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ABSTRACT 

 
This thesis is an examination of Blake’s images of Christ and a study of his theology of 
art. My central premise is that these two topics are to be viewed simultaneously: that is, 
I argue that Blake’s visualisation of Christ is an expression of his theology of art. 
Moreover, I contend that through his art, Blake seeks to emulate the spirit of Jesus’ life 
and ministry in order to engender a community of Imagination which is the Divine Body 
of Jesus. Through a series of case studies focusing on Blake’s depictions of different 
aspects of Christ’s life, this thesis examines how Blake uses images to express his 
Christology and his theology of art.  

 

In Part I, I set out Blake’s Christological cosmology in three chapters which deal with 
beginnings in Christ’s life. Chapter 1 examines Christ as Creator; here, Christ inhabits a 
role traditionally associated with the Father, demonstrating the pre-eminence of Christ 
in Blake’s concept of God, and the divinity of his Creation. Chapter 2 focuses on the 
advent, birth and infancy of Christ; Blake depicts the Nativity as the birth of Vision, 
emblematic of the individual embodying that state. Chapter 3 discusses the inauguration 
of Christ’s ministry, the Baptism and Temptations; in these subjects, Blake represents 
Christ as immanent in the world, making it a place of Imagination and Vision, and the 
individual must learn to see it as such. 

 

Part II is concerned with Blake’s idea of art as apocalypse, and of Christ as the supreme 
type of the artist – the state which every individual should embody and which Blake seeks 
to engender through his works. Chapter 4 focuses on the Crucifixion, a subject with 
which Blake had difficulty owing to his objection to the doctrine of the Atonement but 
which he came to view as an emblem of the individual sacrificing his/her self-hood in 
order to realise his/her true identity in the Human Form Divine. Chapter 5 examines 
the Transfiguration, Resurrection and Ascension of Christ, exploring how Blake used 
these moments of transition between states in the life of Christ as types of the individual’s 
transformation, and how these images seek to engender that process via a viewer-
response aesthetic. Chapter 6 explores traditional apocalyptic subjects, in which, I argue, 
Christ is depicted as agent of artistic apocalypse, which for Blake consists of expunging 
error and embracing truth. Chapter 7 discusses Christ-like figures in Blake’s depictions 
of Jesus’ public ministry who embody the ideal state of imagination identified with Christ 
in the foregoing chapters, and thus act as members of Christ’s Divine Body and as types 
for the individual’s realisation of that state. I conclude with a discussion of the painting 
An Allegory of the Spiritual Condition of Man (1811?) which, I argue, encapsulates the central 
themes of this thesis.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

i. Project aims 

 

As all men are alike (tho’ infinitely various) So all Religions & as all 
similars have one source.  
The true Man is the source he being the Poetic Genius 
 

All Religions are One (c.1788, E2) 

 

I know of no other Christianity and of no other Gospel than the liberty 
both of body & mind to exercise the Divine Arts of Imagination. 
 

Jerusalem (1804-c.1820, E231) 

 

The Eternal Body of Man is The IMAGINATION. 
God himself     |  

that is      | ישע Jesus we are his 
The Divine Body    | Members 

 
Laocoön (c.1826-27, E273) 

 

This thesis is an examination of Blake’s images of Christ and a study of his theology of 

art. My central premise is that these two topics are to be viewed simultaneously: that is, 

I argue that Blake’s visualisation of Christ is an expression of his theology of art. For 

Blake, Christ is the supreme artist who is both the model and the source of artistic 

activity. This idea is expressed in various forms throughout Blake’s career: from the 

account of the Poetic Genius in All Religions are One (c.1788) to the late aphorisms of the 

Laocoön plate (c.1826-27). This does not mean that Blake believed that Jesus produced 

works of fine art, nor that one must do so in order to be Christian; rather, Christ’s 

identity is Imagination, and as such all his acts and all activity in him are art. As Morris 

Eaves highlights in the closing pages of Blake’s Theory of Art, for Blake, Jesus’ art was his 

public ministry – his parables and miracles were acts of self-expression which sought to 
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create a new social order. So too Blake seeks, through his art, to engender a community 

of Imagination.1 This community is the Divine Body. Thus, Blake’s depictions of Christ 

are also representations of Imaginative activity; they include not only images of Jesus’ 

public ministry, but also of his birth, death and resurrection, as an apocalyptic agent, and 

in extra-biblical roles. Through case studies focusing on Blake’s depictions of different 

aspects of Christ’s life, this thesis examines how Blake uses images to express his 

Christology and his theology of art.  

 

My analysis is informed throughout by four interrelated research questions:  

 

First, how do Blake’s depictions of Christ compare with those of previous and 

contemporaneous (Christian) art? I seek to reconnect Blake with the visual culture of his 

day, considering his works in relation to those of his contemporaries, as well as works 

by Old Masters which circulated in prints and which were exhibited at sales in London. 

This must go beyond identifying his pictorial influences (which can be a limitation in 

historicist studies), and focus on how he utilises and innovates with the motifs and ideas 

he employs, and the extent to which he creates his own visual, theological language.  

 

Second, how do the ideas about Christ expressed in Blake’s images compare to those of 

orthodox and contemporaneous theology(/ies)? The concern here is not to test Blake’s 

orthodoxy or heterodoxy, but to consider how he addresses similar questions to those 

of orthodox theology, and where his visual Christology engages in issues current in 

contemporaneous theological discourse.  

 

Third, how does Blake engage with textual sources, and how do his various pictorial 

projects inform each another? Blake’s images of Christ depict a range of texts, including 

the Bible, the works of Milton, Edward Young’s Night Thoughts, and Blake’s own 

illuminated books (see Section iii). I consider how Blake’s Christs are shaped by and/or 

react to different texts, and how these engagements are developed across different 

projects over the course of his career.  

                                                           
1 Morris Eaves, William Blake’s Theory of Art (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1982): 195-96.  
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Finally, how do Blake’s depictions of Jesus relate to figures in Blake’s personal 

mythology? To what extent do figures such as Los, Orc and Albion act as avatars of Christ, 

and thereby complicate, and/or expand upon ideas about Christ presented in images of 

Jesus himself? Whilst a full examination of these matters would be another thesis-length 

project, I will point to a number of key connections between Blake’s representations of 

Christ and figures from Blake’s mythology.  

   

These questions shape my analyses of Blake’s images throughout the case studies in this 

thesis.  

 

 

ii. Literature review 

 

The literature on Blake is notoriously vast and it would be impossible to give a 

comprehensive survey here. At the same time, beyond analyses of specific images or 

groups of images, there has not been a comprehensive study of Blake’s use of images to 

express his religious ideas, nor of his ideas about Christ. Thus, my aim here is to situate 

this thesis in relation to key works in three strands of Blake scholarship, and the ways in 

which Blake’s Christ is modelled in these contexts: Blake as visual artist, Blake’s 

theology, and Blake’s theology of art. I explain in more detail how key concepts in this 

thesis develop the ideas of earlier commentators in Section iv, and discuss literature on 

specific images and themes in within the case studies throughout the thesis.  

 

Blake as visual artist 

 

That Blake’s pictorial works are as important a source for understanding his ideas as his 

written works has been recognised from the earliest commentary on his work. It was as 

Pictor Ignotus that Blake was first chronicled by Gilchrist in 1863,2 and W.M. Rossetti’s 

                                                           
2 Alexander Gilchrist, Life of William Blake… (London: Macmillan and Co, 1863). 2 Vols.  
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Descriptive Catalogue for the second volume of Gilchrist’s book,3 and essays by Shields4 

and Smetham5 in the 1880 edition were among the first attempts to interrogate Blake’s 

designs. Further efforts were made in the early twentieth century by writers such as 

Wicksteed (1910)6 and Figgis (1925).7 Yet in 1959, Blunt could state: ‘…little has been 

written about Blake as a painter and an engraver… and [Blake’s designs] have been 

considered simply for the light they may shed on the poems.’8 What Blunt demonstrated, 

in The Art of William Blake and elsewhere9 was that investigation of Blake’s pictorial 

sources and his relation to his contemporaries is crucial to understanding how Blake 

expressed his ideas in visual form. Blunt’s methodology was developed by Bindman in 

Blake as an Artist (1977), which offered a more comprehensive account of ‘the 

relationship between Blake’s personal theology and his designs’, and of Blake’s 

development as an artist, ‘with particular emphasis upon its relationship to English art 

of his own time’.10 Butlin’s The Paintings and Drawings of William Blake (1981) was also 

crucial for establishing and facilitating Blake as a subject for art historical study.11 The 

work of Blunt, Bindman and Butlin inform my analysis in numerous places.  

 

This tradition of scholarship was enriched by Lindberg in William Blake’s Illustrations to 

the Book of Job (1973); Lindberg examined Blake’s ‘language of art’ using Warburg’s 

concept of pathos-formulae (the use of gesture, form and composition to express 

meaning).12 This aspect of Lindberg’s methodology was taken further by Warner in Blake 

and the Language of Art (1984) which gave a more general account of key gestures in 

Blake’s ‘visual vocabulary’ that drew on his artistic heritage and recurred in images 

                                                           
3 Ibid. Vol. 2/2: 199-256.  
4 Frederic James Shields, ‘Descriptive Notes of the Designs to Young’s “Night Thoughts”’, in Gilchrist, Life of 
William Blake… (London: Macmillan and Co., New and Enlarged Edition, 1880), Vol. 2/2: 289-307.  
5 James Smetham, ‘Essay on Blake’, in Gilchrist, Life of William Blake… (1880), Vol. 2/2: 310-51. 
6 Joseph Wicksteed, Blake’s Vision of the Book of Job (London: J.M. Dent & Sons, 1910). 
7 Darrell Figgis, The Paintings of William Blake (London: E. Benn, 1925). 
8 Anthony Blunt The Art of William Blake (New York: Columbia University Press, 1959): viii.  
9 Idem, ‘Blake’s “Ancient of Days”: The Symbolism of the Compasses’, Warburg 2.1 (1938): 53-63; ‘Blake’s “Glad 
Day”’, Warburg, 2.1 (1938): 65-68 ‘Blake’s Pictorial Imagination’, Warburg and Courtauld 6 (1943): 190-212; 
‘Blake’s “Brazen Serpent”’, Warburg and Courtauld, 6 (1943): 225-27. 
10 David Bindman, Blake as an Artist (Oxford: Phaidon, 1977): 9. 
11 Martin Butlin, The Paintings and Drawings of William Blake (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1981). 
12 Bo Lindberg, William Blake’s Illustrations to the Book of Job (Åbo: Åbo Akademi, 1973).   
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throughout his career.13 A more radical version of this model was developed in W.J.T. 

Mitchell’s Blake’s Composite Art (1978); in essence, Mitchell argues that Blake creates a 

world of pictures in which individual designs exist as symbols of particular aspects of 

Blake’s mythos.14 Whilst Mitchell’s focus is on the illuminated books, I find his account 

of Blake’s pictorial schema helpful for considering designs in other media. In Reading 

Blake’s Designs (1995), Heppner combined Warner’s attention to Blake’s use of the 

human body with investigating how Blake’s designs engage with the texts which they 

depict.15 Heppner includes a chapter on Blake’s engagement with biblical subjects, which 

examines, among other works, Blake’s watercolours of Christ in the sepulchre;16 I 

discuss this argument in my analysis of these designs in Chapter 5.ii.  

 

On Blake’s Christ specifically, the literature focusing on Blake’s pictorial works is 

scattered across numerous books and articles. Hagstrum’s essay ‘Christ’s Body’ (1973) 

comes closest to exploring the notion of a visual Christology in Blake’s work, although 

he does not use this term. He seeks to demonstrate that Blake’s Christ has a fully-human 

body, arguing that Blake uses images to express his belief in this fully-human Jesus. 

Although I do not agree with all of Hagstrum’s conclusions (see Chapter 5.ii), he does 

demonstrate the value of investigating Christological themes in Blake’s visual corpus.17  

 

Another body of criticism has investigated Blake’s designs for Milton’s poems, most 

notably the work of Dunbar,18 Werner19 and J.M.Q. Davies.20 All three scholars make 

                                                           
13 Janet A. Warner, William Blake and the Language of Art (Kingston and Montreal: McGill-Queens’s University 
Press): xvii; cf. idem. ‘Blake’s Use of Gesture’, in Blake’s Visionary Forms Dramatic, ed. David V. Erdman, John E. 
Grant (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1970): 175-95; idem, ‘Blake’s Figures of Despair: Man in his 
Spectre’s Power’, in William Blake: Essays in Honour of Sir Geoffrey Keynes, ed. Morton D. Paley, Michael Phillips 
(Oxford: Clarendon, 1973): 208-24; idem, ‘Blake and English Printed Textiles’, Blake Newsletter 6 (1973): 84-
92; idem, ‘Blake and the Language of Art: From Copy to Vision’, Colby Library Quarterly 13.2 (1977): 99-114.  
14 W.J.T. Mitchell, Blake’s Composite Art: A Study of the Illuminated Poetry (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1978). 
15 Christopher Heppner, Reading Blake’s Designs (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995).  
16 Ibid.: 171-206.  
17 Jean H. Hagstrum, ‘Christ’s Body’, in William Blake: Essays in Honour of Sir Geoffrey Keynes, ed. Morton D. Paley 
and Michael Philips (Oxford: Clarendon, 1973): 129-56. The essay later appeared in Hagstrum’s Eros and Vision: 
The Restoration of Romanticism (Evanstown: Northwestern University Press, 1989): 193-219. 
18 Pamela Dunbar, William Blake’s Illustrations to the Poetry of Milton (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980). 
19 Bette Charlene Werner, Blake’s Vision of the Poetry of Milton: Illustrations to Six Poems (London: Associated 
Universities Press, 1986).  
20 J.M.Q. Davies, Blake’s Milton Designs: The dynamics of meaning (West Cornwall, CT: Locust Hill Press, 1993). 
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important observations about Blake’s depictions of Christ in these designs, but 

sometimes focus too narrowly on the relationship between the designs and Milton’s texts 

at the expense of other methodological considerations. Also important is Grant’s 

investigation of Blake’s depictions of Jesus in the Night Thoughts designs 21  which 

demonstrates that in such designs, Blake sought to refocus Young’s paternalistic emphasis 

to a fraternal ideal in Jesus (although I disagree with Grant’s idea that there is a schema 

to Christ’s appearances throughout Night Thoughts). 22  Grant offers some insightful 

readings of several designs, and demonstrates the significance of the Night Thoughts 

project for the development of Blake’s visual Christology – an argument which I extend 

in my analyses of these designs throughout the thesis.  

 

In spite of the rich critical heritage relating to Blake’s pictorial works, it remains the 

case, as Myrone observes in The Blake Book (2007), that ‘Blake remains relatively 

underexplored by art historians’;23 continuing in the tradition of Blunt and Bindman, 

here and elsewhere Myrone demonstrates by example that there remains much to learn 

about Blake’s art by placing him in the art world of his time.24 My own methodology in 

this thesis is closest to those of Lindberg and Heppner: that is, I seek to attend both to 

Blake’s sources – pictorial (as pioneered by Blunt and Bindman) and textual (as 

represented by Heppner) – and to his own pictorial language (as explored by Lindberg, 

Warner, Mitchell and Heppner) in order to investigate a specific theme (i.e. Christ) in 

Blake’s pictorial works.   

 

 

Blake’s theology 

 

Blake’s theology, like his designs, has been investigated from various perspectives: from 

historicist investigation of his sources and influences, to exegesis of his works, and 

                                                           
21 John E. Grant, ‘Jesus and the Powers That Be in Blake’s Designs for Young’s Night Thoughts’. in Blake and His 
Bibles, ed. David V. Erdman (West Cornwall, CT: Locust Hill Press, 1990): 71-115.  
22 Ibid.: 84.  
23 Martin Myrone, The Blake Book (London: Tate, 2007): 8.  
24 Idem, Body Building: Reforming Masculinities in British Art 1750-1810 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005): 
305-13; idem (ed.), Gothic Nightmares: Fuseli, Blake and the Romantic Imagination (London: Tate, 2006).  
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analysis of the relationship of his works to the Bible. However, these methods have not 

been as widely or as successfully combined as those applied to Blake’s images. Moreover, 

Blake’s images have generally been given at best secondary consideration in studies of his 

religious ideas.  

 

Historicist studies dealing with Blake’s religious thought began with Erdman’s Blake: 

Prophet Against Empire (1954)25 and have subsequently included the work of Mee,26 E.P. 

Thompson, 27  Makdisi, 28  Ryan 29  and Rix; 30  two recent books focus specifically on 

Methodist resonances in Blake’s works.31 The value of these studies is in providing an 

understanding of the religious contexts in which Blake was working and the currents of 

thought which could have informed his ideas. In addition, the discovery by Keri Davies 

and Marsha Keith Schuchard of Blake’s mother’s connections with Moravianism32 opens 

the possibility that Blake was exposed to some of the religious ideas and art of this 

distinctive tradition (although the extent of such contact remains an open question). 

However, identifying influences should not, as Mee highlights, explain away the work.33 

Ryan in particular comes close to normalising Blake by arguing that his theology is 

essentially orthodox, thus distracting attention from what is distinctive and innovative 

about Blake’s beliefs. Similarly, Ankarsjö takes up the discovery of Blake’s mother’s 

Moravianism in his reading of Blake’s poetry, and via a highly selective reading of Blake’s 

poems makes the over-stated claim that Blake was a Moravian.34 Two other limitations 

of historicist studies of Blake’s religion is that they have not adequately attended to the 

                                                           
25 David V. Erdman, Blake, Prophet Against Empire: A Poet’s interpretation of the history of his own times (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 3rd edn. 1977).  
26 Jon Mee, Dangerous Enthusiasm: William Blake and the Culture of the 1790s (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992).  
27 E.P. Thompson, Witness Against the Beast (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993).  
28 Saree Makdisi, William Blake and the Impossible History of the 1790s (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002).  
29 Robert Ryan, The Romantic Reformation: Religious politics in English literature, 1789-1824, (Cambridge: CUP, 1997): 
43-79; idem, ‘Blake and Religion’, in The Cambridge Companion to William Blake, ed. Morris Eaves (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2006): 150-68.  
30 Robert Rix, William Blake and the Cultures of Radical Christianity (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007).  
31 Jennifer G. Jesse, Blake’s Religious Vision: There’s a Methodism in his madness (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 
2013); Michael Farrell, Blake and the Methodists (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2014). 
32 Keri Davies and Marsha Keith Schuchard, ‘Recovering the Lost Moravian History of William Blake’s Family’, 
BIQ 38.1 (2004): 36-43; Keri Davies, ‘The Lost Moravian History of William Blake’s Family: Snapshots from the 
Archive’, Literature Compass, 3.6 (2006): 1297-319; Marsha Keith Schuchard, Why Mrs. Blake Cried: William Blake 
and the sexual basis of spiritual vision (London: Century, 2006).  
33 Mee, Dangerous Enthusiasm: 3.  
34 Magnus Ankarsjö, William Blake and Religion: A New Critical View (Jefferson: McFarland and Company, 2009).  
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role of religious art in Blake’s time (reflecting the broader neglect of religious art in the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, although it is increasingly recognised that art did 

play a significant role in religious culture and vice-versa35), and have focused most 

intensely on the 1790s to the neglect of other periods in Blake’s life. 

 

Charles Gardner, 36  Middleton Murry, 37  J.G. Davies, 38  Bottrall, 39  Altizer 40  and 

Kremen41 have all examined aspects of Blake’s theology, but have little to say about 

Blake’s images. Whilst all contain important insights into Blake’s religious ideas, J.G. 

Davies and Altizer in particular seek to claim Blake for their own agendas, and thus 

misrepresent his ideas as orthodox and Christian atheist, respectively.  

 

Tannenbaum’s Biblical Tradition in Blake’s Early Prophecies (1982),42 Erdman’s collection 

of essays Blake and his Bibles (1990),43 and Rowland’s Blake and the Bible (2010)44 examine 

various aspects of Blake’s uses of the Bible. These studies help to illuminate the 

relationship of Blake’s ideas in specific works to the Bible, but, like studies of Blake’s 

Milton designs, at times do not pay attention to other aspects of Blake’s methods. 

Rowland includes a chapter on Jesus, which offers some illuminating insights into the 

antinomian aspects of Blake’s Christ, but lacks a clear argument because it is structured 

                                                           
35 Cf. Nigel Aston, Art and Religion in Eighteenth-Century Europe (London: Reakton, 2009); Clare Haynes, ‘In the 
Shadow of the Idol. Religion in British Art Theory 1600-1800’, Art History 35:1 (2012): 62-85; idem, Pictures and 
Popery: Art and anti-Catholicism 1660-1760 (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2006); idem, ‘The Culture of Judgement: art and 
anti-Catholicism in England, 1660-1760’, Historical Research 78.205 (2005): 483-505; Jeremy Gregory, 
‘Anglicanism and the Arts: Religion, Culture and Politics in the Eighteenth Century’, in Culture, Politics and 
Society in Britain, 1660-1800, ed. Jeremy Black and Jeremy Gregory (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 
1991): 82-109. Michaela Giebelhausen’s, Painting the Bible: Representation and Belief in mid-Victorian Britain 
(Aldershot: Ashgate 2006) deals with the period shortly after Blake (he is mentioned briefly, as mediated by 
William Bell Scott’s 1878 engraving of Blake’s Nativity [at 193-95]).  
36 Charles Gardener, Vision and Vesture: A study of William Blake in modern thought (London, J.M. Dent, 1916): 1-
105.  
37 J. Middleton Murry, William Blake (London: Jonathan Cape, 1933). 
38 J.G. Davies, The Theology of William Blake (Oxford: Clarendon, 1948).  
39 Margaret Bottrall, The Divine Image: A study of Blake’s interpretation of Christianity (Rome: Edizioni di Storia E 
Letteratura, 1950): esp. 47-79. 
40 Thomas J.J. Altizer, The New Apocalypse: The Radical Christian Vision of William Blake (East Lansing: Michigan 
State University Press, 1967).  
41 Kathryn R. Kremen, The Imagination of the Resurrection: The Poetic Continuity of a Religious Motif in Donne, Blake, 
and Yeats (Lewisburg: Bucknell University Press, 1972): 129-259.  
42 Leslie Tannenbaum, Biblical Tradition in Blake’s Early Prophecies (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1982). 
43 Erdman, Blake and His Bibles. 
44 Christopher Rowland, Blake and the Bible (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010). 
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as a series of commentaries on selections from Blake’s works.45 His chapter ‘Interpreting 

the Bible through images’ is similarly haphazard, although it contains a smattering of 

helpful insights into some designs.46 Another recent works-focused study investigating 

Blake’s theology is Sklar’s Blake’s Jerusalem as Visionary Theatre (2011),47 where Jerusalem 

is explored through its theatrical aspects, which Sklar likens to seventeenth-century 

theological readings of Revelation. Two aspects of Sklar’s analysis are significant for my 

reading of Blake’s depictions of Christ. First, she attends closely to the visual aspects of 

Jerusalem and other images related to its themes; in particular, following Grant, she 

shows that the Night Thoughts designs are helpful for understanding Blake’s Jesus.48 

Second, she argues that the reader-viewers of Blake’s designs are invited to participate 

in Christ’s action, and thus become members of the Divine Body. The term I use for 

Blake’s images functioning in this way is ‘viewer-response aesthetic’, which I explain in 

Section iv.   

