
They live in a neat little cottage, which they both
regard as the most delightful residence ever inhabited by
a mortal; they have no servant:— the good woman not
only does all the work of the House, but she even makes
the great part of her Husbands dress, &
assists him in his art— she draws, she engraves,
& sings delightfully & is so truly the Half of her
good Man, that they seem animated
by one Soul, & that a soul of indefatigable
Industry & Benevolence....”
Business troubles around 1802 and successive years.
He was “irritable”
with so-called friends.
Demanded higher payments for
the engraving projects his clients
such as Hayley engaged him for,
say in the early part of the 1800’s
when he was in his mid-late 40s.
For months and months
both Blakes seemed happy
but finally, after a few years in their cottage
WB began longing
to return to London
Spring-summer of 1803
The Blakes decided not to renew the lease on their cottage
in Felpham
There was peace with France in the treaty of Amiens
and Ackroyd avers Blake felt he could earn a living now
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in London as an artist and engraver
Peace! Peace! he felt
but even before Blake left for London
war rebegan ’tween England & Napoleon

Altercation with Private Schofield
August 12, 1803
There was a soldier being housed at the Fox Inn just
down the road from Blake’s cottage
(this was before Blake was to split back to London).
This soldier, one Private John Scofield
came into “the garden in order to speak to the ostler (one who attends horses)
from the inn, named William, who was working there (in the garden).”
Blake came out, not knowing “that his gardener had asked the soldier
for assistance and wondered what he was doing on his premises.”
Words went back and forth.
Blake lost his temper
and “taking the private soldier by the neck and back, he marched him
back up the lane to the Fox Inn.”
Four days after the kerfluffle, Blake himself wrote that Scofield
“was invited (into my garden) as an assistant but a Gardener
at work therein, without my knowledge that he was so invited. I desired
him as politely as was possible to go out of the Garden, he made me
an impertinent answer. I insisted on his leaving the Garden
he refused
I still persisted in desiring his departure
he then threatend to knock out my Eyes
with many abominable imprecations
& with some contempt for my person
it affronted my foolish pride I therefore took
him by the Elbows & pushed him before me till I had got him
out, there I intended to have left him but he turning about
put himself into a Posture of Defiance threatening
& swearing at me. I perhaps foolishly & perhaps not,
stepped out at the Gate & putting aside his blows took
him again by the Elbows & keeping his back to me pushed
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him forwards down the road about fifty yards.”
—WB to patron Thomas Butts, 8-16-1803
pp. 158, Bentley, Blake Records
There were witnesses at the tavern where there were more angry words.
It was alleged by Scofield that Catherine was involved in the scuffle, declaring
herself for Bonaparte.
And that Blake as he shoved the soldier toward his inn kept
repeating, “Damn the King. The soldiers are all slaves.”
A few months later Blake went to trial in Chichester, accused of sedition
It was a time of war, and there was fear of an invasion by Napoleon.
So, a charge of sedition was serious.
Blake angel William Hayley found an attorney for Blake,
and probably paid for the costs.

Mid-September 1803
The Blakes moved back to London.
They rented 2 rooms on the first floor
at 17 South Molton Street
No garden, no view of the Thames (as at Lambeth)
and behind them a smelly via called Poverty Lane.
They lived there the next 18 years.

The Four Zoas
He had been working on the long poem, The Four Zoas,
while still at Felpham, and then continued after the
move to South Molton in 1803
The original title had been VALA,
but had changed it to The Four Zoas
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with the subtitle “The Torments of Love & Jealousy... of Albion”
Blake wrote Vala, or the Four Zoas in 1796-1797
(with important revisions in 1803-1804)
Albion as the Eternal Man
who awakens from a zzzz of 6k years
to restart “his ancient bliss” (Blake’s words)
“As the Jacobin current went into more hidden underground
channels, so his own prophecies became more mysterious and
private.”
Booksellers and book binders, and others were sentenced to jail
for their opinions.
Empire pressed Silence for its Blood-Lust
—E. P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class p. 175

