
William Blake Overview

William Blake (1757-1827) was an English poet, painter, and printmaker, recognized as a

key figure of the Romantic Age. He combined his artistic and literary talents to explore

themes of imagination, spirituality, and the human condition. Blake opposed the

rationalism and materialism of his time, often portraying humans as struggling with evil

yet striving for the divine within themselves. His major poetic works include two

contrasting collections: Songs of Innocence and Songs of Experience, which represent the

two opposite states of the human soul.

The image of Blake shows him with curly hair and 18th-century attire, symbolizing his

historical context during the late 18th and early 19th centuries, a period marked by the

Industrial Revolution and political upheavals. Blake’s work critiques these changes for

damaging human spirituality and imagination.

Key Elements

Poet and artist: Known for integrating visual art with poetry.

Major works: Songs of Innocence and Songs of Experience.

Themes: Spirituality, human nature, innocence vs. experience, divine qualities.

Historical context: Reaction against industrialization and materialism.
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Textual Evidence

Blake’s poetry often reflects his vision of human beings as both flawed and divine, as

seen in the poems "The Divine Image" and "The Human Abstract".

Practice Set

Level 1: Who was William Blake and what are his major contributions?

Level 2: Explain the significance of Blake’s two collections, Songs of Innocence and

Songs of Experience.

Level 3: Discuss how Blake’s historical context influenced his poetry and art.

Answer Key

William Blake was an English poet, painter, and printmaker of the Romantic Age.

His major works include Songs of Innocence and Songs of Experience, representing

innocence and experience respectively.

He opposed the materialism of his time and used his art to explore spiritual and

human themes.

Quick Reference

William Blake: Poet and artist (1757-1827)

Major works: Songs of Innocence, Songs of Experience

Themes: Spirituality, innocence, experience, human nature

Glossary

Romantic Age: A literary and artistic movement emphasizing emotion and

individualism.

Materialism: Focus on physical possessions and wealth rather than spiritual values.

Innocence: State of purity and simplicity.



Experience: Knowledge or wisdom gained through life’s challenges.

The Divine Image Poem Analysis

Summary: "The Divine Image" is a poem from Blake’s Songs of Innocence that

celebrates four divine virtues: Mercy, Pity, Peace, and Love. The poem teaches that these

qualities are both spiritual and human, reflecting the divine nature within every person. It

emphasizes that embodying these virtues connects humans to God.

Key Elements

Themes: Divine virtues, human nature, spirituality, unity.

Literary Devices: Personification (Mercy has a human heart), symbolism (divine

qualities as human traits), repetition (emphasizing virtues).

Important Quotes: "For Mercy has a human heart, Pity a human face, And Love,

the human form divine, And Peace, the human dress."

Textual Evidence

The poem opens with an invocation to Mercy, Pity, Peace, and Love, asking all to pray to

these virtues in times of distress. It then explains that these virtues are God’s qualities

and are reflected in humans as well. The closing lines affirm that where these virtues

dwell, God is present.

Solved Example

Explain the lines:

"For Mercy has a human heart, Pity a human face, And Love, the human form divine, And

Peace, the human dress."



These lines personify the virtues, linking them to human attributes to show that divine

qualities are embodied in human beings. Mercy is connected to the heart, Pity to the

face, Love to the form, and Peace to the outward appearance, suggesting that these

virtues are visible and felt in human nature.

Practice Set

Level 1: Name the four virtues mentioned in the poem.

Level 2: How does Blake describe the relationship between God and these virtues?

Level 3: Discuss the symbolism used in the poem to represent divine qualities.

Answer Key

The four virtues are Mercy, Pity, Peace, and Love.

Blake describes these virtues as qualities of God and also as human traits, showing

that humans reflect the divine image.

Symbolism includes personification of virtues as human features, emphasizing their

presence in human nature.

Quick Reference

Divine virtues: Mercy, Pity, Peace, Love

Theme: Unity of divine and human nature

Literary device: Personification

Glossary

Personification: Giving human qualities to non-human things.

Symbolism: Using symbols to represent ideas or qualities.

Virtue: A moral excellence or good quality.