 

Blake’s theology of art 

 

Previous studies of Blake’s theory of art have often explored and emphasised the religious 

or theological nature of these ideas, although I have not encountered the phrase ‘theology 

of art’ used in this context. In Fearful Symmetry (1947), Frye interprets Blake’s idea of 

Imagination as a universal reality in which ‘[e]verything worth doing and done well is an 

art’,49 and because Jesus is Imagination itself, ‘we perceive as God: we do not perceive 

God’.50 In other words, all worthwhile activity is art, which is a participation in the 

activity of Christ the Imagination. This idea is central to my argument that Blake’s 

depictions of Christ must be read in the light of, and as expressions of, his theology of 

                                                           
45 Ibid.: 182-96. The antinomian facet of Blake’s Christ, especially prominent in MHH and EG, is less prominent 
in Blake’s pictorial works and will therefore only figure occasionally throughout this thesis.  
46 Rowland, Blake and the Bible: 217-32. 
47 Susanne Sklar, Blake’s Jerusalem as Visionary Theatre: Entering the Divine Body (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2012).  
48 Ibid.: 98-101. 
49 Northrop Frye, Fearful Symmetry: A Study of William Blake (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1947): 89-90.  
50 Ibid.: 32. Not ‘a god’, as Gleckner stated after Frye (Robert F. Gleckner, ‘Blake’s Religion of Imagination’, 
The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 14.3 [1956], 359-69: 362).  
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art. Frye’s reading of Blake is extended in Bloom’s Blake’s Apocalypse (1963),51 which 

argues that Blake’s poems are ‘minute articulations’ of a ‘masterful design’ to reveal his 

‘conceptual universe.’52 His reading of Innocence is particularly instructive in relation to 

the role of Christ in Blake’s apocalyptic aesthetic; Bloom presents Christ as the essence 

and spirit of Innocence and the prototype of the Human Form Divine which Innocence 

presents as the ideal. This idea re-emerges in Eaves’ William Blake’s Theory of Art (1982) 

in relation to Blake’s writings on art. As noted in Section i, in his account of Blake’s 

concept of audience, Eaves addresses Blake’s statement in Laocoön that Jesus was an artist 

by arguing that Jesus’ miracles and parables are prototypes for how the artist should 

engage with his audience.53 In Chapter 7, I expand upon Eaves’ idea of parables and 

miracles as Jesus’ art by discussing the evidence from Blake’s images of Jesus’ ministry.  

 

It is, as Eaves demonstrates in The Counter-Arts Conspiracy (1992),54 Blake’s insertion of 

Christianity into his theory of art that distinguishes his ideas from contemporaneous 

English school discourse. Barrell makes a similar point, arguing that the distinctive 

feature of Blake’s theory of art is his emphasis on intuition as that which guides proper 

creation (by the artist) and judgement (by the public) of art, and that this is a religious 

concept.55 The artist does not learn how to create good art through formal education, 

but through intuitive access to Vision. Likewise the viewer only becomes part of Blake’s 

public (rather than in a mere admiring audience) when s/he views with intuitive 

discernment (rather than learned categories). Thus, art is a religious activity because it 

is the communication of Vision, and its receptive public is a religious body – members 

of Christ’s Divine Body.56  

                                                           
51 Harold Bloom, Blake’s Apocalypse: A study in poetic argument (London: Victor Gollancz, 1963).  
52 Ibid.: 9, 24.  
53 Eaves, Blake’s Theory of Art: 195ff; cf. idem, ‘Romantic Expressive Theory and Blake's Idea of the Audience’, 
PMLA 95.5 (1980), 784-801: 795.  
54  Idem, The Counter-Arts Conspiracy: Art and industry in the age of Blake (London: Cornell University Press, 1992).  
55  John Barrell, The Political Theory of Painting from Reynolds to Hazlitt: ‘The Body of the Public’ (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1986): 225, 229, 230, 253-57.  
56 Ibid.: 256. NB. Although Eaves and Barrell both argue that it is the religious dimension of Blake’s theory of art 
that makes it distinctive, Barrell criticised Blake studies in general and Eaves in particular of misreading Blake as a 
champion of individualism; Eaves responded that it is perverse to erase all trace of celebration of the individual 
from Blake’s works (ibid.: 223-24; Eaves, ‘Review: John Barrell, Political Theory of Painting from Reynolds to 
Hazlitt: “The Body of the Public”’, SIR 27.3 (1988): 429-42; idem, Counter-Arts Conspiracy: 150, fn. 25). My own 
view is, as will be seen throughout the thesis, closer to Eaves’.   
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More recently, in his analysis of the so-called Laocoön plate, Paley argues that Blake’s 

emphasis on art as the Christian activity ‘may support the situation of a Paul Morel or of 

a Stephen Daedalus struggling to realize his artistic destiny, [but]... has little to say to 

common humanity.’57 Paley risks reading Blake too literally here: Blake’s writings on 

Imagination and art do, as Paley highlights, primarily address painting and poetry, but 

those are the arts that Blake practiced; he is exploring the implications of his universal 

idea of the Imagination for the particular practices which he engages in, but implies that 

other kinds of activity can learn from his own. I argue that since Blake identifies Christ 

as the supreme artist, his representations of Christ are another source of information 

about what constitutes ‘artistic activity’, and as we will see throughout the thesis, Blake’s 

images do not present him as a practitioner of fine art. In doing so, I extend the theory 

of Christ as the supreme artist developed by Frye, Bloom and Eaves by examining a body 

of works by Blake which have not previously been explored in this context.58 I will now 

outline the projects in which Blake depicted Christ.  

 

 

iii. Christ in Blake’s pictorial projects 

 

Christ appears in pictorial works throughout Blake’s career. He produced an engraving 

of John’s vision of Christ and the candlesticks (Revelation 1:12-20) for Herries’ Royal 

Universal Family Bible c.1782 (Essick III.5; Butlin 120 verso, Fig. 173), and among what 

Butlin calls ‘miscellaneous early works’ are a group of sketches known as The Good Farmer 

(Butlin 120 recto, 121-25, Figs. 175-82) which seem to relate to Jesus’ parables on 

themes of harvest  (c.1780-85). I discuss these early works in Chapter 6.i. At the end of 

that decade, Christ appears in plates in All Religions Are One (c.1788/1795, Fig. 149), 

There is No Natural Religion (c.1788/c.1794, Fig. 220) and Innocence (c.1789, Figs. 217-

                                                           
57 Morton D. Paley, The Traveller in the Evening: The Last Works of William Blake (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2003): 97. An earlier version of this chapter was published as ‘יה & His Two Sons Satan & Adam’, SIR, 41.2 
(2002): 201-35.  
58 Frye and Bloom are concerned with Blake’s poetry and Eaves relies on Blake’s ‘direct statements rather than on 
the conceptual content that can be mined from his poems and designs’ (Blake’s Theory of Art: 3-4); indeed, Bloom 
is dismissive of Blake’s designs, but I believe that his arguments can be extended to Blake’s pictorial works 
(Blake’s Apocalypse: 9). 
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18, 232). It is, as seen in Bloom’s argument, from this early stage that Blake’s idea of 

Christ as the prototype of the prophetic artist can first be traced, although Blake would 

continue to develop and enrich his Christology throughout his career.  

 

In the early 1790s, Blake’s attention was focused on the ‘Lambeth Books’ in which he 

developed his personal mythology in illuminated printing. Christ himself is not 

pictorially depicted in any of these works, although there are moments when Blake’s 

mythological figures act as types or anti-types of Christ (we will see such moments at 

various points in this thesis). In this period, Blake also produced the ‘Large Colour 

Prints’ (they are dated 1795 although some impressions are on paper watermarked 1805) 

which include a variety of ‘Historical & Poetical’ subjects (To Dawson Turner, 9 June 

1818, E771), including Christ Appearing to the Apostles after the Resurrection (Butlin 325-29, 

Figs. 151-53), which I discuss in Chapter 5.ii.  

 

In 1795, the publisher Richard Edwards commissioned Blake to produce designs for 

Young’s Night Thoughts (1742-46). Edwards’ ambition was to publish a four-volume 

Folio edition of this popular poem with about two-hundred engravings. Blake produced 

537 watercolour designs – one for each page of the poem – from which the subjects for 

the engravings were to be selected. Blake engraved forty-three plates for the first 

volume, published in 1797, but the remaining volumes were never realised. 59  The 

commission by far surpassed Blake’s previous projects, and, I argue, marks a turning 

point in the development of his visual Christology. As Paley notes, although the Night 

Thoughts designs ‘are far from the more spiritually charged images of Jesus Blake later 

produced… they do suggest the direction in which he was tending…’.60 Whilst I cannot 

believe that each of the 537 designs is a thoroughly-thought-through expression of 

Blake’s ideas, still less that there is a detailed schema operating throughout the series,61 

                                                           
59 Cf. Stranger 162-76. 
60 Morton D. Paley, ‘“To Defend the Bible in This Year 1798 Would Cost a Man His Life”’, BIQ 32.2 (1998), 32-
43: 39. 
61 Grant argues for a systematic programme in Christ’s appearances in Night Thoughts (‘Jesus and the Powers That 
Be’: 77-84). Grant and his co-editors also tended to such over-interpretation in the 1980 edition of Night 
Thoughts (John E. Grant, Edward J. Rose, Michael J. Tolley and David Erdman [eds.], William Blake’s Designs for 
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I do think that among the designs, there are instances of such sustained reflection – 

particularly at key points in the sequence such as beginnings and endings of Nights. Many 

of those depicting Christ are significant in this respect because they are often responding 

to moments in the poem where Christ is not mentioned (a recurring motif is Blake 

depicting Christ where Young refers to the Father; elsewhere Christ appears without 

obvious prompt in the text, or in a role which is different to that described by Young). 

Moreover, some of the images of Christ in Night Thoughts are echoed in later designs – 

particularly the Butts watercolours. Thus, I consider this project, which forced Blake to 

address a text he found problematic, to have been formative in the evolution of his ideas 

and iconography of Christ.  

 

At the end of that decade, another commission presented Blake with the opportunity to 

further this development: Thomas Butts, a civil servant, commissioned Blake to produce 

fifty small biblical temperas. Thirty are extant, and other subjects are known from 

records such as Rossetti’s census (1863, 1880; Butlin 379-432). Most were produced in 

1799 and 1800, but at least one (now lost) work was probably made c.1803 (Butlin 405). 

Then, between 1800 and c.1805 (with some later additions), Blake produced another set 

of over eighty biblical designs for Butts in watercolour, which vary in size and style 

(apparently reflecting different periods of production). The circumstances of the original 

display are not known; Viscomi proposed that some might have been displayed in Mrs. 

Butts’ school for girls and that the duplication of some subjects could be accounted for 

if the Buttses had two residences.62 It seems likely that the watercolours were kept in a 

portfolio or bound volume, forming a picture-Bible, and at some time whilst in the Butts 

family, they were matted, with inscriptions added indicating the passage depicted.63 

                                                           
Edward Young’s Night Thoughts: A Complete Edition [Oxford: Clarendon, 1980]. 2 Vols.), as highlighted in reviews 
by W.J.T. Mitchell (‘Review: William Blake’s Designs for Edward Young’s Night Thoughts: A Complete Edition 
by David V. Erdman; John E. Grant; Edward J. Rose; Michael J. Tolley; Edward Young’, Modern Philology 80.2 
[1982], 198-205: 201-05) and Detlef W. Dörrbecker (‘Review: David V. Erdman, John E. Grant, Edward J. 
Rose, and Michael J. Tolley, eds., William Blake’s Designs for Edward Young’s Night Thoughts: A Complete Edition’, 
BIQ 16.2 [1982], 130-39: 132-37). Grant responded to their (and others’) objections in: ‘A Re-View of Some 
Problems in Understanding Blake’s Night Thoughts’ (BIQ 18.3 [1984-85]: 155-81).  
62 Joseph Viscomi, ‘A “Green House” for Butts? New Information on Thomas Butts, His Residences, and Family’, 
BIQ 30.1 (1996), 4-21: 15.  
63 Alternatively, the watercolours could have been intended as extra-illustrations for a large Bible (Bindman, Blake 
as an Artist: 144; Mary Lynn Johnson, ‘Human Consciousness and the Divine Image in Blake’s Watercolor 
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Whilst Butts apparently ordered fifty temperas (To Cumberland, 26 Aug. 1799, E704), 

it seems that there was no specified number of watercolours and that the series grew as 

Blake produced new subjects at intervals.64 Thus, whilst the temperas were probably 

conceived as a coherent group, the watercolours are, as Essick puts it, a more ‘organic’ 

series65 with what Bindman calls ‘episodic’ sub-groups66 which speak to each other across 

the set as a whole, as well as pointing back to Night Thoughts and forward to later designs; 

such interconnections will be noted throughout the thesis. The two sets are clearly to be 

read as distinct series, with each covering the broad sweep of the Old and New 

Testaments; some subjects are repeated across and within the two series. The biblical 

designs are significant for the development of Blake’s visual Christology because they 

depict moments from across the narrative of Jesus’ life, and apparently with relatively 

few restrictions from the patron.  

 

Between the Septembers of 1800 and 1803 Blake lived in Felpham, Sussex, a sojourn 

from London which was both frustrating and inspiring (the reasons for which can be 

found in any Blake biography).67 This period has been identified as marking a kind of 

conversion in Blake’s Christianity, with an apparent sense of renewal in his writings at 

and after Felpham.68 At this time, Blake was revising his poem Vala under the new title 

The Four Zoas (c.1796-1807); Christ is not mentioned in Vala but is central to the salvific 

scheme in Blake’s later revisions.69 Moreover, two moments in Blake’s letters have been 

read as ‘conversion’ experiences: first, a letter to Butts in 1800 which records a vision 

                                                           
Designs for the Bible: Genesis Through Psalms’, in The Cast of Consciousness: Concepts of the Mind in British and 
American Romanticism, ed. Beverly Taylor and Robert Bain (New York: Greenwood Press, 1987), 20-43: 25).  
64 Cf. Bindman, Blake as an Artist: 130-31, 136-44; Robert N. Essick, ‘Review: Martin Butlin, The Paintings and 
Drawings of William Blake’, BIQ 61.16 (1982), 22-65: 40; Johnson, ‘The Divine Image in Blake’s Designs’: 21.  
65 Essick, ‘Review: Butlin, Paintings and Drawings’: 40. 
66 Bindman, Blake as an Artist: 144.  
67 Cf. Stranger 202-66; Gilchrist, Life of William Blake (1863): 142-200.  
68 Jean H. Hagstrum’s ‘“The Wrath of the Lamb”: A Study of William Blake’s Conversions’ (in From Sensibility to 
Romanticism: Essays Presented to Frederick A. Pottle, ed. Frederick W. Hilles and Harold Bloom [New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1965]: 311-30) is the foremost account of Blake’s ‘conversions’; Elisabeth Jessen reviews other 
such discussions (‘Conversion as a Narrative, Visual, and Stylistic Mode in William Blake’s Works’ [University of 
Oxford DPhil thesis,, 2012]: 11-49), to which should be added: Charles J. Sugnet, ‘The Role of Christ in Blake’s 
The Four Zoas’, Essays in Literature 3.2 (1976): 167-80; Farrell, Blake and the Methodists: 162-92.  
69 On the dating of the manuscript, see E816-18. NB. The manuscript is not significant in the development of 
Blake’s visual Christology and therefore plays a minor role in this thesis (apart from FZ108 [Butlin 337.116], 
Christ’s pictorial appearances are in recycled Night Thoughts proofs).  
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of Christ at Felpham beach (2 Oct., E711-14), and second, Blake’s description in a letter 

to Hayley in 1804 (after his return to London) of being ‘again enlightened with the light 

[he] enjoyed in [his] youth’ when visiting the Truchsessian Gallery (23 Oct., E756). 

Whilst there is an increased ‘Christianisation’ in Blake’s works after 1800, the scale of 

this shift has been overemphasied; as I have noted, and will argue at various points 

throughout this thesis, Christ already played a significant role in earlier works.70  

 

In 1801, Blake began producing watercolours depicting works by Milton. The most 

significant for this thesis are: twelve designs for Paradise Lost for Revd. Joseph Thomas 

(1807) and Butts (1808), and an incomplete set for John Linnell (1822); six designs for 

Milton’s Nativity Ode for Thomas (1809) and Butts (c.1815); twelve designs for Paradise 

Regained (c.1816-20), purchased by Linnell in 1825. Blake’s designs are variously in 

accord with, in critical dialogue with, and reaching beyond Milton’s text. These projects 

allowed Blake to further develop key aspects of his visual Christology – in particular his 

ideas about cosmology, the Crucifixion and apocalypse. Significantly, Christ appears in 

five of the twelve designs for Paradise Lost – an unprecedented proportion compared to 

previous illustrations of the poem,71 indicating that Blake sought to emphasise Christ’s 

role in this work (the other two poems are directly focused on events in Christ’s life).72 

Meanwhile, between 1804 and c.1820, Blake was working on his longest and most 

explicitly ‘Christian’ illuminated work, Jerusalem. Here, Albion (the personification of 

England and the universal human) has turned his back on the Divine Vision, which is one 

of Blake’s names for Christ, and the poem is an account of his return. Thus, Christ is 

central to the salvific schema of Jerusalem; most significant pictorially is plate 76 – Albion 

                                                           
70 Cf. Jessen, ‘Conversion in Blake’s Works’: passim. 
71 The others are: Christ Offers to Redeem Man (Figs. 29, 120; see Chapter 4.v), The Rout of the Rebel Angels (Fig. 
191; see Chapter 6.ii), The Judgment of Adam and Eve (Fig. 213; see Chapter 6.iv) and Michael Foretells the 
Crucifixion (Figs. 127-29; see Chapter 5.ii). On previous illustrators of Paradise Lost: Marcia Pointon, Milton and 
English Art (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1970): passim; Stephen C. Behrendt, The Moment of 
Explosion: Blake and the Illustration of Milton (Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska Press, 1983): 89-127. 
72 Behrendt argues that Blake’s opinion of Paradise Lost developed over time: although in MHH (1792), Blake 
objected that ‘in Milton; the Father is Destiny, the Son, a Ratio of the five senses. & the Holy-ghost, Vacuum!’ 
(MHH 6, E35), by the time he came to create the designs, he had decided that Milton did seek to underscore the 
role of the Son, but that this was obscured by an over-abundance of detail in Milton’s text, and by previous 
illustrators and commentators (The Moment of Explosion: 70, 87).  
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before a vision of Christ crucified – which is a turning point in the narrative and, as I 

argue in Chapter 4.vi, in Blake’s conception of the Crucifixion. 

 

In 1809, Blake hosted a disastrous one-man exhibition;73 as I discuss in the introduction 

to Part II, the exhibition’s Descriptive Catalogue is crucial for understanding Blake’s theory 

of art. Although this theory is not articulated in explicitly Christological terms in this 

document, I argue that the exhibition is nevertheless significant in the development of 

Blake’s visual Christology. At this time (1805-27), Blake was also working on several 

depictions of the Last Judgement (Butlin 639-48), as well as writing two descriptions of 

this subject – one for Ozias Humphry (E552-54) on whose recommendation a Last 

Judgment74 watercolour was commissioned by the Countess of Egremont (1807, Butlin 

642), the other in Blake’s notebook as ‘Additions to Blakes Catalogue of Pictures &c’ 

(E554-66) in which Blake extends his account of the nature of art in the Descriptive 

Catalogue in more explicitly Christological terms. 

 

During this period, Blake produced various other works which depict Christ (mostly for 

Butts), some apparently as separate works (c.1810-c.1820, Butlin 671-74, 770) and two 

as part of an interrelated group of portraits of Adam, Eve, the Virgin and Child, and 

Christ (c.1810, Butlin 667-70; see Chapter 2.ii). These works demonstrate Blake’s 

continuing interest in Christological subjects in a variety of contexts and formats. Then, 

in the final years of his life, Blake worked on designs for Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress (1824-

27, Butlin 829; 28 drawings) and Dante’s Divine Comedy (1824-27; Butlin 812; 102 

drawings), both of which were unfinished at his death, but in which Christ plays a central 

role (see Chapter 4.vii). Christ also appears in the Genesis manuscript (c.1826-27, Butlin 

828), another project for Linnell, which remained incomplete at Blake’s death. It was at 

this time that Blake inscribed the Laocoön plate (c.1826-27, E273-75) which contains a 

series of aphorisms that summarise the theories about art and Christ which Blake had 

developed throughout his career – Blake’s final affirmation that ‘Christianity is Art’ 

(E274).  

                                                           
73 Cf. Stranger 325-33. 
74 Blake himself used ‘judgment’, which has been retained in the titles ascribed to his representations of this 
subject. Accordingly, I use this spelling when referring to the titles of these works, and ‘judgement’ elsewhere.  
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iv. Key terms and concepts 

 

Visual Christology 

 

‘Christology’ literally means ‘discourse about Christ’. More specifically, it is the sub-

discipline of theology which is concerned with concepts about Christ, dealing with 

questions such as the nature(s) of Christ, whether the person Jesus embodied divine 

attributes such as omniscience and omnipotence, and the nature of his Resurrection. 

Blake was not a systematic theologian, but he did develop his own distinctive concepts 

about Christ, engaging with some of the same questions as conventional Christology, as 

well as peculiarly Blakean ideas. By ‘visual Christology’ I simply mean how Blake 

expressed his ideas about Christ in pictorial terms.  

 

Jesus / Christ 

 

In A Blake Dictionary, Damon claims: ‘Christ was a term that Blake used only five times 

in his poetry, outside The Everlasting Gospel, as he preferred the personal name “Jesus.”’75 

Such a view persists in, for instance, Jonathan Roberts caveating a reference to Blake as 

a ‘Christological artist’ with: ‘“Christological” is not really the right word, as [Blake’s] 

concern is principally with Jesus…’76 A search of Erdman’s text via the Blake Archive in 

fact yields nine hits for ‘Christ’ within Damon’s parameters, and seventy-seven across 

Blake’s complete writings. There are almost twice as many (144) hits for ‘Jesus’.77 Thus, 

there is truth in Damon’s claim, but Blake also has numerous other names for Jesus: the 

Divine Body, the Human Form Divine, Divine Humanity, Imagination, the Poetic 

Genius, the Divine Image, the Divine Vision, God himself. These names have different, 

though sometimes overlapping resonances, reflecting Blake’s multifaceted vision of 

Christ (as seen throughout this thesis). For sake of convenience, I favour the use of 

                                                           
75 Dictionary 82.  
76 Jonathan Roberts, ‘William Blake’s Visionary Landscape near Felpham’, BIQ 47.2 (2013): §39; fn. 103.  
77 ‘Quick search’ for ‘Christ’ and ‘Jesus’ via ‘The Complete Poetry and Prose of William Blake. Electronic 
Edition’, ed. David V. Erdman, comm. Harold Bloom, Morris Eaves, Robert Essick and Joseph Viscomi. The 
William Blake Archive. 2001. Accessed: 04/09/2015. 
http://www.blakearchive.org/exist/blake/archive/erdgen.xq.  

http://www.blakearchive.org/exist/blake/archive/erdgen.xq
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‘Christ’ in order to maintain a distinction between the Jesus of the Gospels and the Christ 

of Blake’s imagination. Regardless of Blake’s apparent preference for the name ‘Jesus’, 

as Rowland puts it: ‘Blake espouses an understanding of Christ… in which the historical 

Jesus of the gospels takes second place to the Christ “in whom we live and move and 

have our being” (cf. Acts 17:28).’78 Therefore where I refer to ‘Jesus’, it is to the figure 

in the Gospels, but I more frequently discuss (Blake’s) ‘Christ’.  