The Four Zoas was never published in the Bard’s lifetime

The Pickering Manuscript
1800- ca 1804
22 pages containing
some of his most deathless poems
such as “Auguries of Innocence,”
“The Grey Monk”
and the fascinating song “Long John Brown
& Little Mary Bell”
He kept it with him to the End
& Catherine kept it after his passing
It is named after one B. M. Pickering
who owned the manuscript in the 19th century

37

the beginning of “Auguries of Innocence”

The Pickering Manuscript contains the
excellent song lyric, “Long John Brown & Little Mary Bell”

Blake on Trial
January 1805
No transcript exists, or has survived from
Blake’s sedition trial in the Guildhall in Chichester.
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He had good witnesses that said Blake
said nothing approaching seditiousness,
and that he had not uttered “Damn the King.”
There was conflict in the testimony of soldier witnesses.
Once during the trial, Blake shouted out “False!”
in a voice “which electrified the whole court... and carried
conviction with it,”
in Catherine Blake’s own description.
The trial lasted but an hour
and Blake was acquitted.

J erusalem 1804-1820
“J erusalem is an epic of extraordinary power and beauty,
which suggests no less than a sea-change in our understanding
of human history and human personality....” and “after 200
years, it has still to be properly understood.”
—Peter Ackroyd Blake p. 322
“Poetry Fetter’d Fetters the Human Race”

J erusalem
p. 894 Modern Library edition

Blake Exhibition May 1809
For months Blake prepared pieces for the show
featuring the painting of Chaucer’s Pilgrims
on the way to Canterbury
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& 9 temperas plus 7 watercolors
and the “Ancient Britons” painting, Blake’s largest,
10 feet by 14 feet
(but now lost)
WB wrote a descriptive catalogue
& had a flyer printed
inviting art-lovers to an
“Exhibition of Paintings in Fresco,
Poetical and Historical Inventions, By Wm, Blake”
held at his brother’s hosiery shop at 28 Broad Street
entrance for a shilling
Few came, and nothing was sold
though he kept it open for months
The only review dubbed WB
“an unfortunate lunatic,
whose personal inoffensiveness secures
him from confinement.”

George Cumberland wrote in 1815 “Poor Blake, still poor still Dirty.”
His son in 1815: “We call upon Blake yesterday evening, found
him & his wife drinking Tea durtyer than ever.”
Ackroyd comments, if so it was “the dirt of his work.”
English Corn Slime
passed the Corn Laws
“against a rioting country”
in 1815
in the context of the enclosure of “Commonland”
Blake still had 12 years to live
—Jacob Bronowski, William Blake and the
Age of Revolution, p. 43
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1818 England went sin-batty
“It was in 1818 that he emerged from his densely-allegorical prophetic books
into a last phase of gnomic clarity in The Everlasting Gospel.
Here he reasserted the values, the almost-Antinomian affirmation of the
joy of sexuality, and the affirmation of innocence, which were present
in his earlier songs. Almost every line may be seen as a declaration of
‘mental war’ against Methodism and Evangelicism. Their ‘Vision of Christ’
was his vision’s ‘greatest Enemy.’ Above all, Blake drew his bow at the teaching of
humility and submission. It was this nay-saying humility which ‘does the Sun &
Moon blot out,’, ‘Distorts the Heavens from Pole to Pole’,
‘Rooting over with thorns & stems
The buried Soul & all its gems.’”
—E. P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class p. 374

1820 Final Move
Wm and Catherine Blake’s landlord sold the house
on South Molton Street
and therefore they moved
to a pad nearby in Fountain Court
owned by the husband of Catherine’s sister

The Ancients
there was a group of young artists who became attracted to Blake
“They wore long cloaks and went for excursions in the woods
where they recited Virgil; they sat up on camp-stools to watch the sun rise;
they improvised tragedies; they wandered through thunderstorms singing.”
They included Samuel Palmer, Edward Calvert, George Richmond, Francis Finch,
Frederick Tatham, John Giles.
Blake became their mentor and source of wisdom.