The Human Abstract Poem Analysis

Summary: "The Human Abstract" is a poem from Blake’s Songs of Experience that

explores the darker side of human nature. It reveals how negative emotions like pity,

mercy, fear, and cruelty arise from human selfishness and social inequality. The poem

suggests that these emotions and behaviors create suffering and deception, which

diminish human happiness.

Key Elements

Themes: Human nature, morality, suffering, hypocrisy, social injustice.

Literary Devices: Metaphor (tree growing in the human brain), symbolism (deceit,

cruelty), imagery (dismal shade, raven’s nest).

Important Quotes: "Pity would be no more if we did not make somebody poor,"

"And it bears the fruit of Deceit, Ruddy and sweet to eat."

Textual Evidence

The poem begins by stating that pity and mercy depend on the existence of poverty and

unhappiness. It describes how fear temporarily brings peace but leads to cruelty and

deception. The metaphor of a tree growing in the human brain symbolizes how these

negative traits are rooted in human thought and society. The poem ends with a warning

about the consequences of these moral failings.

Solved Example

Explain the line:

"Pity would be no more if we did not make somebody poor."

This line means that pity exists only because there is suffering caused by inequality. If

everyone were equally happy and prosperous, there would be no need for pity. It



criticizes social injustice and the human role in creating suffering.

Practice Set

Level 1: What does the poem say about the origin of pity and mercy?

Level 2: How does fear contribute to cruelty according to the poem?

Level 3: Analyze the metaphor of the tree growing in the human brain.

Answer Key

Pity and mercy arise because of social inequality and suffering.

Fear initially brings peace but eventually leads to cruelty and deception.

The tree metaphor shows that negative traits are deeply rooted in human thought

and society.

Quick Reference

Themes: Human nature, suffering, hypocrisy

Literary devices: Metaphor, symbolism, imagery

Key lines: "Pity would be no more if we did not make somebody poor."

Glossary

Metaphor: A figure of speech comparing two unlike things.

Symbolism: Use of symbols to represent ideas.

Imagery: Descriptive language that appeals to the senses.

Hypocrisy: Pretending to have moral standards one does not actually possess.

Comparative Study of The Divine Image and The

Human Abstract



Summary: These two poems by William Blake present contrasting views of human

nature. "The Divine Image" from Songs of Innocence highlights the positive, divine

qualities within humans, such as mercy and love. In contrast, "The Human Abstract" from

Songs of Experience exposes the negative aspects like cruelty and deceit that arise from

selfishness and social injustice. Together, they reflect Blake’s multi-dimensional view of

mankind as once whole and happy but now fallen into discord and needing rescue.

Key Elements

Themes: Innocence vs. experience, good vs. evil, spirituality vs. materialism.

Character Depiction: Humans as divine children in innocence; humans as flawed

and hypocritical in experience.

Literary Devices: Juxtaposition, symbolism, contrast.

Textual Evidence

"The Divine Image" uses virtues like Mercy and Love to symbolize the divine within

humans, while "The Human Abstract" uses metaphors like the tree in the brain to

symbolize the growth of negative traits. The poems complement each other by showing

the dual nature of humanity.

Solved Example

How do these poems reflect the two states of the human soul?

"The Divine Image" represents the state of innocence, where humans embody divine

virtues and harmony. "The Human Abstract" represents experience, where humans face

moral corruption and suffering. Both states coexist in human life, showing the complexity

of human nature.

Practice Set



Level 1: What are the main differences between the two poems?

Level 2: How does Blake use literary devices to contrast innocence and experience?

Level 3: Discuss Blake’s view of human nature as shown through these poems.

Answer Key

"The Divine Image" focuses on positive divine qualities; "The Human Abstract"

focuses on negative human traits.

Blake uses symbolism and contrast to highlight the opposing states of innocence

and experience.

He views human nature as complex, containing both divine potential and moral

failings.

Quick Reference

Innocence vs. Experience

Divine virtues vs. human flaws

Use of contrast and symbolism

Glossary

Juxtaposition: Placing two ideas side by side to highlight differences.

Innocence: Purity and simplicity.

Experience: Knowledge gained through life’s challenges.