 

The Human Form Divine 

 

For Blake, the Human Form Divine is the true state of humanity, of which Christ is the 

ultimate archetype; it is simultaneously the true identity of God. For Blake, Jesus was 

not the unique incarnation of the divine in human but the supreme embodiment of the 

eternal Human Form Divine; not the perfect union of two natures (as J.G. Davies sought 

to show),79 nor even God self-emptied (as Altizer argued),80 but a single Human-Divine 

nature which we also share. As Blake responded to Henry Crabb Robinson asking him 

about the divinity of Jesus: ‘He is the only God… And so am I and so are you’ (BR 421). 

Thus, Christ does not have the same unique status for Blake as in orthodox theology; as 

he writes of Moses and Abraham in his notebook description of the Last Judgement, it is 

not the person Jesus, but the state which he signifies that makes him central to Blake’s 

vision (E556). The term is essentially synonymous with Imagination, which, as 

articulated in Laocoön, Blake conceives as the Divine Body of Jesus in whom we are 

members. To embody this state is a social, rather than individualistic ideal. At times, 

there is apparent tension between Christ as actor and as facilitator (i.e. an apparently 

impassive figure who allows others to act); this is because in Blake’s mythos, the figure 

of Christ represents both the Human Form Divine itself and its supreme manifestation 

in Jesus. Thus, as actor he is the type of the individual embodying that state, and as 

                                                           
78 Rowland, Blake and the Bible: 210.  
79 J.G. Davies, The Theology of William Blake: 110-11, 116. Rowan Williams offers a more nuanced reading: ‘That 
there is also something in Blake’s thought that is – obscurely – closer to a classical incarnational narrative might 
be a... contentious claim; but it is not nonsense...’ (‘“The human form divine”: Radicalism and Orthodoxy in 
William Blake’, in Radical Christian Voices and Practice: Essays in Honour of Christopher Rowland, ed. Zoë Bennett and 
David B. Gowler [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012], 151-64: 158). 
80 Altizer, The New Apocalypse: 63-75. 
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facilitator he is the Human Form Divine itself engendering that process. Moreover, 

because the Human Form Divine is the true identity of God, Christ is the pre-eminent 

identity of the Godhead,81 and Blake is critical of paternalistic and legalistic figurings of 

the deity. I discuss how Blake’s Christ contrasts with such conceptions of God at various 

points in the thesis, particularly in Part I.  

 

Series and correspondences  

 

As noted in Section iii, many of Blake’s images are in series, primarily his designs for 

literary texts. ‘Series’ is a term which Blake himself uses in his 1793 prospectus 

addressed ‘To the Public’ where he announces his intention to ‘commence a Series of 

subjects from the Bible, and another from the History of England’ (E692). Within any 

one sequence of designs, Blake develops motifs which shape the narrative arc and which 

place the images in dialogue with one another; as Johnson writes of the biblical 

watercolours, ‘each design draws energy from others in the series.’ 82  However, 

‘conversations’ between images are not limited within a single series; Blake also develops 

motifs across pictorial projects. As Figgis put it, it is:  

 
as if no one picture could contain all the thought he desires to convey, a 
thought that therefore had to utter itself in a connected series of pictures. 
This same overflowing of thought from one design into another, and yet 
again into another, till it completed itself, and made a unity of the whole, 
is… found in exercise even where there is no external unity within which 
to group a sequence of designs. It is as if one picture suggested another 
on a cognate theme, which he had at once to begin, even when the 
suggestion was accidental to the designs themselves...83 
 

In other words, Blake is engaged in a continuous process of symbol-making in his 

endeavour to express his ideas; this endeavour extends beyond any single image or even 

group of images to create a universe of images in which all his works participate (as seen 

                                                           
81 In this respect, Blake echoes Swedenborg, although Swedenborg did not share Blake’s idea of the essential unity 
of Humanity and Divinity as Human Form Divine. A detailed summary of Swedenborg’s ideas about Christ can 
be found under ‘Lord’ in the Swedenborg Society’s  Index to Swedenborg’s Arcana Cœlestia or Heavenly mysteries 
contained in the Holy scripture (London: The Swedenborg Society, 1865), Vol. 1/2. A full analysis of the 
relationship between Swedenborg’s and Blake’s Christologies is beyond the scope of this thesis.  
82 Johnson, ‘The Divine Image in Blake’s Designs’: 21.  
83 Figgis, The Paintings of William Blake: 65.  
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in Section iii, Lindberg, W.J.T. Mitchell, Warner and Heppner present such 

conceptualisations of Blake). This reading of Blake’s works also helps to account for the 

apparent fractures in the form and/or mythological system in works such as The Book of 

Urizen (which exists in eight different arrangements, seeming never to reach finished 

form),84 Jerusalem (which baffles readers with its fluid characters, settings and plot line)85 

and the Large Colour Prints (the meaning and unity of which remains enigmatic; see 

Chapter 5.ii). If Figgis’ reading of Blake’s series and cognate images is taken as a model 

for reading Blake’s entire corpus, such problems with individual works or groups of 

works can be seen as symptomatic of their fragmentary role within Blake’s evolving 

system. Just as religious language has difficulty articulating ideas about God, so Blake 

struggles to express his vision; his works move cumulatively closer towards that goal, 

but he never ceases in this ‘Mental Fight’ (Milton 1:13, E95) – there is always something 

to add because his subject is infinity.  

 

Viewer-response aesthetic  

 

Blake’s art sets out to make the viewer a participant rather than an observer, a partner 

in pursuit of visionary perception; he expresses this notion most explicitly in his 

notebook description of the Last Judgement (1810): 

 
If the Spectator could Enter into these Images in his Imagination 
approaching them on the Fiery Chariot of his Contemplative Thought if 
he could Enter into Noahs Rainbow or into his bosom or could make a 
Friend & Companion of one of these Images of wonder which always 
intreats him to leave mortal things as he must know then would he arise 
from his Grave then would he meet the Lord in the Air & then he would 
be happy… I intreat then that the Spectator will attend to the Hands & 
Feet to the Lineaments of the Countenances they are all descriptive of 
Character & not a line is drawn without intention… (E560) 

 

                                                           
84 Cf. Sibylle Erle, Blake, Lavater and Physiognomy (London: Legenda, 2010): 168-74; idem., ‘The Lost Original: 
Blake and Lavater’s Search for Divine Likeness’, in Rüdinger Görner and Angus Nichols (eds.), In the Embrace of 
the Swan: Anglo-German Mythologies in Literature, the Visual Arts and Cultural Theory (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2010), 211-
30.  
85 Cf. Denise Gigante, Life: Organic Form and Romanticism (New Haven & London: Yale University Press, 2009): 
106-54; Sklar, Jerusalem as Visionary Theatre: 1-3. 
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In other words, the work of art is completed through the engagement of responsive 

viewers, which engenders their union into the world of the artwork, the world of Blake’s 

mythos, a state where art and religion are one. Blake’s intensely audience-centred 

approach to art, where the image exists to regenerate the field of perception, is an 

example of a larger narrative in the critical theory of Romanticism, which argues that 

the value of a picture or poem is derived from its power to move its individual beholder 

or reader. In Romantic studies, this interactional model has been characterised as a move 

from a mimetic to an expressive aesthetic; to quote Mitchell on Blake, in an expressive 

aesthetic, the work is imagined as a living form, a catalyst for ‘collective awakening’, a 

vehicle ‘delivering us into the human family’.86 Frye and Eaves are among others who 

read Blake’s works in such terms; I engage with various such readings in specific case 

studies throughout the thesis. With Blake – as for Casper David Friedrich and J.M.W. 

Turner – the ideal image is open-ended because it arises from a condition in which the 

artist imagines the audience as empathetic subjects devoted to finding themselves 

through feeling or experiencing the vision provided by the artist. This process engders 

the unification of individual parts into a whole – in Blakean terms, the spectator becomes 

a member of the Divine Body. The ideal audience, then, is creative; its members belong 

to art because Romanticism is an attempt to picture the experience of the world re-

imagined through visionary perception. Thus, the Romantic image is an experience of 

being in the world, not a record of things in the world. 

 

This belief, that a work of art invokes the audience to believe that it is an encounter with 

our own embodied experience, can be seen in Blake’s works at least as early as the Songs 

(1789/1794). Blake frames these poems as ‘Shewing the Two Contrary States…’ (my 

emphasis) rather than, say, ‘explicating’, and notions of affect are central to many of the 

poems: from artistic exchange between the piper, the poet and ‘Every child [that] may 

joy to hear’ in ‘Introduction’ (Innocence, E7), to the litany of emotional response in ‘On 

Anothers Sorrow’ (E17). At the end of his career, in Jerusalem (1804-c.1820), Blake 

creates a myth in which, as Sklar has shown, he invites the viewer to enter into the Divine 

                                                           
86 Mitchell, Blake’s Composite Art: 216-17. 
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Body.87 I use the term viewer-response aesthetic to refer to a range of pictorial processes 

seen in works discussed throughout this thesis by which, I argue, Blake sought to elicit 

such a response from his viewer.88  

 

Mitchell is particularly helpful in characterising the nature of Blake’s aesthetic:  

 
He is conscious, with other Romantics, of the perceptual limits of style… 
In particular, he seems concerned with expanding our awareness of the 
tactile realm, as it is inferred through sight, depicting forms that elicit 
multiple, equivocal, transformatory, and even contradictory sensuous 
associations… Blake depicts a universe of “mental things” which he 
expects us to find inside our own heads, not just in his paintings.89  

 

In other words, Blake’s images are openings into a world of transformed sensory 

experience. In this respect, as Mitchell highlights elsewhere, Blake’s aesthetic can 

helpfully be contrasted with that of Burney (compare Figs. 48-51 for Blake’s and 

Burney’s depictions of the Baptism, discussed in Chapter 3). Burney’s style is 

‘representational’, creating ‘a plausible visualization’ of a scene; Blake’s method, by 

contrast is ‘symbolic’, not concerned with creating a realistic setting, but with 

schematising details to create a symbolic world. Thus: ‘[t]he difference between Blake 

and Burney is the difference between a visionary and a visualizer, a transformer and a 

translator’.90  

 

How then, did Blake conceptualise Christ within this viewer-centric model of art? Here 

Eaves is particularly helpful: 

 

                                                           
87 Sklar, Jerusalem as Visionary Theatre: passim. 
88 These processes include: figures facing into pictures, inviting the viewer to follow into the pictorial plane (such 
as the figures of Christ and the Baptist in Blake’s depictions of the Baptism of Christ, Figs. 48-50; see Chapter 3); 
figures reaching out of pictures as if about to embrace the viewer (such as that of Christ in the process of 
resurrection in the Volume II frontispiece for Night Thoughts, Fig. 156; see Chapter 5.ii); scenes which seem to 
extend into the viewer’s space (such as the river widening in the foreground of The River of Life, Fig. 215; see 
Chapter 6.v). 
89 W.J.T. Mitchell, ‘Style as Epistemology: Blake and the Movement Toward Abstraction in Romantic Art’, SIR 
16.2 (1977), 145-64: 153-54. 
90 Mitchell, Blake’s Composite Art: 19. See also Mitchell’s comparison with Flaxman in: ‘Style as Epistemology’: 
150-53. 
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If mimetic arts, tending toward the condition of performance, envision 
an audience of spectators and judges, expressive arts, tending toward the 
conditions of personal relations, envision an audience of loving friends… 
The basis for an imaginative relationship between [artist] and [viewer] 
must be mutual love.91  

 

Christ, as imagined by Blake, enacts the processes by which individuation is transformed 

into community. He is the ur-self expressive artist who makes the audience self-

expressive subjects, the sensory opening by which we come to know that ‘The Old & 

New Testaments are the Great Code of Art’ (Laoc., E274).92 Within Blake’s mythos, the 

figure of Christ is the archetypal generator of identity – the supreme artist – who enacts 

such an interactive engagement with his own public in his life, death and ministry (see 

my précis of Eaves’ account of Blake’s Jesus in Section i). Therefore, as Viscomi writes 

in relation to Jerusalem: 

 
Ideally, the study of art is analogous to the study of Christ; the student, 
disciple, or reader undergoes a transformation or conversion; one comes 
to perceive self and world differently.93   

 

I suspect that few viewers have ever responded to Blake’s invitation wholeheartedly94 – 

not least because his elaborate personal mythology complicates engagement with his 

works (a feature which distinguishes his work from that of his contemporaries) – and it 

is certainly not my concern to evangelise my reader to seek a Blakean conversion in 

viewing his works. Rather, I will demonstrate throughout the thesis that Blake uses a 

variety of pictorial devices to create a viewer-response aesthetic in his depictions of 

Christ; Blake does not simply depict Christ, but seeks to bring about the viewer’s 

transformation into the Human Form Divine through this emblematic figure.  

 

 

 

                                                           
91 Eaves, Blake’s Theory of Art: 191.  
92 Elsewhere, in ‘To the Public’, his preface to Jerusalem, Blake imagines the union of artist and audience in these 
terms:  ‘I… hope the Reader will be with me, wholly One in Jesus our Lord’ (E145). 
93 Joseph Viscomi, Blake and the Idea of the Book (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993): 339.  
94 For a history of attempts to resist the viewer-response nature of Blake’s art, see Colin Trodd, Visions of Blake: 
William Blake and the Art World 1830-1930 (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2012): 1-229.  
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v. Thesis outline 

 

I count approximately two-hundred depictions of Christ across Blake’s pictorial works, 

making it impossible to address every example in detail here; I have selected thematic 

case studies which draw on all of Blake’s major pictorial projects. Sometimes I focus on 

works which are relatively under-explored in previous scholarship (such as the Butts 

temperas of the birth and infancy of Christ in Chapter 2.i), and elsewhere I propose new 

readings of well-documented designs (such as the Paradise Regained designs in Chapter 

3). Wherever possible, I point beyond the principle foci of my case studies to 

connections and contrasts with other designs by Blake with related themes or 

iconography in order to point to the broader scope of Blake’s visual Christology.  

 

The chapters are grouped into two parts and broadly follow the chronology of Christ’s 

life, with the exception of Chapter 7, which focuses on Christ-like figures in Blake’s 

depictions of Jesus’ ministry. In Part I, I set out Blake’s Christological cosmology in three 

chapters which deal with beginnings in Christ’s life. Part II is concerned with Blake’s 

idea of art as apocalypse, and of Christ as the supreme type of the artist – the state which 

every individual should embody and which Blake seeks to engender through his works. I 

give an outline of the chapters in each Part in their respective introductory sections. I 

conclude with a discussion of An Allegory of the Spiritual Condition of Man (1811?, Butlin 

673, Fig. 258) which, I argue, encapsulates the central themes of my analysis.  
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PART I 

 

‘A World of Imagination and Vision’ 

 

 

He who sees the Infinite in all things sees God. He who sees the Ratio 
only sees himself only. 

Therefore 
God becomes as we are, 

that we may be as he 
is 

 
There is No Natural Religion [b] (c.1788, E3) 

 

… every thing that lives is Holy 
The Marriage of Heaven and Hell 27 (1790, E45)95 

 

This World Is a World of Imagination & Vision... to the Eyes of the Man 
of Imagination Nature is Imagination itself. As a man is So he Sees... To 
Me This World is all One continued Vision of Fancy or Imagination… 
 

To Revd. Dr. Trusler, 23 August 1799 (E702) 
 

 

The Ancient of Days (1794/1827?, Fig. 1) is one of Blake’s best-known images, which he 

himself reproduced multiple times and was reportedly a personal favourite (BR 523, 

655). Inspired by a vision Blake saw at his home in Lambeth in the 1790s (BR 72, 620), 

the design first appeared as the frontispiece to Europe in 1794, and he printed and 

coloured the plate as a separate work; he is said to have been working on the Whitworth 

copy (Fig. 1) on his deathbed (cf. BR 523 620, 655, 682). The subject is God as Creator 

setting a compass on the void of the earth to measure and order it, as described in 

Proverbs 8:27. The picture represents a cosmology in which the universe is created by a 

                                                           
95 Cf. VDA 27, E51; America 8:13, E54; FZ 34:80, E324.  
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Father who imposes oppressive order upon it. This is an unsettling portrait of the 

Creator: he is a tyrant, but even as he attempts to impose order on the dark void of the 

world, he is confined by the sun, and his hair blows in the wind, indicating that his power 

is not as absolute as might first appear and that his Creation is flawed.96 Blake famously 

wrote ‘I must Create a System, or be enslav’d by another Mans’ (Jerusalem 10:20, E153); 

his conception of Christ is, I argue, an attempt to escape the rule-bound conception of 

God and the universe represented in The Ancient of Days.  

 

Blake himself establishes a contrast between The Ancient of Days and Christ in the design’s 

original context in Europe. The poem is a commentary on the contemporaneous situation 

in Europe, recast as a universal narrative which parodies Milton’s Nativity Ode. It begins 

with the descent into the world of ‘the secret child’ (3:2, E61), who represents both 

Christ and Orc, inaugurating the possibility of the world being restored to life. 

However, for eighteen-hundred years, the true meaning of this ‘secret child’ had been 

perverted; at the end of Europe, Los rallies his sons to overturn this degenerate state (15, 

E66). Thus, The Ancient of Days is an anti-icon to the ‘secret child’ Christ, the terrifying 

embodiment of the consequences of a worldview governed by Urizenic Reason rather 

than Christ-like Imagination. In a manner analogous to Blake’s repeated return to this 

image, I refer to this design throughout the thesis as an anti-icon to Blake’s conception 

of Christ (and particularly in Part I). 

 

In Chapter 1, I argue that Blake’s depictions of Christ as Creator subvert the paternalistic 

conception of God pictured in The Ancient of Days and present a conception of the world 

and humanity as made in Christ’s own nature – that is, Imagination or the Human Form 

Divine. Chapter 2 focuses on the birth of Christ; I argue that this subject is emblematic 

of the individual’s birth of Vision – their inhabiting the true state of Imagination 

described in Blake’s letter to Trusler. In Chapter 3, I examine Blake’s depictions of 

Christ’s Baptism and Temptations, arguing that in these subjects, which inaugurate 

                                                           
96 Cf. Blunt, ‘Blake’s “Ancient of Days”’; Detlef W. Dörrbecker (ed.), William Blake: The Continental Prophecies 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press for the William Blake Trust, 1998): 161-68; Martin K. Nurmi, ‘Blake’s 
“Ancient of Days” and Motte’s Frontispiece to Newton’s Principia’, in The Divine Vision: Studies in the Poetry and Art 
of William Blake, Vivian de Sola Pinto (London: Victor Gollancz, 1957): 207-16; Trodd, Visions of Blake: 262.  
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Jesus’s public ministry, Blake establishes Christ’s power in the world, representing him 

as immanent in everything. The implication of Blake’s Christological cosmology is that 

all things take place in and through him. In particular, Christ’s identity as Imagination 

informs Blake’s theology of art: ‘Christianity is Art’, for Blake, because art is the activity 

of Imagination, and humanity embodies its true nature – the Human Form Divine – 

when it participates in the ontological reality of Imagination.   
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CHAPTER 1 

 

Creator Christ 

 

 

In spite of statements such as those cited in the introduction to Part I, Blake has often 

been read as adopting a negative, dualistic worldview, in which he seeks to be liberated 

from the natural world by Imagination. Blake’s annotations to Wordsworth’s Poems are 

often cited in this respect, which include statements such as ‘The Natural Man is at 

Enmity with God’ and ‘Natural Objects always did & now do Weaken deaden & 

obliterate Imagination in Me’ (E665). Frye has been particularly associated with this 

view, having stated that Blake conceives of nature as ‘miserably cruel, wasteful, 

purposeless, chaotic and half dead,’97 and ‘the world we desire and create with our 

imaginations is both better and more real than the world we see.’98 However, Frye also 

stated that the Universe is ‘One Man, who to a Christian is Jesus.’99 In this chapter and 

in Chapter 2, I demonstrate that Frye’s latter statement is the more important for 

understanding Blake’s idea of Creation and that commentators since Frye have been too 

quick to read Blake’s view of nature through the lens of the former statements. Such 

readings are summarised by Hutchings,100 who presents his own reading of Blake’s vision 

of nature as participating in the Human Form Divine as a challenge to Frye – apparently 

missing Frye’s positive statements about nature. Frye and Hutchings both argue that 

Blake’s apparently ambivalent views about nature are to do with levels of perception or 

modes of engagement with nature, and both recognise that the world’s holiness is 

measured by its humanity – its participation in the Human Form Divine.101 I argue that 

                                                           
97 Frye, Fearful Symmetry: 39. 
98 Ibid.: 40. 
99 Ibid.: 125.  
100 Kevin Hutchings, Imagining Nature: Blake’s Environmental Poetics (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s 
University Press, 2002): 37-44.  
101 Frye, Fearful Symmetry: 21, 42; Hutchings, Imagining Nature: 63-75. 
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Blake’s depictions of Christ as Creator present a vision of Creation in which Christ 

creates the world as holy, although we do not always see it as such. It is failure of Vision 

on our part, not the stuff of nature itself, that leads to the worldview embodied in The 

Ancient of Days.102 

 

Christ appears as Creator in four key projects throughout Blake’s career: Night Thoughts 

(c.1795-97), Paradise Lost (1807, 1808, 1822), Jerusalem (1804-c.1820), and Genesis 

(c.1826-27). Whilst the notion that Christ was involved in Creation is not in itself 

innovative, the visual depiction of Christ in this role is relatively unusual (though not 

unprecedented), and, I argue, Blake depicts Christ as Creator in contrast to the 

inadequate Father of The Ancient of Days and other images. In particular, in his depictions 

of Young103 and Milton,104 Blake is ‘correcting’ the paternalistic emphases of these poets 

with an expression of his own vision of Christ as ‘the only God’ (BR 421). I argue that 

Blake’s Creator-Christ inaugurates a world which reflects his own nature, represented 

by Blake through two main themes: as creator of the celestial lights, he introduces the 

light of visionary energy into the world; as creator of human form, he gives his own 

human-divine nature to individuals and to the world as whole. This giving of himself is 

not a one-time event, but a continual process, for every act of an individual who 

embodies the Human Form Divine is an act of creation, a participation in Christ’s 

essence. 

 

 

i. Creator of light 

 

In his Night Thoughts designs, Blake produced two images of Christ creating the stars (NT 

IX.64-65, Butlin 330.482-83, Figs. 2-3). One of the major themes of the poem is that 

                                                           
102 That the perception of nature as cruel is a failure of vision on our part is recognised by Gardner (Vision and 
Vesture: 23-24).  
103 Cf. Grant, ‘Jesus and the Powers That Be’: 84; Sklar, Jerusalem as Visionary Theatre: 99. 
104 Cf. Bindman, Blake as an Artist: 188. The opposition between a tyrannical Father and a benevolent Christ in 
Blake’s thought is not absolute. For example, there are some positive images of the Father, such as God Blessing the 
Seventh Day (c.1805, Butlin 434), and The Creation of Eve: ‘And she shall be called woman’ (c.1803-05, Butlin 435). 
Blake’s concept of the Father would be a subject for another study; my point here is that his concept of Christ is 
in part framed against a particular concept of the Father as paternalistic lawgiver, as embodied in The Ancient of 
Days (cf. Johnson, ‘The Divine Image in Blake’s Designs’: 22-25). 
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God can be discerned in and through nature – the poet instructs the infidel antagonist 

Lorenzo that one can reason to God by beholding his works in the world. This trope is 

strongest in Night VI, and Blake’s designs for this Night criticise Young’s argument (see 

Chapter 3). In Night IX, Young resumes the theme of the author of the universe by 

reflecting upon the creation of the stars, which Blake depicts as an act of Christ in two 

consecutive images (NT IX.64-65, Figs. 2-3). NT IX.64 (Fig. 2) depicts line 1306: ‘Who 

rounded in his Palm these spacious orbs?’ and in IX.65 (Fig. 3), lines 1320-21 are starred: 

‘In Night’s inglorious Empire, where they slept | In beds of Darkness; arm’d them with 

fierce Flames’, although line 1322 is closest to the design: ‘Arrang’d, and disciplin’d, 

and cloath’d in Gold’. A probable pictorial source is in an image in the ‘Raphael Bible’ 

of the Father placing the lights in the sky (Fig. 4; Blake owned a copy of these prints); 

Blake depicts this as the work of Christ. Whereas Raphael’s Father is turned away from 

the viewer, blocking access to the scene with his left leg, and appears to merely place 

the stars in the sky, Blake’s Christ is working with the stuff of the cosmos (but not 

imposing order upon it like The Ancient of Days), and his expression and gestures are 

caring. However, nor is Christ merely a demiurge, shaping existing matter; he brings 

the stars into existence: in IX.64 (Fig. 2), Christ is not simply ‘bowling’ (l. 1307) the 

fiery orb, it is bursting into light, and in IX.65 (Fig. 3), the light-matter flows out of the 

cup of Christ’s hand, as if it is emerging from his body. Thus, Blake represents Christ 

imparting the light of Vision into the material substance of the world, anticipating the 

notion expressed in the letter to Trusler that ‘This World Is a World of Imagination & 

Vision’ (E702).  