Job Illustrations ca. 1823 onward
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John Linnell, not long after the Blakes
moved to Fountain Court
invited him to create engravings of the Job watercolors
that he had done 15 years ago for Thomas Butts
Butts returned the original watercolors.
And Blake, with the help of Linnell, did new watercolors
Blake got 100 pounds advance for 20 engravings.
150 sets, priced at 3 guineas, were printed
but just 30 sold during Blake’s remaining time on earth
1823-1824
Health wavering

Illustrations to Dante, late 1824 onward
Blake had begun studying Italian at age 66, i.e. 1823
to read Dante
and taught himself enough to ready the
gnarly metrics of the great Dante
who once said that the Tuscan tongue is the Tongue of God
—see G. W. Bentley, The Blake Records, p. 472
He knew the language
by the fall of 1824 when Linnell commissioned
Blake to do illustrations to Dante
Inferno, Purgatorio, Paradiso
Blake created 102 works on good Dutch paper, some of which
are finished watercolors, some are not finished, and some
remained in sketch form
He was planning a series of engravings, but only seven were done.
—Peter Ackroyd Blake p. 353
“Most of (Blake’s) drawings and all his engravings
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are for the Inferno
However, most of his most powerful designs
are for the Paradiso such as the one of
‘Dante Adoring Christ’”
—G. E. Bentley, Jr., The Stranger from Paradise p. 423

Working in a Bed Stacked with Books & Sketches
October 9, 1824
In early October of ’24
the artists John Linnell & Samuel Palmer
visited the Bard to find him abed amidst stacks of books
and leaves of his drawings to illustrate Dante
He did not completely finish the Dante illustrations
but he labored on them
often sick abed
to the End
& at Linnell’s cottage on the edge of Hampstead Heath
the trigger zone of course for Keats’ “Ode to a Nightingale”
Last Few Months
During his final months Blake commenced
upon an illuminated version of the Bible
Linnell paid him
to place his own designs
upon the text
but he only completed
eleven leaves of the Bible

Finality
What Blake called “the torment of the stomach” befell him
in the early months of ’27
plus attacks of diarrhea
& in his last weeks swollen ankles
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He worked all the way
on his Dante watercolors” and his illuminated version of the Bible
and on his “vast canvas” The Last Judgement
which later was lost
in the spirit of All Projects Now
Also all the way he added to a beauteously hued J erusalem
One of his final drawings was on a “visiting card”
for George Cumberland— sketching children
holding the threads of life.
Like William Carlos Williams writing in the
air with a shaky hand
Or Matisse drawing faces on the ceiling
from his bed with a chalk on a stick
the Bardic Blake Hand shook with finality
He suffered a seizure, but when coming out of it
thought he was better
& requested the work he was creating
when the seizure occurred.
It was a colored print of “The Ancient of Days”
from Europe, a Prophecy”
—that beautiful image that G. E. Bentley describes as
of God leaning down from the sun
with wind-swept hair & beard
“to divide with his light-giving fingers
the darkness from the light”
which Blake was improving for Frederick Tatham
After some work, Blake exclaimed “There I have done
all I can. It is the best I have ever finished.”
and then the Bard turned to his weeping Catherine
“Stay, Kate! Keep as you are,” he urged
“I will draw your portrait, for you have ever been
an angel to me”
He sketched the woman he’d first met 45 years before
& then sang poems and hymns
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He told her they would never be apart
and she would find him always
singing by her side.
Just before the final flutter, as a friend later wrote
“His eyes Brighten’d and He burst out into
Singing of the things he saw in Heaven.”
Then slipped the Bard at 6 pm
to the place where the butterfly of Chekhov flaps
His friend George Richmond kissed him
& closed his eyes “to keep the vision in.”
It was just around 6 p.m. on August 12, 1827
He was buried five days later
in an elmwood coffin
9 feet down
in the Dissenter’s cemetery
in Bunhill Fields
where his parents lay
Catherine lived till October 1831
ever “consulting” with her husband
and was also buried in Bunhill
Oh Willie Blake!
I once visited you in Bunhill Fields
with Daniel Defoe’s stone just nearby
and sang “Ahh Sunflower, Weary of Time”
& “How Sweet I Roamed from Field to Field”
in that sacred spot
for you and Catherine
in the foreverness.