 

The identification of Christ with light resonates with the notion of Christ as the source 

of Imagination and Vision. Blake frequently uses the language of light to describe 

inspiration. For example, in a letter to Hayley (often cited as a marker of Blake’s 

‘conversion’): 

 
Suddenly, on the day after visiting the Truchsessian Gallery of pictures, I 
was again enlightened with the light I enjoyed in my youth, and which has 
for exactly twenty years been closed from me as by a door and by 
window-shutters... (23 Oct. 1804, E756) 
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The association of light and inspiration is of course not peculiar to Blake, and in the Night 

Thoughts designs, Blake is also responding to the poem’s frequent references to the stars 

inspiring the poet.105 However, these images can also be read as depicting Christ, rather 

than Young, as the true source of poetic, prophetic, visionary light. It is particularly 

significant that the stars in NT IX.65 (Fig. 3) have bodily form; although their wings 

suggest that they are angelic beings, the representation of light as bodies (or bodies as 

light) implies the possibility of the human form becoming a body of light. Such 

personified stars are a recurring motif in Blake’s images, particularly in a pattern of 

angelic figures with arms criss-crossed (Figs. 5-7) which first appears earlier in Night IX 

(NT IX.19, Butlin 330.437, Fig. 5), depicting a passage which describes the ‘Chorus of 

the Skies’ shouting in exaltation (ll. 354-60); it later reappears in the Job designs (c.1805-

06, Butlin 550.14; 1821, Butlin 551.14; 1825, Bindman 639, Fig. 6) as the Morning 

Stars singing in praise of God’s act of Creation, and in the watercolours for Milton’s 

Nativity Ode as the angels announcing the birth of Christ to the shepherds (1809, Butlin 

538.2, Fig. 7; c.1815, Butlin 542.2).106 Such figures therefore represent the advent of 

visionary inspiration through Creation and the birth of Christ; they both announce the 

advent of Vision and themselves incarnate inspiration. As I discuss in Chapters 2.i and 

5.ii, respectively, Christ himself is depicted as light in Blake’s depictions of Christ’s birth 

and resurrection (or re-birth). These are moments of supreme manifestation of Christ 

as the light of Vision which he also instils in the world, as first seen in NT IX.64 and 

IX.65.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
105 Cf. Robin Hamlyn (ed.), Night Thoughts, The Poem by Edward Young, illustrated with Watercolours by William Blake 
(London: The Folio Society, 2005): 360. 
106 There is a verbal echo of this motif in VLJ: ‘When the Sun rises do you not see a round Disk of fire somewhat 
like a Guinea O no no I see an Innumerable company of the Heavenly host crying Holy Holy Holy is the Lord 
God Almighty’ (E565-66). 
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ii. Creator of human form 

 

In all the Heavens there is no other Idea of God than that of a Man 
… But God is a man not because he is so percievd by man but because he 
is the creator of man  

 
Annotations to Swedenborg’s Divine Love and Divine Wisdom (c.1788, E603) 

 

The significance of the human in Creation is more explicit in Blake’s depictions of Christ 

creating the human form itself in Night Thoughts, Paradise Lost, Jerusalem and Genesis. As 

the supreme embodiment of the Human Form Divine, Christ is giving his own nature 

and form by bringing humanity into being. As in the images of Christ creating light, in 

all of the designs depicting Christ creating the human form he is engaging with the stuff 

of his Creation and is a redemptive figure. He depicts the creation of Adam in Night 

Thoughts and Genesis, and the creation of Eve in Paradise Lost and Jerusalem; the two subjects 

focus on slightly different aspects of the creation of human form and I will therefore 

discuss these in turn, rather than each design in order of its production.  

 

 Creation of Adam 

 

The creation of Adam in Night Thoughts occurs towards the end of the sequence, NT 

IX.111 (Butlin 330.529, Fig. 8); Blake is depicting line 2294, ‘Father of Immortality to 

Man’, but it is Christ who appears in Blake’s design, breathing life into Adam (cf. Genesis 

2:7). Christ is taking on a role which Young identifies as the Father’s; he is giving his 

own Human Form Divine to the figure of Adam. As Grant highlights, this image can be 

read as a counterpoint to Elohim Creating Adam (1795/c.1805, Butlin 289, Fig. 9), which 

was probably conceived at a similar time to the Night Thoughts designs.107 In both images, 

Adam is emerging from the earth, reflecting Genesis 2:7 which describes God forming 

man from ‘the dust of the ground’; both designs depict this as a painful process. 

However, whereas Elohim is blindly and violently wrenching Adam from the earth, 

Christ looks at Adam face-to-face, and is giving form to him: his hands shape Adam’s 

                                                           
107 Grant, ‘Jesus and the Powers That Be’: 81-83.  
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head and elbow, and the curve formed by his left foot and right leg make the shape of 

Adam’s as-yet-unformed right leg. Moreover, as Grant highlights, Christ himself is 

standing on the earth, contrasting with the hovering figure of Elohim.108 Thus, like the 

images of Christ creating the stars, this design presents a positive view of matter as the 

stuff to which Christ gives life and form, contrasting with the fallen vision of matter in 

Elohim Creating Adam.  

 

In Genesis (c.1826-27), Blake juxtaposes the Father and Christ on the same page in each 

of the two title-pages of the manuscript (Figs. 10-11). In Leaf 1 (Fig. 10), Christ is 

crouching in a fiery orb, recalling The Ancient of Days, and his hands are stretched out at 

an angle which echoes the compasses in that image. However, as noted by Essick and 

Crosby, Christ is uniting rather than dividing, reaching towards Adam in a personal 

encounter which contrasts with the image of the distant Father measuring the void.109 

Blake has also included an image of the Father, enclosed in the firmament which he 

creates to divide heaven and earth (a division Blake represents Christ as rupturing in his 

Paradise Regained designs; see Chapter 3) and therefore, like The Ancient of Days and unlike 

the figure of Christ on this sheet, he is separated from the world. In Leaf 2 (Fig. 11), 

Blake emphasises Christ’s role as redeemer, depicting him in a cruciform gesture (see 

Chapter 5 on Blake’s representation of the Crucifixion); again, he connects Adam to the 

heavenly portion of the design, holding out a scroll to Adam which Adam reaches up to 

receive. As Nanavutty has shown, the elaborate vegetation adorning the lettering in this 

design seems to draw on horticultural symbolism to underscore the themes of 

fruitfulness and redemption in Christ. 110  Again, the Father is contained within the 

firmament, and here he stands upon and reaches towards dark clouds, implying that his 

Creation is, like clouds, ephemeral. By contrast, Christ’s creation, Adam, is a powerful, 

energetic figure, who, as representative of humankind, reaches from earth to heaven in 

the likeness of his creator, Christ. The emphasis on Adam’s being made from the stuff of 

the earth in the Night Thoughts image is not present in these designs, but is reinforced in 

                                                           
108 Ibid.: 81. 
109 Mark Crosby and Robert N. Essick (eds.), Genesis: William Blake’s Last Illuminated Work (San Marino, CA: 
Huntington Library, 2012): 37. 
110 Piloo Nanavutty, ‘A Title-Page in Blake’s Illustrated Genesis Manuscript’, Warburg and Courtauld 10 (1947), 
114-22: 114-19; Crosby and Essick, Genesis: 39-40. 
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Blake’s alterations to the text of the King James Version in the rest of the manuscript: 

next to ‘Man’ and ‘earth’, he adds in brackets these words in transliterated Hebrew, 

Adam and adamah, respectively, thus emphasising the connection between Man and the 

earth and reinforcing a positive understanding of matter.111 

 

 Creation of Eve 

 

The creation of Eve, a subject which appears in Paradise Lost, Jerusalem and the Genesis 

manuscript, is less directly concerned with the nature of the stuff of the human form: 

she is not created from the dust of the earth but from Adam’s side; the human form has 

already been created, but is here refined by the separation of male and female. Blake 

focuses on different moments of this process in the two projects.  

 

There are three versions of the Paradise Lost image, this being one of the subjects in the 

unfinished Linnell set of watercolours (1807, Butlin 529.8, Fig. 12; 1808, Butlin 536.8, 

Fig. 13; 1822, Butlin 537.2, Fig. 14). In Urizen (1794) and The Four Zoas (c.1796-1807), 

the creation of Eve has negative implications – the separation of male and female is the 

beginning of the Fall and must ultimately be overcome. Similarly in Genesis, the figure 

creating Eve in Leaf 7 (Fig. 15) is depicted in a manner like that of the violent Elohim 

Creating Adam (Fig. 9).112 However, Blake’s Paradise Lost designs present the event as 

positive.113 This Eve is not ‘in tears & cries imbodied’ (Urizen 18:6, E78) but serene, 

with her hands together in prayer, looking towards Christ as he brings her into being; 

thus, Blake mirrors Creator and created.114 In contrast to Christ’s fashioning Adam from 

the stuff of the earth in the Night Thoughts design, here Eve is hovering above the sleeping 

                                                           
111 Cf. Crosby and Essick, Genesis: 11-13. 
112 Crosby and Essick, Genesis: 43. Crosby argues that the headpiece of Genesis, Leaf 6 also depicts the creation of 
Eve (‘“Merely a superior being”: Blake and the creations of Eve’, in Blake, Gender and Culture, ed. Helen P. Bruder 
and Tristianne J. Connolly [London: Pickering & Chatto, 2012], 11-23: 20); whilst this identification seems 
plausible, it is difficult to interpret the role of the deity in this sketch and thus I have not included it in my 
analysis. 
113 For negative readings of this design, see: Leopold Damrosch, Symbol and Truth in Blake’s Myth (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1980): 183; Robert N. Essick, The Works of William Blake in the Huntington Collection: A 
Complete Catalogue (San Marino, CA: Huntington Library Publications, 1985): 44.  
114 Behrendt thinks that her gaze is turned away from Christ in the later versions (Figs. 13-14; cf. Fig. 12), but 
although her head is turned less towards Christ, eye contact is maintained (The Moment of Explosion: 160). 
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Adam and is apparently simply summoned into being by Christ’s outstretched arm. This 

gesture echoes that of earlier images of Christ raising Lazarus and healing Bartimaeus 

(see Chapter 7.i), which supports the arguments of Bindman and J.M.Q. Davies that the 

creation of Eve is an act of mercy115 or redemption.116 This point is reinforced by 

comparison with Fuseli’s painting of this subject. Fuseli seems to be the only artist to 

have previously depicted this scene for Paradise Lost117 in a painting for his Milton Gallery 

in 1799 (Fig. 16) which Blake must have seen.118 Fuseli’s Creator is a spectral figure, 

oddly distant from the scene;119 he apparently intended the figure to be ambiguous, 

telling his friend Thomas Roscoe that he did not aim at making the figure ‘a 

representation of the Supreme Being’ and that ‘for believers, let it be the Son, the visible 

agent of the Father; for others it is merely a superior Being entrusted with her creation, 

and looking for approbation of this work to the inspiring power above.’120 Blake’s Christ, 

by contrast, is directly engaged in the act of creation; he has a strong physical presence 

(particularly in the later two versions), which is emphasised by his standing on a leaf, 

indicating his materiality,121 and by his active, redemptive gesture. As Davis Michael 

observes, although this is an act of separation of man and woman, Christ’s body also 

connects the figures, forming opposite sides of a rectangular frame with their bodies,122 

thus implying that he unites male and female in his Human Form Divine. 

 

                                                           
115 Bindman, Blake as an Artist: 188. 
116 J.M.Q. Davies, Blake’s Milton designs: 74. 
117 Cf. Pointon, Milton and English Art: 143; Morton D. Paley, The Continuing City: William Blake’s Jerusalem 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983): 105. There are numerous precedents for this subject illustrating the biblical 
event, including (though relatively rare) examples which depict Christ as Creator; Paley cites examples in the 
Biblia Pauperum and by Hartman Schedel in the Liber Chronicorum (Nuremberg, 1493) (Continuing City: 105). 
118 Cf. Luisa Calé, ‘Blake and the Literary Galleries’, in Blake and Conflict, ed. Sarah Haggarty and Jon Mee 
(Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2009), 185-209. 
119 Fuseli painted at least two versions of this design (1791-93; 1793). There is also an 1803 engraving by Moses 
Haughton for Erasmus Darwin’s The Temple of Nature (London: J. Johnson, 1803), which omits the Creator.  
120 Letter, 14 August 1795, quoted in Gert Schiff, Johann Heinrich Füssli, 1741-1825. Text und Oeuvrekatalog 
(Zurich and Munich: Verlag Berichthaus and Prestel-Verlag, 1973): 517, #897; cf. Paley in The Continuing City: 
105.  
121 Cf. J.M.Q. Davies, Blake’s Milton designs: 74.  
122 Jennifer Davis Michael, ‘Framing Eve: Reading Blake’s Illustrations’, in Helen P. Bruder (ed.), Women Reading 
William Blake (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2007), 159-69: 164. 
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Jerusalem 35 (Fig. 17) is a very different vision of the creation of Eve;123 contrasting with 

the serenity of the Paradise Lost watercolours, this is a fiery, apocalyptic scene, and rather 

than floating into being, Eve is literally emerging from Adam’s side. The creator is 

identifiable as Christ by the stigmata, but his face is not visible. As noted by Jessen, his 

pose recalls that of NT IV.18 (Butlin 330.127, Fig. 93) which represents the 

Ascension,124 thus adding another layer to the presentation of Christ here. The fire 

recalls images of the Harrowing of Hell, a subject Blake had previously represented for 

Night Thoughts (IV.12, IV.35, VII.52 Butlin 330.324, Fig. 189) and The Grave (Grave-W 

2; 125  Grave-E 1, Bindman 466). This Christ is the ‘Man… seen in the Furnaces’ 

(Jerusalem 31[35]:5, E177) described on this plate: 

 
Saving those who have sinned from the punishment of the Law,  
(In pity of the punisher whose state is eternal death,)  
And keeping them from Sin by the mild counsels of his love. (Jerusalem 
31[35]:6-8, E177) 
 

Thus, the creation of Eve is presented as an act of mercy, a notion articulated later in 

Jerusalem:126  

 
… the limit of Contraction is named Adam. 
But when Man sleeps in Beulah, the Saviour in mercy takes 
Contractions Limit, and of the Limit he forms Woman: That 
Himself may in process of time be born Man to redeem (Jerusalem 42:31-
4, E189) 

 

Neither Adam nor Eve is distressed by the act as Adam is by his creation in Elohim Creating 

Adam (Fig. 9). Indeed, Eve looks directly up towards her creator, seeing him face-to-

face, as if she is rising out of Adam’s side to return his open-armed embrace. Thus, this 

                                                           
123 My reading of this, and other Jerusalem plates, is primarily based upon the richly-coloured Copy E, as are my 
illustrations of the designs. 
124 Jessen, ‘Conversion in Blake’s Works’: 219 n.554.  
125 Blake’s original designs for The Grave were not known to Butlin; the twenty watercolours initially selected for 
publication by Cromek were rediscovered in 2001 and dispersed at auction in 2006; they can be viewed via the 
Blake Archive: Morris Eaves, Robert N. Essick and Joseph Viscomi (eds.), ‘Illustrations to Robert Blair’s “The 
Grave”, 1805 (Multiple [8] Owners)’. The William Blake Archive. 2006. Accessed: 04/09/2015.  
http://www.blakearchive.org/exist/blake/archive/copy.xq?copyid=butwba10.1&java=no. 
126 Cf. S. Foster Damon, William Blake: His Philosophy and Symbols (New York: P. Smith, 1947): 470; Paley, 
Continuing City: 105; idem (ed.), William Blake: Jerusalem: The Emanation of the Giant Albion (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press for the William Blake Trust, 1991): 185-86. 

http://www.blakearchive.org/exist/blake/archive/copy.xq?copyid=butwba10.1&java=no
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image could be read as a literal visualisation of Blake’s statement in his description of his 

Last Judgment painting: ‘If the Spectator could Enter into these Images… then would he 

meet the Lord in the Air & then he would be happy’ (E560).127 The spectator of this 

design would have to imagine him/herself into Eve’s perspective in this image in order 

to meet Christ; then, as Eve is seen being formed by Christ, so might the viewer be. The 

scene conflates creation, redemption and apocalypse in a single frame, all taking place 

through the agency of Christ, indicating that all moments are present to him. By the 

same token, in giving of his visionary illumination and human form in the acts of creation 

discussed in this chapter, Christ makes each particular moment in history an occasion for 

his manifestation. The supreme manifestation of Christ was in the birth of Jesus, in 

whom, for Blake, vision and human form were perfectly embodied; Blake’s depictions 

of this subject are the theme of the next chapter.   

                                                           
127 The dating of individual plates of Jerusalem remains uncertain and thus, 35 could have been produced before or 
after Blake’s 1810 description of the Last Judgement. 



54 
  

 

 

CHAPTER 2 

 

Advent of Vision: Birth and Infancy 

 

 

The birth and infancy of Christ appear in works throughout Blake’s career, totalling at 

least twenty-six designs.128 Moreover, as noted in the introduction to Part I, the descent 

of the ‘secret child’ at the beginning of Europe represents the birth of Christ (as well as 

of Orc), and Blake re-tells the Nativity in Jerusalem (61, E211-12), where Mary is an 

adulteress and is forgiven by Joseph.129 Thus, the advent of Christ is among the most 

prevalent themes in Blake’s works. The Nativity is a popular subject in art, and Blake 

would have known examples in prints, sales of Old Masters 130  and works by his 

contemporaries. 131  The bias also echoes the liturgical importance of Advent and 

Christmas, and it is possible that the theme’s prominence in the series for Butts reflects 

the more orthodox preferences of this patron. However, as I discuss, Blake’s handling 

of the scenes is innovative, and some of his subjects are unusual (in the Butts temperas 

he omits the traditional Annunciation and includes the relatively rare The Angel Appearing 

to Zacharias), which supports a reading of these designs as more Blakean than Buttsian.  

 

In this chapter I argue that Blake represents the birth of Christ as the advent of Vision 

and prophecy, and as manifesting the oneness of divinity and humanity. As outlined in 

                                                           
128 Madonna and Child Enthroned and Other Sketches (c.1780-85, Butlin 83); NT IX Title-page (c.1795-97, Butlin 
330.417); four extant and one lost biblical temperas (c.1799-1800, 401- 405); three biblical watercolours: 
(c.1803-06, Butlin 470-72); two sets of six designs for Milton’s On the Morning of Christ’s Nativity (1809, Butlin 

538; c.1815, Butlin 542); later temperas: The Virgin and Child in Egypt (1810, Butlin 669), The Holy Family: ‘Christ 
in the Lap of Truth’ (c.1810, Butlin 671) and The Virgin and Child: ‘The Black Madonna’ (1825?, Butlin 674); Blake 
gave an apparently untraced painting of the Holy Family to Cumberland in 1808 (Butlin 672) which Butlin 
speculates could ‘just possibly’ be The Black Madonna or may have been a separate work. 
129 Cf. Rowland, Blake and the Bible: 196-99. 
130 There were numerous examples at the Orleans and Truchsessian Galleries (Blake is known to have visited the 
latter and probably visited the former). 
131 E.g. West’s cartoon for the window of St. George’s Chapel, Windsor (exh. RA. 1799, Erffa-Staley 298; cf 
Erffa-Staley 299-301); Reynolds’ window for New College Chapel (1778-85), Oxford, a design Blake might 
have known through prints (e.g. that made by Ambrose William Warren, Fig. 23). 
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the Introduction, for Blake, Christ has a single Human-Divine nature which he calls the 

Human Form Divine and is the true form of every individual. To embody the Human 

Form Divine is to occupy a state of Vision, to be members of the Divine Body of Christ 

the Imagination. However, we do not always inhabit this true form and fall into an 

inadequate, mundane state of vision. The birth of Jesus is the supreme manifestation of 

the Human Form Divine. Whereas in orthodox theology, the birth of Jesus is the 

Incarnation (the union of humanity and divinity in Jesus) for Blake, it is the ‘inmortation’ 

(the mortal manifestation) of the eternally Divine Human, and represents the possibility 

of the individual embodying this state of true Vision.  

 

I take the biblical temperas as my central case study in this chapter. Blake’s watercolours 

for Milton’s Nativity Ode have been discussed in detail in studies of Blake’s Milton 

designs,132 but little has been written about his depictions of the birth of Christ in other 

projects. A focus on the biblical temperas will allow in-depth discussion of this group, 

whilst highlighting connections with other images to signpost how Blake deals with the 

same subjects in other projects. The birth of Christ is given special prominence here: of 

fifty paintings,133 five extant (and one lost) works depict the advent of Christ, and four 

(plus two or three lost) depict the child Christ. Although some of the biblical temperas 

have been discussed individually (especially The Nativity), there has not been a detailed 

reading of the series as a whole. Since Blake worked on these paintings over a period of 

less than two years and they were presumably intended to be hung together, there is a 

case for reading them as a coherent series. Such a reading has yet to be attempted, and 

whilst the loss of some works from the series prevents a complete understanding of the 

series, my reading of the Nativity sequence (as well as discussions of other works in later 

chapters) offers a move towards a reading of the series as a whole.134 I conclude by 

                                                           
132 Bindman, Blake as an Artist: 193-96; Stephen C. Behrendt, ‘Blake’s Illustrations to Milton’s Nativity Ode’, 
Philological Quarterly 55.1 (1976): 65-95; idem, The Moment of Explosion:  38-42, 191-92; Dunbar, Blake’s 
illustrations to Milton: 91-114; Werner, Blake’s Vision of Milton: 113-42; J.M.Q. Davies, ‘Apollo’s “Naked Human 
Form Divine”: The Dynamics of Meaning in Blake’s Nativity Ode Designs’, in Blake and His Bibles, ed. David V. 
Erdman (West Cornwall, CT: Locust Hill, 1990): 3-40; idem, Blake’s Milton Designs: 87-112.  
133 Blake mentions this figure in a letter to Cumberland (26 Aug. 1799, E704); fifty-three titles are recorded; 
thirty are extant. 
134 Mary Lynn Johnson argues that the temperas represent an unfinished project. In particular, she notes the small 
number of OT subjects, and nothing from Revelation (‘The Divine Image in Blake’s Designs’: 39 n. 10). The 
resurrection is another significant absence.  
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discussing the larger tempera The Virgin and Child in Egypt in relation to its three 

companion pictures, a group produced for Butts in about 1810 which, I argue, extend 

the vision presented in the two biblical series of the life of Christ as a type for the 

individual’s embodiment of the Human Form Divine. 

 

 

i. Biblical temperas 

 

I am Painting small Pictures from the Bible… My Work pleases my 
employer &… is Something better than mere copying after another 
artist. But above all I feel myself happy & contented… 
 

To Cumberland (26 August 1799, E704) 
 

When Blake received the commission for the temperas, he expressed a sense of 

optimism. Following the failure of the Night Thoughts project (see Introduction.iv), here 

was an opportunity for him to depict subjects that would develop his expression of 

religious ideas in pictorial terms. Indeed, as Lister suggests in his discussion of The 

Nativity (Butlin 401, Fig. 22), Blake may have conceived of this project as his own nativity 

as a painter135 (just as Milton links his Nativity Ode with his coming of age as a poet136). 

The pictures in the Nativity group have a strong sense of series – an unfolding narrative 

which reflects Christ’s identity as the source of Vision and prophecy; his advent is part 

of an ongoing process of revelation (this sense of sequence, and the prominence given to 

the Nativity, would have been more evident when the paintings were hung together). 

Since for Blake, Christ is the source of artistic activity, if he conceived of this commission 

as a coming of age as an artist, then it is a kind of birth as Christ – Blake’s own realisation 

of the Human Form Divine. 

The Angel Gabriel Appearing to Zacharias (Butlin 400, Fig. 18) opens the New Testament 

sequence. As noted, this is an unusual subject: I have not found any contemporaneous 

examples, but Blake may have seen prints of Old Master versions such as Ghirlandaio’s 

Tornabuoni fresco (Fig. 19). The angel is bringing news of the birth of John the Baptist 

                                                           
135 Raymond Lister, The Paintings of William Blake (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986): #26. 
136 Cf. Behrendt, The Moment of Explosion: 38. 
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– the prophet of Christ and a figure with whom Blake himself identified, as I discuss in 

Chapter 3. Blake eschews the temple architecture which usually dominates images of this 

subject and contrasts the priestly trappings of Zacharias and the temple with the simple 

white garment of the angel, the herald of the prophet who points to the blast of light 

coming from above. Zacharias doubts Gabriel’s prophecy and is struck dumb in 

punishment until the child is born (Luke 1:18-20), demonstrating that doubt hinders 

prophecy. As Bindman highlights, this blast of light outshines the menorah and the fire 

on the altar,137 beginning a motif of light representing the advent of Vision in Christ. A 

similar blast of light occurs in The Infant Jesus Saying His Prayers (c.1805, Butlin 473, Fig. 

20), shining down on the child. This subject is apparently original to Blake (I have not 

found a precedent in art or apocryphal accounts of Jesus’ childhood), although as Rossetti 

and Butlin argue, it could be an interpretation of Luke 2:40: ‘And the child grew, and 

waxed strong in spirit, filled with wisdom: and the grace of God was upon him’ (Rossetti 

I 216, Butlin 473). If this is Blake’s source, he depicts Christ bringing ‘grace’, depicted 

as light, upon himself through his prayer. Blake also associates Christ’s birth with light 

in the designs for Milton’s Nativity Ode, especially in The Annunciation to the Shepherds 

(Butlin 538.2, Fig. 7; 542.2), which, as noted in Chapter 1, represents the advent of 

visionary inspiration through the birth of Christ. A similar theme is at work in the late, 

icon-like tempera The Virgin and Child ‘Black Madonna’ (1825?, Butlin 674, Fig. 21) which 

depicts Christ and his mother before a starry night sky. A glow emanates from them and 

their haloes emit thorns of light; in the background, the sun is rising behind the hills, 

indicating that a new dawn is being inaugurated.138 In The Black Madonna, Christ is, as 

Bindman argues, the light which dispels the stars of night,139 a notion which Blake 

anticipates in The Angel Appearing by depicting a dawn of light which outshines that which 

Zacharias kindles and will dispel his doubt.  

 

                                                           
137 Bindman, Blake as an Artist: 121. 
138 The motif of the rising sun signifying a dawn of vision also appears in Blake’s Job designs and, as explored in 
Chapter 3, in the Paradise Regained watercolours.  
139 David Bindman, William Blake: His Art and His Times (New Haven: Yale Center for British Art, 1982): 134. 
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In The Nativity (Butlin 401, Fig. 22), a tiny Christ appears leaping in a blast of light, 

outshining the paler light of the star of the Nativity outside (both are cruciform, thus 

strengthening the comparison),140 as the embodiment of vital, illuminating energy. He 

is leaping away from his mother, who swoons into Joseph’s arms, and towards the 

outstretched arms of Elizabeth who kneels opposite with John in her lap. Christ is often 

depicted as the source of light in images of the Nativity but Blake’s idea of Christ as a 

leaping blaze is apparently unprecedented, breaking with the convention of depicting 

figures grouped adoringly around the infant, as, for instance, in Reynolds’ window 

design for New College Oxford (Fig. 23). There are several texts which might have 

inspired Blake’s leaping child. Rowland proposes The Protoevangelium of James, which 

describes: ‘a great light in the cave, so that their eyes could not bear it, but the light 

gradually decreased until the infant appeared...’141 This description implies a miraculous 

birth in which Christ simply bursts into being.142 The Protoevangelium was available in 

English in this period, although there is no other evidence that Blake read it. Another 

possible source (not mutually exclusive), which Blake certainly knew (but does not seem 

to have been suggested), is Milton’s Nativity Ode, which introduces Christ as ‘That 

glorious form, that light unsufferable, | And that far-beaming blaze of majesty’ (ll. 8-9, 

Carey-Fowler 101). This reading is strengthened by the fact that Blake re-used the motif 

of the tiny leaping child in a blaze of light in the Butts-Huntington designs for Milton’s 

poem (Butlin 542.1, c.1815, Fig. 24),143 and the ‘unsufferable’ might be the inspiration 

                                                           
140 The star resembles that in Dürer’s Melancholia I, which Blake is said to have kept a copy of in his workroom 
(BR 752).  
141 Protoevangelium XIX, in Jeremiah Jones, A new and full method of settling canonical authority of the New Testament 
(Oxford, 1798), Vol. 2/3: 122; cf. Rowland, Blake and the Bible: 219. 
142 There is an apocryphal tradition that Christ’s birth was ‘miraculous’ because Mary did not suffer labour pains 
owing to her Immaculate Conception (Genesis 3:16 identifies woman’s ‘sorrow in ‘bring[ing] forth’ children as a 
consequence of the Fall). I have not been able to identify whether Blake knew this theory, but his rejection of the 
virgin birth (albeit in later writings, Jerusalem and The Everlasting Gospel) and the fact that Mary is suffering in the 
painting makes such an influence unlikely. The Pseudepigraphic Ascension of Isaiah reports that nobody heard cries 
of labour pains (11:14). I have found this text, but not this episode, mentioned in eighteenth-century texts (John 
Gill, An exposition of the Books of the Prophets of the Old Testament [London, 1757], Vol. 1/2: 2; Nathaniel Lardner, 
The credibility of the Gospel history. Part II [London, 1753]. Vol. 10/12: 52). 
143 The similarity between The Nativity and the Butts-Huntington Descent of Peace has been cited as evidence for an 
early date for this set, before the Thomas-Whitworth set in which The Descent of Peace (Fig. 25) is a more 
conventional Nativity scene. However, Butlin argues that ‘Blake could equally well have reverted to the earlier 
composition after showing the Nativity in a more conventional way in the Thomas version’ (Butlin 538). 
Crucially (but apparently not reflected upon by previous commentators), the Huntington designs, like The 
Nativity tempera, were made for Butts, which raises the possibilities that the innovative composition was 
conceived for (if Blake sought to curate Butts’ collection as he created new works) or even by Butts.  
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for Mary’s swooning.144 The association of the advent of Christ with light here and 

elsewhere also reflects the Johannine Prologue which refers to the coming of ‘the true 

Light, which lighteth every man that cometh into the world’ (John 1:9). It is the Baptist 

who bears witness to the Light (John 1:7-8), which could have influenced the apparently 

unprecedented inclusion of John and Elizabeth here,145 and strengthens the continuity 

with The Angel Appearing.146 

 

The child is a tiny figure (as Rowland recommends, compare his size to that of Elizabeth’s 

hands),147 but his bodily proportions are adult-like, implying his spiritual maturity.148 As 

Rowland highlights, such a figure sometimes features in Annunciation images, so the 

image could be read as a conflation of Annunciation and Nativity, although it is unlikely 

that Blake knew the examples which Rowland cites and I have not identified one he could 

have known.149  The dynamic cruciform of Christ’s pose also points forward to his 

Crucifixion and Resurrection (compare the figure to that of The Resurrection, c.1805, Fig. 

168; see Chapter 5.ii), thus linking Christ’s birth with the redemption of his death (see 

Chapters 4 and 5.ii for discussion of the Crucifixion and Resurrection, respectively). 

The pose is a recurrent one in Blake’s images and it is often accompanied by a blast of 

light; as Warner proposes, it seems to be associated with spiritual energy.150 The most 

direct parallel with the tiny Christ is the leaping babe in the Large Colour Print, Pity 

                                                           
144 At the beginning of the poem, Milton describes the child ‘All meanly wrapt in the rude manger’ (l.31), and 
thus the Butts-Whitworth Descent of Peace (Fig. 25) has usually been read as more faithful to Milton’s text 
(Behrendt, ‘Blake’s Illustrations to Milton’s Nativity Ode’: 84; Werner, Blake’s Vision of Milton: 119), but the 
variant designs could be depicting different verses.  
145 Cf. Bindman, Blake as an Artist: 121. 
146 Other suggestions for the inspiration for leaping child are: that Blake took the leaping figure from a Roman 
bas-relief representing the birth of Dionysius in a similar manner, although I have not found evidence that Blake 
could have known the carving (Archibald G.B. Russell, Catalogue of Loan Exhibition of Works by William Blake 
[London, The National Gallery of British Art, 1913]: 17); Elizabeth’s statement at the Visitation that the child 
leapt in her womb at the news of Mary’s pregnancy (J.M.Q. Davies, Blake’s Milton Designs: 92; Davies does 
explain why Blake might have transferred the Baptist’s leaping to Christ); Blake’s poem ‘Infant Sorrow’ in 
Experience (E28): ‘My mother groand! my father wept. | Into the dangerous world I leapt,’ but the negative tone 
of the poem does not fit the painting (Bindman, Blake as an Artist: 121-22; Rowland, Blake and the Bible: 218). A 
startling coincidence with Blake’s image is Robert Southwell’s poem ‘The Burning Babe’ which describes ‘A 
pretty Babe all burning bright did in the air appear’ (Robert Southwell; ed. Peter Davidson and Anne Sweeney, 
Collected Poems [Fyfield Books/Carcanet Press: Manchester, 2007]: 14), but I have not been able to identify how 
Blake might have known this poem.  
147 Rowland, Blake and the Bible: 218. 
148 Cf. Ibid.: 222. 
149 Ibid.: 219.  
150 Warner, ‘Blake’s Use of Gesture’: 189-90.  
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(1795, Butlin 310-15, Fig. 26). This child is leaping into the arms of a figure riding a 

horse through the sky, away from a woman lying supine on the ground, who is probably 

the mother giving birth to the child.151 The source of the design is a passage from Macbeth, 

in which Macbeth refers to ‘pity, like a naked new-born babe’ (Act I, Scene 7).152 Blake 

depicts this simile literally, with a child who, as Heppner puts it, combines ‘the 

vulnerability that inspires pity with the energetic response aroused in a pitying 

spectator.’153 Pity is one of the attributes which Blake identifies with ‘The Divine Image’ 

(Innocence, E12-13), which strengthens the connection between the infant in the print 

and Christ in Nativity. However, the facial expressions of the two infants are different: 

as Heppner describes, that of Pity is ‘almost indignant, as if he were still suffering from 

the shock of recent entry into this dark and stormy world’,154 contrasting with that of 

the infant Christ, which is radiant and joyful. Christ’s gesture is also stronger, more 

embracing, than the apparently imploring arms of the infant Pity; he is ready to offer 

himself to die and rise again.155 

 

Blake also uses proleptic iconography in The Holy Family: ‘Christ in the Lap of Truth’ which 

he painted in watercolour (c.1805, Butlin 471, Fig. 27) and in tempera (c.1810?, Butlin 

671, Fig. 28) 156  where Christ is depicted cruciform in his mother’s arms. This 

composition parallels Christ Offers to Redeem Man in Blake’s Paradise Lost designs (Butlin 

529.3, 1807, Fig. 120; Butlin 536.3, 1808, Fig. 29); in both subjects, Christ is 

suspended cruciform in the hands of a parent, in a scene flanked by angels, expressing 

his willingness to redeem humankind (a notion I explore further in Chapter 4). The 

inclusion of proleptic motifs in images of the infant Christ is not uncommon (for 

instance, the manger often evokes the tomb, and the biblical narrative itself points 

towards Christ’s death with the magi’s gift of the burial spice myrrh [Matthew 2:11]), 

                                                           
151 Bindman argues that this is Enitharmon giving birth to Orc, as narrated in Urizen (19:39-20:7, E79-80), FZ 
(58:16-25, E339) and Milton (4:40-41, E97) (Blake as an Artist: 99).  
152 William Shakespeare; ed. Harry Rowe, Macbeth: A Tragedy (York, 1797): 26.  
153 Heppner, Reading Blake’s Designs: 115. 
154 Ibid. 
155 On the birth of Christ as redemptive, see J.M.Q. Davies’ idea that the figure of Apollo in the Nativity Ode 
series is ‘a macrocosmic image of the renovated fourfold Man’ (‘Apollo’s “Naked Human Form Divine”’: 23). 
156 This work has been heavily overpainted, but is a direct copy of the composition of the watercolour; given 
these factors, and the work’s inaccessibility (in private hands, and reproduced by Butlin in monochrome), my 
reading is based on the watercolour. 
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and appear in many of Blake’s images of the infant Christ and his images of the child 

Christ (the latter are discussed in Chapter 4.iv). However, Blake creates his own 

proleptic motifs, such as the leaping Christ, which point beyond the Crucifixion to the 

Resurrection, thus connecting Christ’s birth with his re-birth. 

 

Returning to The Nativity, the swooning figure of Mary resembles that of Moses’ mother 

in Blake’s 1824 watercolour (Butlin 774) and engraving (Bindman 624, Fig. 30) of the 

hiding of Moses – a point noted by Bindman.157 Rossetti also records a tempera from the 

Butts collection, now untraced, of this Old Testament subject; he describes Moses’ 

mother in this work as ‘swoon[ing] into her husband’s arms’ (Rossetti I 137), so it is 

likely that this painting was similar to Blake’s later versions of this subject and could 

therefore have been a pair to The Nativity when the temperas were hung together. 

Whereas Mary is swooning at the birth of her son, Moses’ mother is grieving giving up 

her child. Bindman thinks that Christ’s parents are grieving for his fate on earth, but 

Rowland’s reading, that Mary is overwhelmed by the birth, resonates better with the 

painting.158 As Bindman highlights, Moses and Christ are connected typologically as 

prophetic figures. The hiding of Moses allows for the survival of Hebrew prophecy in 

the fallen spiritual state represented by Egypt (‘Israel deliverd from Egypt is Art deliverd 

from Nature & Imitation’, Laoc., E274)159 and the birth of Christ inaugurates a new phase 

in prophetic history. Blake continued this theme in The Flight into Egypt (Fig. 35) and 

probably in the lost tempera The Repose in Egypt, and developed it further in the later The 

Repose of the Holy Family in Egypt (Butlin 472, 1806, Fig. 39) and The Virgin and Child in 

Egypt (Butlin 669, 1810, Fig. 41), both of which I discuss below (cf. the Christ-like leap 

of Moses in The Finding of Moses: The Compassion of Pharoah’s Daughter [c.1805, Butlin 

440]). Unlike the sleeping Moses, who is being hidden, Christ is the central actor in 

Nativity, manifesting himself to the world, and the other figures are responding to him.  

 

                                                           
157 Bindman, Blake as an Artist: 122.  
158 Ibid.; Rowland, Blake and the Bible: 220. 
159 Bindman, Blake as an Artist: 121. 
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The next image in the sequence, The Adoration of the Kings (Butlin 402, Fig. 31), is a more 

conventional scene. The composition reverses that of Nativity, thus, as Bindman 

proposes, creating a pair.160 Contrasting with the supernatural leap of Nativity, this 

Christ sits in his mother’s lap, but again, his figure is adult-like, suggesting his spiritual 

maturity. His arms are reaching out to accept the gifts of the Magi, indicating his 

openness to receiving others into his Divine Body (a notion I explore further in Part II, 

particularly Chapter 7); rather than showing him in direct profile, Blake depicts Christ 

turning slightly towards the viewer, so that we too are invited into this company. As in 

Nativity, he emits a glow of light and outshines the light of the star outside. Thus again, 

Blake emphasises the divinity of Christ in this image, but also makes him a very human 

figure, embodying the ideal spiritual state, into which he invites others with open arms.  

 

The Circumcision (Butlin 403, Fig. 32) focuses on the physical humanity of Christ, both in 

its very subject, and in the more realistic pose of the infant Christ, suckling at his 

mother’s breast and tugging at her dress. There are two rabbis involved in the ceremony 

– one circumcising the infant, the other standing to one side holding a book and raising 

his other hand to heaven, presumably saying prayers. Both are aged bearded men with 

severe facial expressions, and the angle formed by the arms of the standing figure echoes 

the compasses of The Ancient of Days (Fig. 1), indicating that he is an oppressive figure. In 

styling the rabbis thus, Blake reiterates his critique of religious ritual in The Angel 

Appearing. Meanwhile, Mary looks down at her child in open-mouthed astonishment and 

some of the onlookers have a similar reaction. Blake may be borrowing an element from 

a related subject, the Presentation of Jesus (Luke 2:22-38), which he had depicted in 

Night Thoughts (NT IX title-page, Butlin 330.417, Fig. 33) and would return to in the 

watercolour series (c.1803-05, Butlin 470, Fig. 34); these two subjects, both taking 

place in the Temple, are sometimes conflated in art. The Presentation is a moment when 

the child’s divinity is manifest, for upon seeing Christ, Simeon rejoices in the salvation 

which Christ will bring. In Blake’s Presentations, the attendant figures are similarly 

moved, and the astonished onlookers in The Circumcision may likewise be recognising the 

divinity of the Christ Child.  

                                                           
160 Ibid.: 122. 
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The next tempera is The Flight into Egypt (Butlin 404, Fig. 35) which depicts a Christ still 

further from the powerful figure of Nativity; here, he is a vulnerable, huddled figure 

who, as Robertson puts it, ‘nestles to [his mother] in fragile helplessness.’161 The child’s 

apparent distress contrasts with the serenity of his mother’s features and relaxed posture. 

They are surrounded by six floating putti which, as Russell proposed, probably represent 

the souls of the innocents slain by Herod,162 as in Holman Hunt’s The Triumph of Innocents 

(1883-84). Blake’s is a strange, mystical version of the scene, which breaks from the 

convention of showing the figures in a landscape. The donkey glides along with the 

floating infants, in spite of its clumsy proportions, and anticipates that in the tempera 

Christ’s Entry into Jerusalem (Butlin 422, Fig. 36). These two episodes are typologically 

related, since it was Herod’s fear that Christ threatened his kingship that led to the 

massacre of the innocents, and when Christ entered Jerusalem, he was praised as King, 

which was the beginning of his Passion; the connection is further strengthened by the 

presence of the putti in The Flight and children in Christ’s Entry. However, the huddled 

infant in The Flight is markedly not kingly, emphasising the paradox of the power of this 

physically vulnerable figure, resonating with ‘The Divine Image’ of Innocence: ‘To Mercy 

Pity Peace and Love, | All pray in their distress’ (E12; cf. Fig. 217). In light of Blake’s 

idea of Egypt as a fallen state, The Flight can be read as a triumphal journey towards its 

redemption, and thus as an allegory of the individual’s redemption by inhabiting the state 

of Vision epitomised by the infant Christ.  

 

The final image in the Nativity sequence, The Repose in Egypt (Butlin 405, c.1803?, 

Matthew 2:14) is lost; Rossetti describes it: ‘The Holy Family are within a tent; an angel 

at its entrance; the donkey outside’ (Rossetti I 161). This could be the image described 

by Blake in a letter to Butts:  

 
I send you the Riposo... It represents the Holy Family in Egypt Guarded 
in their Repose from those Fiends the Egyptian Gods. and tho’ not 
directly taken from a Poem of Miltons (for till I had designd it Miltons 
Poem did not come into my Thoughts) Yet it is very similar to his Hymn 
on the Nativity which you… will read with great delight. I have given in 

                                                           
161 W. Graham Robertson; Kerrison Preston (ed.), The Blake Collection of W. Graham Robertson (London: Faber and 
Faber, 1952): 146. 
162 Russell, Catalogue of Loan Exhibition of William Blake: 18. 
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the background a building which may be supposed the ruin of a Part of 
Nimrods tower... (6 July 1803, E729) 
 

The reference to Milton’s Nativity Ode and Nimrod’s tower (the tower of Babel) confirms 

that Egypt represents a fallen spiritual state which is overturned by the birth of Christ; 

Milton’s poem describes the birth of Christ overthrowing pagan deities, and the tower 

of Babel also represents humanity misplacing its spiritual energy. When Blake depicted 

Milton’s poem (1809, Butlin 538; c.1815, Butlin 542), he devoted three out of six 

images in each set to the overthrow of the pagan gods (Butlin 538.3-5, 542.3-5). The 

violence and chaos of these images (they are, as Dunbar highlights, pictorially in disarray, 

crowded with an excess of detail; see Fig. 37)163 contrasts with the peace of the stable 

scenes which frame the series (Butlin 538.1, Fig. 25; 538.6, Fig. 38; 542.1, Fig. 24; 

542.6). Thus, as in his allusions to the redemption of Egypt, Blake’s designs for Milton’s 

Nativity Ode emphasise that the advent of Vision represented by Christ’s birth redeems 

the world from its fallen spiritual state.  

 

Blake’s 1806 watercolour, The Repose of the Holy Family in Egypt (Butlin 472, Fig. 39) is 

another version of the subject of the lost tempera. This image shows Christ suckling at 

his mother’s breast, thereby, like The Circumcision, emphasising his physical humanity; 

this point is reinforced by the donkey drinking from the Nile164 – both it, and Christ, are 

subject to the needs of the flesh. The composition of the watercolour resembles that of 

The Hiding of Moses (Fig. 30), thus further reiterating Blake’s Egypt-Nativity trope. 

Contrasting with the separation of Moses’ family, the Holy Family represents unity as 

they enjoy a moment of rest following their flight from Bethlehem. Beyond, the sun is 

rising, which, as seen in The Black Madonna, implies a new dawn, dispelling the darkness 

of the fallen spiritual state which Egypt represents. Turner’s Holy Family (exh. 1803, 

Turner 49, Fig. 40) presents an interesting contrast to Blake’s watercolour, illuminating 

the distinctiveness of Blake’s pictorial methods; Turner’s painting was probably 

motivated by a desire to present himself as a history painter (although unsuccessfully, 

                                                           
163 Dunbar, Blake’s Illustrations to Milton: 104.  
164 C.H. Collins Baker identified the source of the donkey in an image of the same subject in Alexander Brown’s 
1675 Ars pictorial (‘The Sources of Blake’s Pictorial Expression’, Huntington 4.3 [1941], 359-67: 360).  
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according to contemporary reviews; see Turner 49), and places the Holy Family in a 

realistic landscape (although European, not Egyptian). By contrast, Blake’s image is an 

expression of his mytho-theological ideas, and its elements are schematised and symbolic 

rather than realistic. Here, in the biblical temperas, and in other designs encountered in 

this chapter, we have seen Blake developing this world of symbol-making to present the 

narrative of Christ’s infancy as a metaphor for the spiritual development of the 

individual. I conclude this chapter by discussing the role of the infant Christ in a group 

of non-narrative images produced by Blake about a decade after the biblical temperas 

which, I argue, extend the themes encountered in the Nativity paintings. 

 

 

ii. The Virgin and Child in Egypt and companions 

 

Blake’s The Virgin and Child in Egypt (Butlin 669, 1810, Fig. 41) is a similar subject to the 

Riposo.165 The Christ Child is depicted in an unusual pose, somewhat like that of a pieta, 

once again indicating his willingness to redeem humankind. His downwards-facing palms 

emphasise his presence in the material world, forming a triangle which recalls the figure 

of Peace in the first of Blake’s designs to Milton’s Nativity Ode (1809, Butlin 538.1, Fig. 

25; c.1815, Butlin 542.1, Fig. 24), and in turn is an anti-type of the compasses of The 

Ancient of Days (Fig. 1).166 Whereas the compasses represent the Creator imposing order 

on the world, the gestures of Peace and Christ create harmony from within, engendered 

through the birth of Christ. The child is naked, which emphasises his human flesh, and 

depicts his ‘Naked Beauty’ (Milton 4:28, E98; Jerusalem 32[36]:49, E179; Laoc., E275; 

To Cumberland, 26 Aug. 1799, E703), not obscured by the regal robes he sometimes 

wears in images of this subject.  

 

                                                           
165 Robert N. Essick proposes a reading of the group in which The Virgin and Child in Egypt is about the delivery of 
Egypt from language based on imitation of nature (in the eighteenth century, it was thought that hieroglyphs 
began as natural signs and were then converted into a mysterious code). Christ represents a return to the 
language of Adam represented in Adam naming the Beasts, but goes beyond it; he is himself the Word made flesh – 
an incarnate sign, contrasting with the image of Adam, who appears to be pointing to the invisible God (William 
Blake and the Language of Adam [Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989], 23-24, cf.10-11). 
166 Cf. Behrendt, ‘Blake’s Illustrations to Milton’s Nativity Ode’: 82; Werner, Blake’s Vision of Milton: 117-18. On 
the relationship between Europe and Nativity Ode: Tannenbaum, Biblical Tradition: 152-84. 
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The painting is from a group of four temperas painted for Butts in c.1810; its companions 

are Adam Naming the Beasts (Fig. 42, Butlin 667), Eve Naming the Birds (Fig. 43, Butlin 

668) and Christ Blessing (Fig. 44, Butlin 670). These figures are universal types for 

humankind: Adam and Eve, the first man and woman are shown before the Fall (although 

details such as the serpent wound around Adam’s arm point towards the Fall), and the 

‘new Adam’ and ‘new Eve’ are represented in the figures of Christ and his mother. 

Whereas the biblical temperas are a narrative sequence, these icon-like portraits are 

almost timeless, particularly Christ Blessing, which is not obviously linked to a specific 

biblical passage. Adam, Eve, the infant Christ, Mary, and the adult Christ are all placed 

in a timeless world of types rather than viewed as historical persons. Blake calls for such 

a reading of his depictions of biblical figures in his painting A Vision of the Last Judgment 

(cf. Figs. 208-10), where he states that ‘the Persons Moses & Abraham are not here 

meant but the States Signified by those Names’ (E556; see Chapter 6.iv). Here, the infant 

Christ and his companions are placed in the same timeless plane as types of the individual 

embodying the Human Form Divine. Moreover, Blake has made these pictures 

allegorical self-portraits; as Essick highlights, both Adam and the infant Christ closely 

resemble a portrait of Blake previously attributed to Linnell but which Essick has 

proposed is a self-portrait (c.1802-04, Fig. 45).167 The adult Christ too has similar facial 

features, although this is less immediately obvious because of his beard and long hair. 

What is striking about the latter work is the vivid blue-grey of Christ’s eyes (Fig. 44a; 

less noticeable in reproduction) – the same colour as Blake’s if Phillips’ 1807 portrait is 

a reliable guide (Figs. 46, 46a).  

 

Blake’s move to depict his own features in the faces of universal types of the Human 

Form Divine could have been inspired by Dürer’s Christ-like self-portrait of 1529 which 

Blake might have known from an engraving (cf. Fig. 47) and which would have appealed 

to his enthusiasm for Dürer. A more certain influence is Blake’s interest in the 

physiognomical ideas of Lavater. Blake had produced engravings for Henry Hunter’s 

English edition of Lavater’s Essays on Physiognomy (1788-98) and had also read an 

                                                           
167 Essick, Blake and the Language of Adam: 6-7; idem, ‘A (Self?) Portrait of William Blake’, BIQ 39.3 (2005-06): 
126-39. Cf. Martin Butlin, ‘A New Portrait of William Blake’, Blake Studies 7.2 (1975): 101-03.  
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annotated Lavater’s Aphorisms on Man 168  (E583-601). As Erle has discussed, part of 

Lavater’s ambition was to find the ‘lost original’ face of Christ.169  Conversely, Blake 

thinks that the Human Form Divine is manifest in every individual, and wrote:  

 
The Vision of Christ that thou dost see  
Is my Visions Greatest Enemy  
Thine has a great hook nose like thine  
Mine has a snub nose like to mine (EG e:1-4, E524) 

 

By representing Adam and Christ in his own likeness, Blake implies that he himself 

embodies the ideal state – the Human Form Divine which manifests itself uniquely in 

each individual when he or she, like Jesus, incarnates the Divine Vision. This is made 

manifest in Jesus at the moment of his birth and is seen throughout his life. In the next 

chapter, I explore how the Human Form Divine is seen in Christ in Blake’s depictions of 

the inauguration of Jesus’ ministry – the Baptism and Temptations – and how Blake uses 

these subjects to depict Christ as immanent in everything.   

                                                           
168 Johann Caspar Lavater; tr. Henry Fuseli, Aphorisms on Man (London, 1788).  
169 Cf. Erle, ‘The Lost Original’: 230. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

Immanent Imagination: Baptism and Temptations 

 

 

We saw in Chapter 1 that Blake’s Christ creates the world in his own form and likeness 

– giving his Human Form Divine to mankind, and instilling his visionary light in the 

world. I argue that Blake conceives of Christ the Imagination as immanent in the world. 

Makdisi has observed such a conception of Blake’s God in Blake’s illuminated books of 

the 1790s; 170  here, I examine how Blake expresses this kind of cosmology in his 

depictions of the Baptism and Temptations. These events are the inauguration of Jesus’ 

ministry – his first public appearance at the Baptism, and a period of self-discovery in the 

wilderness – and reveal his humanity and divinity. In his Baptism, Christ shares in the lot 

of humanity (in the traditional interpretation, he takes on the sins of humankind through 

baptism) and his divinity is manifested in the Father’s voice from heaven and the dove 

descending from the sky (Matthew 3:17; Mark 1:11; Luke 3:22). The Temptations test 

Christ’s human will and divine power, but in resisting them, Christ demonstrates both 

the strength of his human will and his divinity. Blake depicted episodes from the Baptism 

and Temptations in his Night Thoughts (c.1795-97) and biblical designs (c.1799-1800, 

c.1803-05), and in twelve designs for Paradise Regained (c.1816-20), Milton’s retelling of 

these narratives. In this chapter, I focus on the Paradise Regained designs, referring to 

Blake’s other representations of these events in relation to corresponding subjects. I 

argue that in his depictions of these narratives which deal with themes of Christ’s nature 

and power, Blake depicts him as a cosmic figure, who creates and engenders order in the 

universe, and that unlike The Ancient of Days’ attempt to impose his will from outside, 

Christ works within the world and is eternally present in everything.  

                                                           
170 Makdisi, Impossible History: 8, 179, 249, 290, 309. 
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The Paradise Regained designs have primarily been examined by scholars concerned with 

Blake’s critical engagement with Milton – most extensively, Wittreich,171 Dunbar,172 

Werner173 and J.M.Q. Davies.174 Much of this discourse focuses on the relationship of 

the designs to Milton’s text which is, self-evidently, crucial for understanding the 

designs, but risks not paying enough attention to what else Blake is doing in these images. 

The standard reading of the series is as a spiritual journey which parallels Blake’s accounts 

of spiritual transformation in The Four Zoas (c.1796-1807), Milton (c.1804-11), Jerusalem 

(c.1804-20) and Illustrations to the Book of Job (c.1805-06, 1825) – all of which are 

informed by Milton’s poem. Thus, the emphasis has been on Christ as a human figure, 

reflecting Milton’s presentation of Christ as the ‘obedient’ man who overturns the 

disobedience of Adam told in Paradise Lost (PR I.2-4, Carey-Fowler 1077). 175  Like 

Wittreich, I disagree that Blake presents the narrative as an overturn of the Fall.176 I also 

challenge the arguments of Dunbar, Werner and J.M.Q. Davies that the series presents 

Christ experiencing a spiritual journey, and the statements of Rossetti and Bindman that 

‘...Blake has been less inspired than usual, and the result comparatively tame’,177 and 

that ‘[t]he series as a whole... lacks the energy of the other Miltonic illustrations.’178 I 

argue that Christ is represented as supremely divine, effortlessly defying Satan and as 

immanent in the world from the very first illustration in the sequence. As such, there is 

little by way of character development in the figure of Christ as there is for the 

protagonists of Blake’s other works informed by Paradise Regained; rather, Blake 

                                                           
171 Joseph Anthony Wittreich, Jr., ‘William Blake: Illustrator-Interpreter of Paradise Regained’, in Calm of Mind: 
Tercententary Essays on Paradise Regained and Samson Agonistes in Honor of John S. Diekhoff, ed. Joseph Anthony 
Wittreich (Cleveland, OH: The Press of Case Western Reserve University, 1971): 93-132.  
172 Dunbar, Blake’s Illustrations to Milton: 163-86. 
173 Werner, Blake’s Vision of Milton: 176-219. 
174 J.M.Q. Davies, Blake'’ Milton Designs: 153-78. 
175 Cf. Werner, Blake’s Vision of Milton: 176. 
176 Wittreich, ‘Blake and Paradise Regained’: 110-12.  
177 Letter to Mrs. Gilchrist, in William Michael Rossetti; ed. Clarence Gohdes and Paull Franklin Baum, Letters of 
William Michael Rossetti Concerning Whitman, Blake, and Shelley, to Anne Gilchrist and Her Son Herbert Gilchrist 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 1934), 11; cf. Rossetti I 122. 
178 Bindman, Blake as an Artist: 196. This comment is particularly surprising given that Bindman had catalogued 
the designs before his 1977 study (Fitzwilliam 34); the catalogue entries for the designs are brief. Such a reading 
may also be implicit in Wittreich and Behrendt’s studies of Blake and Milton, which say little about the Paradise 
Regained designs. Cf. Hagstrum’s suggestion that ‘Blake’s Christ seems to undergo a deeper sensual temptation 
than Milton’s stoical, heroic God-man’ (‘Christ’s Body’: 133) and Kathleen Raine’s statement that Blake 
illustrated Paradise Regained ‘with such visionary insight’ (Blake and Tradition [Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1968], Vol. 2/2: 198). 
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incorporates the theme of spiritual transformation via the supporting characters of Mary, 

Andrew and Simon Peter, whom Blake gives greater prominence than previous 

illustrators of the series.  

 

Like all of his Milton designs, Blake’s Paradise Regained series differ in function to most 

previous representations of Milton’s poems in that they were not created to accompany 

an edition of the text, giving him a greater freedom in his choice of subjects (Fuseli’s 

Milton Gallery was an important exception, but the only Paradise Regained painting, Christ 

on the Pinnacle of the Temple, is lost).179 This is immediately apparent in the number of 

designs – twelve – equal to Blake’s designs for the longer Paradise Lost (four books 

compared to twelve). Book illustrations typically depicted one subject for each book of 

the poem or just a single frontispiece,180 and editors such as Dunster lamented that the 

poem has been both under-rated and ‘negligently and scantily illustrated’ (a curious 

comment given that his own edition is not illustrated).181 Thus, the very number of 

Blake’s designs was innovative. It is not clear how the project originated: the set was 

bought by Linnell in 1825 but has been dated on stylistic grounds to c.1816-20. Bindman 

and Werner argue that they could have been intended for and rejected by Butts, which 

is supported by the fact that three bear the same watermark as the L’Allegro-Il Penseroso 

designs for Butts (c.1816-20, Butlin 543), 182 although unlike the L’Allegro-Il Penseroso 

designs, the Paradise Regained images are not accompanied by separate sheets with 

quotations from the poem and descriptive comments for each design. Viscomi argues 

that since these designs are a quarter of the size of Butts’ Paradise Lost designs it is unlikely 

that they were produced for him and proposes that they executed speculatively; 

however, the designs are similar in size to those for L’Allegro and Il Penseroso and Nativity 

Ode, thus making this rationale less persuasive.183 

                                                           
179 Cf. John Knowles (ed.), The Life and Writings of Henry Fuseli, Volume 1 (London: H. Colburn and R. Bentley, 
1831): 205-21; Luisa Calé, Fuseli’s Milton Gallery: ‘Turning Readers into Spectators’ (Oxford: Clarendon, 2006); 
idem, ‘Blake and the Literary Galleries’: 185; Pointon, Milton and English Art: 255-60.  
180 Jacob Tonson’s edition of Milton’s works illustrated by Louis Cheron was more lavish, with a frontispiece, 
tailpiece and illuminated capitals for each book, and a general frontispiece (The poetical works of Mr. John Milton 
[London, 1720], Vol. 2/2). 
181 John Milton; ed. Charles Dunster, Paradise regained… with notes of various authors (London, 1795): i.  
182 Bindman, Blake as an Artist: 196; Werner, Blake’s Vision of Milton: 178. 
183 Joseph Viscomi, ‘Blake in the Marketplace 1852: Thomas Butts, Jr. and Other Unknown Nineteenth-Century 
Blake Collectors’, BIQ 29.3 (1995), 40-68: 62. 
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The series begins with The Baptism of Christ (Butlin 544.1, Fig. 48). This is Blake’s third 

version of the subject, following versions for Butts in tempera (c.1799-1800, Butlin 415, 

Fig. 49) and watercolour (c.1803, Butlin 475, Fig. 50). There is significant development 

in Blake’s depictions of the subject; in each version, he sharpens the focus on the figures, 

and correspondingly less space is given to the scenery. Moreover, the Paradise Regained 

design omits the host of angels which is a reference to the Father’s voice in the two Butts 

versions (Matthew 3:17; Mark 1:11; Luke 3:22); instead, there is a stylised shaft of light 

and lightening in which the dove descends directly above the figure of Christ. This was 

a popular subject for illustrators of Paradise Regained, appearing as one of four designs for 

the poem by Medina (1713), as a frontispiece by Cheron (1720), and a design by E.F. 

Burney (Fig. 51; the only illustration in the Rivingtons’ 1817 edition of the poem). All 

three are sentimental and theatrical, dominated by angels with voluminous drapery and 

Christ is a passive figure, standing with his head bowed as the action takes place around 

him.184 Whilst Blake’s designs for Butts (Figs. 49-50) bear some resemblance to such 

precedents, his Paradise Regained design (Fig. 48) is more schematised. The design is 

based on interplay between circularity and verticality: the circular form follows the line 

of the landscape above the water, and passes up and around the heads of Christ, the 

Baptist, and the attendant adults. As Mitchell highlights (not of this design), the circular 

form in Blake’s images is ‘frequently associated with images of contraction and with 

emotional states of self-absorption, fear, pain, and isolated entrapment’,185 as epitomised 

in The Ancient of Days. However, the circle in The Baptism is ruptured by a series of 

verticals – the lightning, the Baptist’s arm and Christ’s feet – thus breaking its 

contraction. Defying these two basic structural forms, Satan and the serpent are 

dramatically foreshortened, fleeing almost horizontally from the scene, excluding them 

from Christ’s presence. Close examination reveals that there are two arcs at the lower 

                                                           
184 As seen in my explanation of ‘viewer-response aesthetic’ in the Introduction, Mitchell compares Blake’s and 
Burney’s styles in their representations of the expulsion from Paradise: ‘Burney’s version is designed as a 
plausible visualization, with great attention to details of vegetation and drapery…’ whilst Blake ‘makes no 
attempt to place his scene in a realistic setting. Natural details are schematized, and the human figures, while 
classically rendered, are placed in a frontally composed row across the surface of the picture plane, rather than 
(as in Burney) twisting back into the interior space of the design…’ (Blake’s Composite Art: 19; cf. 58-60 on 
Blake’s schematisation of space). 
185 Ibid.: 69. 
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edge of the circle: one that is the line of the grey hills, and above it (apparently unnoted 

by previous commentators), a line which is too regular to be the line of a landscape but 

follows the arc of the hills; between the two arcs is a whitish space which appears to be 

neither landscape nor sky (Fig. 48a; less noticeable in reproduction). I read the upper 

line as the heavenly ‘firmament’ or sphere which separated the waters of the earth and 

sky at Creation (Genesis 1:6).186 Thus, with a simple line, Blake transforms the scene 

into a cosmic portrait in which, as at Creation, an act involving water inaugurates a new 

phase in cosmic history. 

 

The circular form manifesting an act of creation recalls The Ancient of Days (Fig. 1), but 

in contrast to the Father who is confined by the space of the sun in that image, Christ 

controls the very structure of The Baptism:187 his palms seem to be wielding the forces 

descending from the sky which rupture the division between heaven and earth. Thus, he 

contrasts with the more passive figure depicted by other illustrators and in Blake’s earlier 

Baptisms. Moreover, unlike the distant Father, Christ stands slightly lower than the 

attendant figures, with his feet in the waters of the Jordan, further emphasising his 

presence in the world, and including the two children (who are not inside the sphere) in 

his fellowship. Christ is at once inside and outside the dome of heaven, occupying an 

impossible space (cf. the eponymous Angel Rolling Away the Stone, Fig. 165; see Chapter 

5.ii). Whereas in Genesis, the firmament divides heaven and earth, Christ unites them; 

the only division is the fleeing Satan and serpent, representing the rejection of error – a 

notion central to Blake’s idea of apocalypse which I explore in Part II. Christ is the 

creative vitality of the world, not limited by created space, but present in everything – 

a visual manifestation of the cosmology articulated in the letter to Trusler quoted at the 

beginning of Part I. Blake presents Christ, Human Imagination, as the ontological reality 

                                                           
186 Lindberg observes Blake depicting this mediaeval worldview in Blake’s image of Behemoth and Leviathan in 
the Job series: Job inhabits a flat world under the dome of Heaven, in contrast to the scientific view of the world 
as a globe where the monsters are seen (Blake’s Illustrations to Job: 63).  
187 Cf. Werner thinks this Christ is ‘submissive’ (Blake’s Vision of Milton: 180).  
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of the cosmos and thus, to see as Trusler does is only to see the superficial, whereas to 

see the ‘World of Imagination’ is to see reality (E702).188  

 

The joyful responses of the attendant figures in The Baptism indicate the appropriate 

reception of Christ the Imagination, which the viewer is encouraged to emulate, and 

their different ages and genders make them representative of all humanity (a device Blake 

uses frequently, including the earlier versions of the Baptism). As in many of Blake’s 

images, there is also an ambiguous figure – the old man on the right whose hands are 

together in prayer, but whose face is mournful, and who stands aloof, embodying a 

Trusler-like state. The other key figure in this image is the Baptist. As in the tempera 

version (Fig. 49), he faces into the design, a device which represents the viewer’s way 

in to the picture. 189  As the prophet of Christ, the Baptist is an archetypal man of 

Imagination for Blake: he appears as such on the frontispiece to All Religions Are One 

(c.1788, Fig. 52), with his words ‘The Voice of one crying in the Wilderness’ (John 

1:23, cf. Isaiah 40:3), which, as Erdman suggests, is probably Blake identifying himself 

as a Baptist-like prophetic figure.190 Thus, the Baptist’s stance in the Paradise Regained 

design invites the viewer to mirror Christ, to embody the creative energy of Imagination, 

just as the Baptist channels the lightning and water which Christ wields. Below, the 

tributary beneath Christ’s feet appears to flow out of the picture, a device which invites 

us into the picture, to transform our vision to Imagination.191 

 

                                                           
188 Trusler published a sermon On the gift of sight which unsurprisingly contrasts starkly with Blake’s ideas. Trusler 
focuses on the physical properties of the eye and its observational capacities. Blake may even be deliberately 
playing on Trusler’s explanation of the physical formation of the eye in his description of spiritual perception 
(Twelve sermons, written by the Rev. Dr. John Trusler [London, 1796]: #2). A browse through Trusler’s numerous 
writings reinforce the impression of how different patron and artist were: Trusler’s interests ranged from 
describing the world, to commenting on manners, morals and education – topics which Blake would have 

regarded as mundane and/or Urizenic. Blake confesses that he had followed his own ‘Genius or Angel’ rather 
than Trusler’s ideas for the picture commissioned (To Trusler, 16 Aug. 1799, E701). 
189 Cf. Irene H. Chayes, ‘Picture and Page, Reader and Viewer in Blake’s “Night Thoughts” Illustrations’, SIR, 
30.3 (1991), 439-71: 451 n.20; 458 nn. 26, 28. In the Butts watercolour, Christ has his back to the viewer; 
although this could make the Paradise Regained design a retreat from the invitation to inhabit the place of Christ, in 
the following design, The First Temptation (Fig. 53), the viewer does share Christ’s perspective, thus affirming 
both the Baptist’s example as a prophet of Christ and that we are invited to inhabit the place of Christ. 
190 David V. Erdman, The Illuminated Blake (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1974): 24.  
191 J.M.Q. Davies argues that these are the waters of life, correcting Milton, for whom the waters of the Jordan 
represent materialism (Blake’s Milton Designs: 159).  
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In his Temptations designs (Figs. 53, 57-58, 64-65, 68-69, 72), Blake creates a dramatic 

inverse patterning between Christ and Satan, contrasting the futility of Satan’s 

temptations with Christ’s effortless resistance; this is reinforced with close attention to 

the setting, in which, I argue, Blake emphasises Christ’s cosmic presence. In Blake’s First 

Temptation (Butlin 544.2, Fig. 53), the opposition between Satan and Christ is 

represented in their gestures: with one hand, Satan points to his mouth, and with the 

other, down to the stones which he is tempting Christ to turn into bread; Christ also 

points to his mouth, but with his other hand, points up to heaven, depicting his reply to 

Satan: 

 
Man lives not by bread only, but each word 
Proceeding from the mouth of God (PR I.349-50, Carey-Fowler 1090) 

 

This subject was popular in illustrations for Paradise Regained, with designs by Medina 

(1713, Fig. 54), Cheron (1720), Hayman (1751) and Thurston (1805, Fig. 55).192 Blake 

appears to have borrowed elements from Thurston’s design, including depicting Satan 

as an old man in rural garb (as in Milton’s description of Satan as ‘...an aged man in rural 

weeds’ [PR I.314, Carey-Fowler 1089] but not represented by other illustrators) and 

showing Satan pointing to the ground and Christ to heaven, whereas the earlier Satans 

clutch the rock with which they tempt Christ (see Medina’s design, Fig. 54). Only Blake 

shows Christ pointing to his mouth, which identifies Christ himself as the God whose 

words give life. He is a confident figure, in control of the scene, which is consistent with 

the tone of the poem, where he always replies to Satan assuredly and calls Satan’s words 

lies. Satan is a cowering figure, with a forlorn, doubtful expression, and the hand 

pointing to his mouth is uncomfortably twisted, as if an involuntary gesture, making him 

look quite helpless – an effective counterpoint to Christ’s confidence. As in the Baptism 

designs, Blake creates a setting which does not distract from the central action of the 

figures, but contains important symbolism. Here, Christ and Satan stand before a dark 

wood, below a dark sky. The wood recalls that in Blake’s designs for Milton’s Comus 

(c.1801, Butlin 527; c.1815, Butlin 528, Fig. 56 is Butlin 528.2), which, as Behrendt 

                                                           
192 John Milton; ed. Thomas Newton, Paradise regained… (London, 1752). Newton’s edition went through 
numerous printings and Hayman’s design was used by others (e.g. Paradise Regained… With a Tractate of Education 
[London, 1772]).  
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argues, are typologically connected with the Paradise Regained series: in contrast to the 

easily-fooled and (in Blake’s designs) pathetic-looking Lady in Comus, Christ is in control 

when he meets Satan.193 Although the scene in The First Temptation is dark, the sky is 

lightened above Christ, indicating that he can dispel the darkness, and as we will see 

below, at the end of the series, a new sun rises.194 

 

This First Temptation is one of three versions of the subject by Blake. He had previously 

depicted it quite differently in NT VIII.70 (Butlin 330.416, Fig. 57). Young’s eighth 

Night criticises the pursuit of the worldly for its own sake, making Blake’s depiction of 

a worldly temptation an appropriate design. Blake is depicting the final line, 1317: ‘Thy 

Master, Satan, I dare call a Dunce’;195 line 1313 is also relevant: ‘And make thee Twice 

a Beggar at thy Death.’ Satan appears as an old man, which indicates that Blake had the 

description of Satan in Paradise Regained in mind when he created this design (the biblical 

narratives do not mention Satan’s appearance). The arrangement of the figures around 

the text sets them apart from each other, and the composition lacks the dramatic tension 

between Christ and Satan in the Paradise Regained designs and in the temptation on the 

mountain in NT VI.40 which I discuss below (Butlin 330.261, Fig. 68). NT VIII.70 is 

more sympathetic to Young’s text than many of Blake’s designs: Satan clings to worldly 

wisdom, and his efforts are shown to be in vain, whereas Christ, representing the 

genuinely Wise, is unaffected. In Blake’s third version of the subject, probably created 

c.1820-25 (Butlin 546, Fig. 58),196 Christ is to be still less troubled by Satan, who 

tumbles from his ‘dolorous prison’ for earth, but does not ‘enjoy | Large liberty to 

round this globe’ as he boasts in the poem (PR I.364-65, Carey-Fowler 1091) – another 

indication of his powerlessness. However, Christ’s apparent indifference here and in the 

                                                           
193 Behrendt, The Moment of Explosion: 42-55. 
194 Another related design is that known as Christ in the Wilderness or A Prophet in the Wilderness (c.1816-20, Butlin 

545); like The First Temptation, the setting is before a dark wood; the subject is a lone male figure with a spiky red 
halo striding towards the left of the picture. It was bought by the Fitzwilliam as a rejected design for Paradise 
Regained but, as Bindman highlights, differs slightly in style and medium (Fitzwilliam 35). The figure may be 
Christ, or another prophet such as Ezekiel. His expression conveys doubt and/or sorrow, differing from the 
confident Christ in the Paradise Regained designs. Even if this picture was conceived for a separate project, it is 
significant that it was the confident Christ that Blake elaborated at length in the Paradise Regained series.  
195 Blake later reused this line in the Epilogue to For the Sexes (c.1806-18) ‘Truly My Satan thou art but a Dunce’ 
(E269).  
196 Butlin proposes the date on stylistic grounds, although it could be a rejected alternative to Butlin 544.2; its 
early provenance is unclear.  
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Night Thoughts design make him less compelling than in the Paradise Regained version (Fig. 

53) in which, by engaging with Satan, Christ demonstrates his personhood and his 

power.  

 

The depiction of a confident Christ and satirised Satan in the Paradise Regained First 

Temptation establishes a pattern which is repeated throughout this series. This dynamic 

contrasts dramatically with Blake’s friend Romney’s unrealised painting of The 

Temptation of Christ, begun c.1796; Romney’s son described the work:  

 
When one looked at Christ, silent passiveness was the idea which 
presented itself to the Spectator; when at the fiends that assailed him, 
vociferating noise and boisterous insult... the arch-fiend, the Miltonic 
satan, grand as the human mind can conceive him, viewed from the upper 
corner of the picture, with malignant satisfaction, the ready obedience of 
his imps.197 

 

In the many surviving sketches for the work,198 Romney repeatedly depicted Christ 

being attacked by demons, reflecting his own nervous and depressed state in the later 

years of his life (cf. Fig. 59).199 Blake mentions Romney’s painting in a letter to Hayley 

in 1803, though might not have seen it (E737). However, he must have known 

Raimbach’s engraving of the Head of our Saviour from the painting in Hayley’s Life of 

Romney200 (Fig. 60) which shows Christ with a troubled expression – quite unlike Blake’s 

confident Christs. 

 

                                                           
197 John Romney, Memoirs of the Life and Works of George Romney (London: Baldwin and Craddok, 1830): 245.  
198 40 at the Yale Center for British Art; 34 in the Fitzwilliam; a sketchbook in the Art Institute of Chicago 
contains, according to the object record ‘sketches for Miltonic subjects, including three compositions for “The 
Temptation of Christ”’ (email correspondence with Kate Howell of the Glore Print Study Room, 4 March 2015). 
Cf. Patricia Jaffé (ed.), Drawings by George Romney (Cambridge: The Fitzwilliam Museum, 1977): ##114-22; 65-
68.  
199 Cf. William Hayley, The Life of George Romney, Esq. (Chichester, 1809): 232-305; David A. Cross, A striking 
Likeness: The Life of George Romney (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2000): 189.  
200 Hayley states that he took a ‘peculiar interest’ in the painting, claiming to have recommended the passage 
from Paradise Regained to Romney, and had hoped that the painting would gain admiration; he therefore laments 
its remaining unfinished (Life of Romney: 229-30). Blake engraved another of the plates for this book, Sketch of a 
Shipwreck (Essick XLIX). Cf. Morton D. Paley, ‘William Blake, George Romney, and The Life of George Romney, 
Esq.’, BIQ 45.2 (2011): 50-65. 
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The focus subsequently shifts away from Christ himself, with three images depicting 

supporting characters (Figs. 61-63). First, is Andrew and Simon Peter Searching for Christ 

(Butlin 544.3, Fig. 61), a subject not previously represented by Paradise Regained’s 

illustrators. Perhaps the most striking feature of Blake’s design is the female angels 

hovering above the Apostles which are not mentioned by Milton; they resemble the 

Apostles and, as J.M.Q. Davies proposes, can be read as their ‘Emanations’.201 In Blake’s 

mythology, an Emanation is an individual’s female spiritual counterpart and its division 

from the individual is a fallen state. 202  Thus, the angel-Emanations could be a 

manifestation of the division of the Apostles’ doubt; when Andrew and Simon Peter 

appear again in the final design (Fig. 77), the angelic figures are no longer present, 

implying that the Apostles have at least begun their own spiritual transformation. As in 

The First Temptation (Fig. 53), the sun is setting here but will rise again in the final design.  

 

In the next picture, Mary at her Distaff (Butlin 544.4, Fig. 62), Mary is also distressed at 

the disappearance of her son. There are two key visual references at work here: the hut 

recalls the stable of the Nativity, as depicted in Blake’s designs for Milton’s Nativity Ode 

(Figs. 24-25, 38), and the pair of angels echo the cherubim of the Ark of Covenant (I 

discuss this motif in Chapter 5.ii). These resonances could allude to the tradition that as 

the bearer of Christ, Mary is the Ark of the New Covenant. However, she is not a 

majestic God-bearer figure, but forlorn and doubt-stricken, with her hands thrown up 

in despair.203 As I argue below, the final design points towards both Mary and the 

Apostles beginning their spiritual transformation through the cosmic Christ.  

 

The third design in the interlude from Christ’s action is Satan in Council (Butlin 544.5, 

Fig. 63). Satan is posing as a figure of authority, in a different guise to The First Temptation 

(Fig. 53), but here too his face is doubt-stricken; he is not the powerful figure he aspires 

to be. None of these three designs has a precedent in previous illustrations of Milton’s 

                                                           
201 J.M.Q. Davies, Blake’s Milton Designs: 163. 
202 Cf. Dictionary: 120-22; Paley, The Continuing City: 244-61.  
203 J.M.Q. Davies highlights that her figure is close to that of Sebastiano del Piombo’s Lamentation of the Virgin 
Beneath the Cross which Blake could have known through prints (Blake’s Milton Designs: 164).  
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poem, but as Werner suggests of Andrew and Simon Peter, Blake evidently felt that these 

other figures were important to the narrative;204 I read them as representing alternative 

paths offered to the viewer. 

 

The series continues with further episodes in which Satan’s attempts to tempt Christ 

become increasingly desperate as Christ effortlessly resists them. In Christ Refusing the 

Banquet Offered by Satan (Butlin 544.6, Fig. 64), Satan is a parody of The Ancient of Days 

(Fig. 1) whom, as seen in The Baptism, Christ supersedes. The subject had previously 

been illustrated by Cheron (1720, Fig. 66), who depicts Christ ignoring the temptation, 

turning away from the table prepared by Satan and his helpers. By contrast, Blake’s 

Christ does appear to be troubled, with an expression resembling that of Andrew in the 

third design; this is the only moment of doubt on Christ’s part in the series. In The Second 

Temptation (Butlin 544.7, Fig. 65), Satan attempts yet another disguise, but he is hovering 

vulnerably over the edge of the cliff, offering an indistinct vision of kingdoms. Milton 

describes the kingdoms laid out at the foot of the mountain at length (PR III.253-385, 

Carey-Fowler 1126-33), reflecting the iconographic tradition of depicting the biblical 

temptation in a vast landscape (cf. Fig. 67). However, I have not found such a 

composition used for the subject in Paradise Regained until John Martin’s Temptation on 

the Mountain engraving of c.1829. The subject was not popular among eighteenth-century 

illustrators of the poem, perhaps owing to concerns that the subject might emphasise 

Milton’s republicanism.205 J.M.Q. Davies proposes two possible sources for the tiered 

structure of Blake’s kingdoms vision. First, that the shape resembles the Mundane Egg 

of Milton 32 which represents the boundary of the vegetable world,206 implying that Satan 

offers merely a mundane kingship.207 Second, that the tiered structure resembles the 

papal tiara, which appears in several Blake images208 (Europe 10; NT VIII Frontispiece, 

Butlin 330.345; The Whore of Babylon, 1809, Butlin 523) and could represent Christ’s 

                                                           
204 Werner, Blake’s Vision of Milton: 187. 
205 Dunster comments that when Milton has Christ thinking about the overthrow of kingdoms in Book I, the poet 
betrays his republican principles (Dunster, Paradise Regained: 27). 
206 Cf: Dictionary 287-89; Sklar, Jerusalem as Visionary Theatre: 134-35.  
207 J.M.Q. Davies, Blake’s Milton Designs: 169.  
208 Ibid.: 170. 
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rejection of institutional religion. Both of Davies’ interpretations are plausible; I propose 

a third: that the tiered structure alludes to the Tower of Babel, implying that Satan is 

attempting to offer something which is beyond his reach.209 Contrasting with Satan’s 

inadequate offer, Christ stands strong on the cliff-top, and his figure resembles that in 

The Creation of Eve (Figs. 12-14), thus further emphasising his role as Creator, and his 

halo appears to be the moon – another indication of his cosmic presence. The hazy vision 

Satan offers could hardly tempt this powerful Christ.  

 

Blake had previously depicted this subject for NT VI.40 (Butlin 330.261, Fig. 68). In 

Night VI, the poet attempts to prove immortality and Blake’s designs satirise this 

endeavour. The poet tempts Lorenzo to ‘mount… the Clouds’ (ll. 762-64), knowing 

that he will not refuse to climb to lofty heights, leading to the line which Blake depicts: 

‘Look down on Earth – What feelst Thou?’ (l. 765). Lorenzo is being shown the glories 

of the world so that he might know them to be the work of immortals. Blake’s 

representation of this line with Christ’s temptation by Satan is subversive: although 

Christ’s rejection of Satan’s offer of worldly glory resonates with the poem’s rejection 

of ambition which merely seeks worldly glory, the design rejects Young’s premise that 

one can reason to God from the world. Blake places Satan in the clouds – the place to 

where Lorenzo is invited to ascend. Although this could represent Lorenzo in the state 

of materialistic pride which he is being invited to reject, it is the command of the poet 

which Blake is depicting, and thus Satan represents the poet’s voice.210 The command to 

reason to God from the world is represented as a fallen activity, which must be resisted, 

just as Christ resists Satan’s temptation. For Blake, as expressed in the letter to Trusler, 

divinity is visible in the world to the imaginative eye, not the rational mind (E702). 

 

Next in the Paradise Regained series is Christ’s Troubled Dream (Butlin 544.8, Fig. 69); here, 

Christ is apparently unaffected by the nightmare conjured by Satan. Indeed, Satan himself 

looks frightened: his gaze is directed at Christ so his fear could be a recognition of his 

                                                           
209 As noted in Chapter 2.i, Blake had depicted the Tower in a lost tempera of the Riposo, as recorded in a letter 
to Butts, E729.  
210 Cf. William Marshall Craig’s version of this subject in which the poet is depicted in a saint-like guise (Edward 
Young, The complaint: or, Night thoughts [London, 1823]: 161). 
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powerlessness over Christ. Christ’s position, sleeping on a bank, is like those of the 

dreamers in The Youthful Poet’s Dream (Butlin 543.6) and Milton’s Mysterious Dream (Butlin 

543.11, Fig. 70) in Blake’s contemporaneous L’Allegro-Il Penseroso designs (c.1816-20). 

The contrast between the darkness of Satan’s nightmares and the brightness of Milton’s 

dreams is striking; unlike Christ, Milton is experiencing the dreams represented around 

him. In the next image, Christ appears to be surprised at the sight of Morning Chasing 

Away the Phantoms (Butlin 544.9, Fig. 71). This waking Christ recalls that of The Angel 

Rolling Away the Stone from the Sepulchre (c.1805, Fig. 165) – the first of three parallels 

with Blake’s watercolours of Christ in the sepulchre (see Chapter 5.ii). Christ’s halo is 

the rising sun, once again indicating that he orders the cosmos. 

 

In the final temptation (The Third Temptation, Butlin 544.10, Fig. 72), Satan takes Christ 

to the pinnacle of the temple and tells him to throw himself down so that angels will 

rescue him. This was a popular subject for illustrators of Paradise Regained, often as the 

climactic, final image. Cheron’s and Westall’s (Fig. 73) designs included it, and it was 

Fuseli’s only Paradise Regained subject for the Milton Gallery (as noted, now lost). Whilst 

all depict Christ as triumphant, Blake’s is the most majestic. In Westall’s design, for 

example, although Christ’s feet are hidden behind clouds, his pose indicates that he is 

standing on the roof of the temple, and his gesture is static. By contrast, Blake’s Christ 

barely tiptoes on the very pinnacle of the temple in an effortless, gravity-defying pose. 

Moreover, Blake’s Satan falls away (recalling his being cast out in The Baptism) without 

Christ even gesturing towards him: he does not need to fight Satan; Satan is defeated by 

Christ’s mere presence. The expansive, cruciform pose of Blake’s Christ contrasts with 

the crumpled ball of Satan’s figure. This is the same gesture of spiritual energy seen in 

The Nativity and related images (Figs. 22, 24, 26-29) and most directly echoes The 

Resurrection (c.1805, Fig. 168).211 He is bursting through an opening in the sky, echoing 

the door to the tomb in The Resurrection, but this doorway is of the cosmos itself, like 

Christ’s haloes in The Second Temptation (Fig. 65) and Morning Chasing Away the Phantoms 

(Fig. 71). This celestial door implies a transition between states (like a resurrection) and 

recalls Blake’s famous phrase ‘If the doors of perception were cleansed every thing would 

                                                           
211 Cf. Warner, Blake and the Language of Art: 123-49.  
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appear to man as it is: infinite’ (MHH 14; E39). Whilst Christ himself does not undergo 

a dramatic transformation in the series, the process of his destroying Satan which is 

completed here represents the individual’s spiritual apocalypse. Thus, the triumphant 

Christ here is a kind of avatar for the viewer who follows the Baptist into the waters of 

the Jordan in the first design (Fig. 48) and rejects the error represented by Satan to 

embody the true Human Form Divine; both The Resurrection and The Third Temptation are 

moments of manifestation of Christ’s perfect embodiment of that state.   

 

Blake had created another version of the subject in the biblical watercolours (c.1803-05, 

Butlin 476, Fig. 74) which follows Matthew’s account of the Temptations (4:1-11) in 

which the final temptation is the kingdoms (4:8-11; Milton follows Luke 4:1-13). Thus, 

this is an antecedent for both The Second Temptation (Fig. 65) and Third Temptation (Fig. 

72) of the Paradise Regained series. Leigh Ashton described this design as ‘one of the most 

magnificent of all Blake’s drawings’212 and it is certainly another commanding depiction 

of Christ; here, he stands strong on a rocky outcrop and Satan falls down in a cloud of 

smoke which curves under the rock. This is, I propose, a visual play on Satan’s words to 

Christ: ‘All these things will I give thee, if thou wilt fall down and worship me’ (Matthew 

4:9). Although Satan is simply described as ‘leaving’ Jesus (Matthew 4:11), Blake 

interprets him as falling away before Christ, and he is in a kneeling pose if we imagine 

the view from Christ’s perspective. Satan’s folded figure also resembles a foetal position, 

implying his vulnerability. Blake could have taken the idea of Satan falling from Milton’s 

account of the temptation on the temple (PR IV.562, Carey-Fowler 1163), but its 

insertion into a depiction of Matthew’s account is an ironic innovation. The angels watch 

Satan falling; they are a dramatic counterpoint to him, their blaze of light contrasting 

with his smoky trail, and the line of their bodies curving up towards Christ, opposite 

Satan’s helpless falling away.213  

                                                           
212 Letter, Leigh Ashton to David Lindsay, 4 August 1949. MA/1/A221, Thomas Agnew & Sons Ltd., Part 5, 
1930-1968. The Victoria and Albert Museum.  
213 As Bindman argues, these angels indicate the influence of Flaxman’s drawing Get Thee Behind Me, Satan 
(c.1783-87), which is from the period when Blake and Flaxman were closest (Blake: His Art and Times: 81). Scott 
Wilcox argues that Flaxman’s depictions of Christ and Satan, respectively, influenced the figure of Christ in Christ 
Appearing to the Apostles after the Resurrection, and that of the evil angel in The Good and Evil Angels (both 
1795/c.1805) (‘Curatorial Comment: John Flaxman, Get Thee Behind Me, Satan’. The Yale Center for British Art. 
2001-05. Accessed: 04/09/2015.  http://collections.britishart.yale.edu/vufind/Record/1671715). 

http://collections.britishart.yale.edu/vufind/Record/1671715
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The penultimate Paradise Regained design is Christ Being Ministered to by Angels (Fig. 75). 

Milton sets this in a pastoral scene, but Blake translates it to a non-descript setting. This 

is the third parallel with the sepulchre watercolours: Christ’s figure recalls that in The 

Magdalene at the Sepulchre (c.1805, Butlin 504, Fig. 169) and the four angels echo the 

shape of the door of the tomb and the kneeling angels in the biblical watercolour. Again, 

the sun is Christ’s halo, which is lightening the sky around him. His garment has subtle 

hues of the colours of the sky, indicating his harmonious place within it. The surprising 

Eucharistic imagery of bread and wine in this image can be read symbolically, as 

representative of a sacramental sanctification or reordering of the world by the triumph 

of Christ the Imagination. As Werner argues, the configuration of the angels resembles 

an Alpha (A) and Omega (Ω), representing Christ as beginning and end. 214 There is a 

precedent for Blake making figures form letters in the sketch Hebrew Characters Using the 

Human Form (Butlin 199 verso, Fig. 76), and I observe another instance in Christ Offers to 

Redeem Man in the Paradise Lost designs in which the figures of Christ and the angels form 

an Omega (Butlin 529.3, 1807, Fig. 120; Butlin 536.3, 1808, Fig. 29; see Chapter 4.v). 

This parallel strengthens Werner’s reading of the Paradise Regained design, creating an 

iconographic link between Christ’s offer of and achievement of redemption in Milton’s 

pair of poems, and supports my reading of Blake’s Christ as the source and being of all 

things.  

 

The final design is Christ Returns to his Mother (Butlin 544.12, Fig. 77); Andrew and Simon 

Peter are also present, although they are not mentioned in Milton’s text. Thus, Blake 

creates bookend appearances of these supporting characters, inviting reflection on their 

unseen narratives; this design can be read both as a completion of Christ’s spiritual 

journey, and as the beginning of theirs. Christ’s return demonstrates that these figures 

(and Blake’s viewer) can experience spiritual transformation. This design also confirms 

the cosmic reading of the Paradise Regained series: the sun is rising, filling the whole sky, 

like the firmament in The Baptism (Fig. 48), and the palms which were bare in Mary at her 

                                                           
214 Werner, Blake’s Vision of Milton: 206. J.M.Q. Davies rejects Werner’s suggestion because he thinks Blake 
could not reconcile this orthodox teleology with his idea of Christ as a brother and friend (Blake’s Milton Designs: 
176; cf. Jerusalem 4:18, E146). It is clear throughout this thesis that Blake’s Christ is not such a one-dimensional 
figure, and indeed that an idea of Christ as a cosmic figure underpins Blake’s idea that he engenders brotherhood.  
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Distaff (Fig. 62) now bear fruit and dance in the sunlight, recalling Psalms in which the 

whole earth resounds praise for the Lord (Psalms 96-100).  

 

In the course of Part I, we have seen that Blake’s Christ is Creator (in Chapter 1), 

immanent Imagination (in this chapter), and the archetypal incarnation of that which the 

viewer must embody in order to undergo the kind of spiritual journey that Blake’s 

prophetic artistic ministry seeks to engender (in Chapters 2-3). In Part II, I explore in 

detail the ways in which Blake depicts Christ (and in Chapter 7, Jesus’ followers) as the 

model for the apocalyptic process of embodying the Human Form Divine and becoming 

a member of his Divine Body (as seen in nascent terms in the figures of the Apostles and 

Mary in the Paradise Regained designs).   
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PART II 

 

‘One Man and All the Universal Family’ 

 

We live as One Man; for contracting our infinite senses 
We behold multitude; or expanding: we behold as one,  
As One Man all the Universal Family; and that One Man  
We call Jesus the Christ: and he in us, and we in him, 
Live in perfect harmony… 
 

Jerusalem 34:17-21 (1804-c.1820, E180) 
 

Visions of these eternal principles or characters of human life appear to 
poets, in all ages… but the Greeks, and since them the Moderns, have 
neglected to subdue the gods of Priam. These Gods are visions of the 
eternal attributes, or divine names, which, when erected into gods, 
become destructive to humanity… for when separated from man or 
humanity, who is Jesus the Saviour, the vine of eternity, they are thieves 
and rebels, they are destroyers. 
 

A Descriptive Catalogue of Pictures (1809, E536) 
 

whenever any Individual Rejects Error & Embraces Truth a Last 
Judgment passes upon that Individual 
 

A Vision of the Last Judgment (c.1810, R62) 
 

 

In 1809, Blake mounted a one-man show in his brother’s London hosiery shop. He 

announced that he would showcase ‘real Art… stripped from the Ignorances of Rubens 

and Rembrandt, Titian and Correggio’, and described this endeavour as ‘the greatest of 

Duties to [his] Country’ (E528). He invited ‘those Noblemen and Gentlem[e]n’ who had 

rejected his works from the Royal Academy and British Institution exhibitions to inspect 

his display (E527-28). His ambition then, was to reform the art world through his 

exhibition. The accompanying catalogue is a key document for understanding Blake’s 
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theory of art. His central concern to showcase ‘real Art’ reflects a principle which echoes 

in statements throughout his career: that the individual should strive to reject error and 

embrace truth, which is, as most clearly expressed in A Vision of the Last Judgment, an 

apocalyptic process. Accordingly, many of the sixteen works in the exhibition deal with 

notions of character, depicting a variety of literary, historical and biblical figures through 

which Blake represents states of error and truth; they are presented as types of the 

‘lineaments of universal human life’ (E533).215  

 

At first reading, the Descriptive Catalogue is unlikely to give the impression that its aims 

are to be understood in Christological terms. ‘Jesus’ is mentioned just twice, and the 

catalogue entry for the four biblical watercolours (including The Soldiers casting lots for 

Christ’s Garment [1800, Butlin 495, Fig. 115] and Angels Hovering over the Body of Jesus in 

the Sepulchre [c.1805, Butlin 500, Fig. 161]) says nothing about the subject of these 

designs (E549). However, in the two passages which mention Jesus, we see that Blake 

conceives of Christ as the source of that which the exhibition seeks to restore. First, in 

the description of The Canterbury Pilgrims, quoted above, Blake identifies Jesus as the vine 

(a metaphor from John 15:5 which Blake had depicted in his designs for Night Thoughts 

– Fig. 214; see Chapter 6.ii). The implication is that ‘characters of human life… eternal 

attributes, or divine names’ are like branches of Jesus the vine, and when they are 

separated from him and held up as gods in their own right, they become destructive to 

humanity because humanity is one and the same as Jesus the vine; the branches 

(‘characters’) only flourish as part of the vine (‘Jesus’). The second time Jesus is 

mentioned is in the description of The Ancient Britons, the largest (now lost) painting in 

the exhibition. Here, Blake asserts the idea first put forward in All Religions Are One 

(1788, E1-2) that ‘the religion of Jesus’ is the true religion and the source of all religions 

(E543). Thus, whilst Christ (or Jesus) does not dominate Blake’s discourse in the 

catalogue, the two references to Jesus confirm that Blake regards Christ as ‘The One 

Man’ in whom the various figures represented in the exhibition have their apotheoses 

                                                           
215 Cf. Blake’s statement in his notebook description of the Last Judgement that the depictions of Moses and 
Abraham do not represent those individuals ‘but the States Signified by those Names’; the Bible contains figures 
representing various States which ‘when distant they appear as One Man but as you approach they appear 
Multitudes of Nations’ (E556-57). The One Man is Christ, the unified Divine Body who contains ‘Multitudes’.  
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(the clearest example of Christ-like apotheosis is Pitt [1805?, Butlin 651], whom Blake 

identifies with the Angel of Revelation [E530] but is depicted in Christ-like form).  

 

In the four chapters in Part II, I argue that the notion of art as apocalypse, revealing and 

transforming states of truth and error, is central to Blake’s visual Christology, and that 

through this process, the individual realises his/her identity in ‘the Universal Family’ of 

Christ, ‘The One Man’, the Human Form Divine. Blake expresses this notion in a variety 

of subjects such that multiple moments in the narrative of Christ’s life become types for 

the individual’s apocalypse, and he seeks to engender that process through a variety of 

viewer-response devices. Chapter 4 discusses the Crucifixion, a subject with which Blake 

struggled, but came to view in apocalyptic terms as a type for the individual casting off 

the fetters of selfhood to embody his/her true identity. Chapter 5 focuses on the 

Transfiguration, Resurrection and Ascension – subjects which are all moments of 

transition or regeneration and which, in Blake’s depictions, take on an apocalyptic 

imperative to transform the individual into the Human Form Divine. Chapter 6 examines 

Blake’s engagement with traditional apocalyptic subjects, exploring how these images 

are not only about the apocalypse of the individual, but also of the texts Blake is 

responding to and of the art world. Finally, Chapter 7 looks back to Christ’s public 

ministry, to figures whom, I argue, Blake depicts as exemplars of acting as members of 

Christ’s Divine Body.  
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CHAPTER 4 

 

Transfiguring Crucifixion 

  

 

The corse of his first begotten  
On the accursed Tree of MYSTERY:  
On the topmost stem of this Tree  
Urizen nail’d Fuzons corse.  
 

Ahania 4:5-8 (1795, E87) 
 

The Modern Church Crucifies Christ with the Head Downwards 
 

A Vision of the Last Judgment (1810, E564) 
 

O Human Imagination O Divine Body I have Crucified 
 I have turned my back upon thee into the Wastes of Moral Law: 
 

Jerusalem 24:23 (1804-c.1820, E169) 
 

Speaking of the Atonement in the ordinary Calvinistic Sense, he [Blake] 
said ‘It is a horrible doctrine…’ 
 

Conversation with Henry Crabb Robinson (1826, BR 705, cf. BR 453) 
 

 

Blake regarded the doctrine of the Crucifixion as Atonement (the Son being offered as a 

ransom for humankind’s erring from the Father’s Law) as abhorrent, symptomatic of the 

worldview embodied in The Ancient of Days (Fig. 1): it oppresses the ‘Human 

Imagination’ embodied in Christ and is re-enacted by the Modern Church and other 

institutions which oppress Divine Humanity. However, Blake also understood the 

Crucifixion as Christ’s self-giving, a supremely generous, apocalyptic act, which, when 

repeated in an individual annihilating his/her self-hood, transforms that individual into 
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the perfect embodiment of the Human Form Divine.216 Thus, the event itself does not 

have the same soteriological significance for Blake as in orthodox theology; rather, it is 

an example which the individual should emulate.  

 

This chapter examines Blake’s pictorial engagement with this central Christian subject 

through a chronological survey of his engagements with crucifixion iconography in 

projects throughout his career. The title of this chapter, ‘Transfiguring Crucifixion’, is 

taken from Sklar’s description of Jerusalem 76 (c.1804-20, Fig. 132), which, as I discuss 

in Section vi, is well-recognised as emblematic of Blake’s conception of the Crucifixion 

as the transformative sacrifice of the selfhood; as Sklar puts it, Albion beholds ‘a vision 

of transformational self-annihilation’ whereby ‘what he beholds changes his body’, and, 

she implies, can also change the reader-viewer of Jerusalem.217 By this term I mean to 

encompass both the sense of the Crucifixion as transfiguring, as Sklar uses it, and that 

Blake’s engagements with the subject transfigure traditional iconography of the subject. I 

do not mean that all of Blake’s depictions of the Crucifixion are to be read in the same 

terms as Jerusalem 76 (although I argue that the conception of the Crucifixion as an act of 

transfiguring self-annihilation expressed in that plate emerges earlier than has generally 

been supposed), but rather that Blake transfigures the subject in a variety of ways in 

projects throughout his career. Broadly speaking, a progression can be observed from a 

wholly negative attitude to the cross in Blake’s earliest engagements with crucifixion 

iconography in mythological works of the mid-1790s, to a more positive conception of 

the Crucifixion as Christ’s self-giving in later works, as epitomised in Jerusalem 76.  

 

Blake’s works participate in a long tradition of artists expressing particular 

understandings of the Crucifixion in visual form. Early depictions represented Christ 

alive on the cross, robed in priestly garments, a type known as Christus triumphans. From 

the second half of the eighth century there was a shift to depicting Christ dead, influenced 

by the controversy surrounding the Monophysite heresy’s denial of the humanity of 

                                                           
216 Blunt, The Art of William Blake: 80-82; Bottrall, The Divine Vision: 59-60; Mitchell, Blake’s Composite Art: 209-
12; Paley, The Continuing City: 113-18. 
217 Sklar, Jerusalem as Visionary Theatre: 222.  
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Jesus; showing Christ dead refuted monophysitism by emphasising his physical mortality. 

It was not until the mid-thirteenth century that artists emphasised the suffering of 

Christ.218 Blake was probably familiar with a variety of images of the Crucifixion through 

Old Master sales,219 engravings, and popular prints. He may also have seen examples by 

eighteenth-century Moravian artists such as Johann Valentin Haidt; as Schuchard has 

suggested, Blake might have visited Zinzendorf’s art collection at the Fetter Lane chapel 

and Lindsey House, Chelsea (although this remains speculative).220 The Moravians had a 

special spiritual devotion to the wounds of Christ and a distinctive iconography of the 

Crucifixion which I refer to in my discussion of Christ as the Man of Sorrows in Night 

Thoughts in Section ii.221 The subject was not popular with eighteenth-century artists 

(probably owing to concerns that it risked Popery), although it was considered important 

enough by Benjamin West, Richard Cosway and Thomas Banks to commission, in 1801, 

an anatomical cast of a crucified cadaver in order to study the anatomy of crucifixion, 

believing most depictions of the Crucifixion to be inaccurate.222 West himself had been 

working on the subject for a design for one of the windows in St. George’s Chapel, 

Windsor which he exhibited at the Royal Academy in 1797. The design is lost and the 

window was never completed, but a drawing of the unfinished window survives, as well 

as two sketches for parts of the composition by West himself (one is Fig. 78; Effra-Staley 

                                                           
218 Cf. Catherine Oakes, Doug Adams and Iris Kockelbergh, ‘Crucifix’. Grove Art Online. Oxford Art Online. 
2000-12. Accessed: 04/09/2015. http://www.oxfordartonline.com/subscriber/article/grove/art/T020450.  
219 There were examples at the Orleans and Truchessesian Galleries.  
220 Marsha Keith Schuchard, ‘Young William Blake and the Moravian Tradition of Visionary Art’, BIQ 40.3 
(2006-07), 84-100: 92-93, 95. Lindsey House was sold in 1774 and many of the paintings were transferred to 
Fetter Lane. The chapel was destroyed in the Second World War so little is known of the paintings Blake might 
have seen in these places; many were by Haidt, who was based in London between 1724 and 1740 and 
subsequently moved to America. Most of Haidt’s surviving paintings are in the collection of the Moravian 
Historical Society (Nazareth, PA) which give some idea of the kind of works Blake might have encountered. 
There is, as Schuchard notes, a striking similarity in the soldiers in Blake’s Soldiers Casting Lots for Christ’s Garments 
(Fig. 115) and Haidt’s painting of the crucifixion in the Moravian Historical Society, but the latter was painted 
after Haidt’s emigration to America in 1754 (ibid.: 95).  
221 Paul Peucker, ‘A Painter of Christ’s Wounds: Johann Langguth’s Birthday Poem for Johann Jacob Müller’, in 
The Distinctiveness of Moravian Culture: Essays and Documents in Moravian History in Honor of Vernon H. Nelson on his 
Seventieth Birthday, ed. Craig D. Atwood and Peter Vogt (Nazareth, PA: Moravian Historical Society, 2003): 19-
33. 
222 Martin Postle, ‘Flayed for art. The écorché figure in the English art academy’, BAJ 5.1 (2004), 55-63: 61-62; 
The Royal Academy, ‘Object of the Month - November 2012. Anatomical Crucifixion (James Legg). 1801’. The 
Royal Academy. 2012. Accessed: 04/09/2015.  
http://www.racollection.org.uk/ixbin/indexplus?record=ART13544. Cf. Letter, Thomas Banks to the Council 
of the Royal Academy, 22 July 1802, RAA/SEC/2/5/7. Royal Academy Archives. Blake was in Felpham at the 
time but it is plausible that he was aware of the experiment via the press, for example.  

http://www.oxfordartonline.com/subscriber/article/grove/art/T020450
http://www.racollection.org.uk/ixbin/indexplus?record=ART13544
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356-57, cf. 358). In the vast majority of depictions of the Crucifixion which I have found 

from Blake’s milieu, Christ is depicted dead on the cross with his body tortured by the 

Crucifixion whilst the glory of the cross is emphasised with a halo around Christ’s head 

(see Fig. 79, a print by Moravian artist Jonathan Spilsbury, whom Keri Davies has 

demonstrated Blake probably knew223). West’s window, by contrast, shows Christ alive 

in glory, in a mode anticipating the Resurrection. We will see that some of Blake’s 

Crucifixions also point to the Resurrection, but without the glorification of the cross of 

West’s image; this difference in tone reflects Blake’s distaste for celebration of the event, 

a resistance which is the focus of the critical attitude to the Crucifixion in Blake’s earliest 

engagements with crucifixion iconography with which I begin this analysis. 

 

 

i. Binding Orc and crucifying Fuzon  

 

Blake’s earliest uses of crucifixion imagery are not depictions of Christ crucified, but 

parodies of the Crucifixion inflicted upon the figures of Orc in America (1793) and Fuzon 

in Ahania (1795). In these prophecies relating to the turbulent political events of the 

1790s, Blake alludes to the Crucifixion in representing acts of violence and repression 

inflicted upon humanity. For Blake, Christ’s crucifixion represents the supreme act of 

violence upon the Human Form Divine which is repeated in any act that abuses the 

Divine Image in any individual (thus his statement that ‘The Modern Church Crucifies 

Christ with the Head Downwards’, E564).  

 

In America, Blake alludes to the Crucifixion in the binding of Orc, as depicted on the first 

plate of the ‘Preludium’ (Fig. 80)224 where Orc is chained cruciform on the ground 

whilst his parents stand over him in horror. A watercolour, Los and Orc (Butlin 255, 

c.1792-93, Fig. 82), is similar in conception but omits the child’s mother and might have 

                                                           
223 Keri Davies, ‘Jonathan Spilsbury and the Lost Moravian History of William Blake’s Family’, BIQ 40.3 (2006-
07): 100-09. 
224 Christopher Hobson objects to identifying the binding of Orc as a crucifixion, emphasising that Orc is never 
on a cross, nor nailed (The Chained Boy Orc and Blake’s Idea of Revolution [Lewisburg: Bucknell University Press, 
1999]: 47-53). Hobson is correct that Orc is not literally crucified, but his binding is analogous to the crucifixion 
because it is an act of violence on the Human Form Divine.  
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been begun slightly earlier; another version of this subject appears in Vala/The Four Zoas 

(c.1796-1807, Fig. 99), which I discuss in Section iii. The America design accompanies 

Orc’s account of being bound by his father, and in the context of the prophecy’s 

commentary on the American Revolution represents the theme of political repression 

which is central to the poem.225  

 

In Ahania (1795), Blake parodies the doctrine of the Atonement in an account of Urizen’s 

crucifixion of his son Fuzon on the ‘Tree of Mystery’ (Ahania 4:44, E88) in punishment 

for his attempted patricide (Ahania 2:15-29, E84; 3:13-38, E85-86).226 This crucifixion 

is a vengeful sacrifice, and, as Mee has discussed, should be read alongside similarly 

hostile views of the doctrine by contemporaries such as Priestley and Paine. 227 

Pictorially, there is no reference to the Crucifixion in Ahania, but, as Worrall discusses, 

there is a visual commentary on the Atonement in the endpiece of the book (Fig. 81), 

which depicts a collection of dismembered body parts, pointing to the bloody, 

destructive consequences of sacrificial execution. Such imagery was familiar to the 

period of the execution of Louis XVI and the Terror in France, as employed in political 

caricaturists such as Gillray and Cruikshank.228 The crucifixion in Ahania is utterly unlike 

the generous self-giving concept of Christ’s crucifixion which emerges in Blake’s later 

works; it is, as Worrall puts it, ‘revenge pure and simple,’229 expressing a ‘wariness 

about the bloody implications inherent in crucifixion, Christianity’s central motif yet 

one capable of transmutation into both Louis XVI’s execution and the common soldier’s 

less public death.’230  

 

                                                           
225 Cf. Dörrbecker, The Continental Prophecies: 53-54. Blake could have been drawing on images of the Christ 
Child sleeping on a cross, a subject he later depicted himself in the biblical temperas, discussed in Section iv.  
226 Cf. Mee, Dangerous Enthusiasm: 96-97, 190-201; David Worrall (ed.), William Blake: The Urizen Books 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press for the William Blake Trust, 1995): 153-63. 
227 Mee, Dangerous Enthusiasm: 200; Joseph Priestley, An History of the Corruptions of Christianity (Birmingham, 1782), 
Vol. 2/2: 461-63; idem, An appeal to the serious and candid professors of Christianity (London?, 2nd edn. 1771): 17-19; 
Thomas Paine; ed. Philip S. Foner, The Complete Writings of Thomas Paine (New York, 1945), Vol. 2/2: 481, 497 (cited 
in Mee, Dangerous Enthusiasm: 200). Cf. Sandler, Florence, ‘“Defending the Bible”: Blake, Paine, and the Bishop on 
the Atonement’, in Blake and His Bibles, ed. David V. Erdman (West Cornwall, CT: Locust Hill, 1990): 41-70. 
228 Worrall, Urizen Books: 159. 
229 Ibid.: 155. 
230 Ibid.: 157. 
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In America and Ahania, Blake invokes the Crucifixion in parodic terms to assert that this 

violence on Christ is repeated in contemporary assaults on the Human Form Divine. The 

agency of the event is crucial to understanding Blake’s figurings of crucifixion imagery: 

in these political prophecies of the mid-1790s, the crucified is the victim of repressive 

regimes, but as I discuss in the following sections, Blake subsequently developed a 

positive understanding of Christ’s crucifixion as an offering of himself.  

 

 

ii. Night Thoughts 

 

Night IV of Night Thoughts is called ‘The Christian Triumph’, which for Young is the 

cross, and Christ plays a more prominent role here than in other Nights, with the poet 

reflecting at length upon the glory of the cross. In Chapter 1, we encountered Blake 

depicting Christ where Young emphasises the agency of the Father, but here, where the 

poet does emphasise the role of Christ, Blake frequently avoids depicting this imagery, 

thus resisting the poet’s glorification of the event. Only one of Blake’s designs ostensibly 

depicts Christ’s Passion, but as I discuss below, Blake finds various ways of negotiating 

the problem of depicting Young’s pro-Crucifixion text and in so doing, I argue, begins 

to express a more positive understanding of the event. 

 

Blake begins his critique of Young’s celebration of the cross in the title-page to Night IV. 

Blake produced two designs for the title-page, which represent the ‘Christian Triumph’ 

not as the Crucifixion but as the celestial city (Butlin 330.111, Fig. 83) and as the 

Resurrection (31E, Fig. 84); 231  the Resurrection plate, engraved for the Edwards 

edition, was apparently designed as an alternative to Butlin 330.111 but the watercolour 

was subsequently used as the frontispiece to the first volume of watercolours (Butlin 

                                                           
231 My illustrations from Edwards’ 1797 edition of Night Thoughts are taken from ‘Copy O’, in the John Rylands 
Library, which has contemporary colouring in watercolour, said to be by Blake and his wife Catherine. The 
provenance supports this possibility: Copy O was originally owned by George John Spencer, a friend of Edwards, 
and whose portrait Blake etched in 1813.  
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330.1, Fig. 154; see Chapter 5.ii).232 The next (in the watercolours the first in Night IV) 

time Christ appears is NT IV.12 (Butlin 330.121, Fig. 85; 34E, Fig. 89), which 

represents Christ as Man of Sorrows, bearing the nails of the Crucifixion, taking up line 

173: ‘Draw the dire steel? Ah no! the dreadful blessing’. This is the closest Blake comes 

to depicting the Crucifixion in Night Thoughts, and the focus on Christ’s hands, bleeding, 

and anguished facial expression all reflect the poet’s imagery in this passage (ll. 167-72). 

However, even as he takes up Young’s imagery of the Passion, Blake is shifting emphasis 

away from the cross itself by depicting Christ after the Crucifixion, surrounded by 

apocalyptic flames, contemplating the nails which are still in his hands and feet (a very 

unusual motif) rather than hanging on the cross as the poem describes (ll. 175-76).  

 

Blake is employing traditional iconography of the Man of Sorrows (see an example by his 

respected Dürer, Fig. 90). Another possible influence is a verse from Isaac Watts’ 

famous ‘When I survey the wondrous cross’:  

 
See, from his head, his hands, his feet, 
sorrow and love flow mingled down. 
Did e’er such love and sorrow meet, 
or thorns compose so rich a crown?233 

 

These lines directly invite a response to Christ’s sorrow, as represented by his wounds, 

using similar imagery to Man of Sorrows iconography. Whether or not Blake had Watts’ 

hymn in mind when he created the design, I think his picture similarly seeks a response 

from his viewer. This reading is evidenced in the evolution of the design, as seen in three 

proofs which survive in the Four Zoas manuscript. In the watercolour (Fig. 85), Christ’s 

face is in profile, looking in astonishment at the ‘dire steel’. The first state engraving 

(FZ115, Butlin 337.111, Fig. 86) follows the watercolour closely, but in the second 

                                                           
232 There is some debate about the design’s original function: Butlin states that it was originally conceived as the 
frontispiece to Volume I (Butlin 330.1) but the editors of the 1980 edition of Night Thoughts propose that it was 
originally conceived as the title-page to Night IV for the engraved edition, replacing the watercolour design 
Butlin 330.110 and subsequently re-positioned as the frontispiece to Volume I; the latter possibility is supported 
by the fact that the watercolour includes the title to Night IV, ‘The Christian Triumph’, and has a sketch on the 
verso which includes the word ‘Night’ which could be an abandoned alternative design for the title-page for 
Night IV (Grant et al., Blake’s Designs for Night Thoughts, Vol. 1/2: 12). 
233 The hymn was first published in Isaac Watts’ Hymns and Spiritual Songs ([London, 1707]: 189) and was included 
in numerous hymn collections throughout the eighteenth century.  
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(FZ59, Butlin 337.59, Fig. 87), third (FZ107, Butlin 337.115, Fig. 88) and final states 

(34E, Fig. 89), his face is turned towards the viewer so that we see most of his face, and 

his mouth is no longer open in astonishment. In the final engraving, Christ has big, dark 

eyes, full of sorrow, and his brow is furrowed in contemplation. I propose that the 

evolution of the design from watercolour to published engraving can be read as a 

development in Blake’s attitude to the cross whilst working on the design – at first 

horrified, but becoming more contemplative – and that by turning Christ towards the 

viewer, Blake invites similar contemplation from the viewer, perhaps even hinting 

towards Albion’s contemplation of the crucified in Jerusalem 76.234 

 

The viewer-response aesthetic in this design might, as Jessen proposes, be influenced by 

Moravian blood-and-wounds-spirituality which regarded the wounds of Christ as a place 

of transformation and rebirth. In Moravian art, the wounds were depicted in an open, 

elliptical shape, rather than round holes as is usual in Western art. Particular attention – 

devotional and pictorial – was given to the side-wound, which, in another departure 

from tradition, was depicted on Christ’s left side (that of the heart); it was also 

represented as a separate, stylised motif, with everyday scenes depicted within it (see 

Fig. 91).235 In the Man of Sorrows image and elsewhere, Blake depicts Christ’s wounds 

as elliptical and the side-wound on his left side; thus, Jessen argues that this image reflects 

the Moravian notion of entering and being transformed by Christ’s wounds.236 Whilst 

this influence is possible, it is important to bear in mind that the extent of Blake’s contact 

with Moravianism remains an open question.  

 

Moravian influence or not, we do encounter a problem if we read the design as seeking 

to engage the viewer in contemplation of Christ’s wounds: as Jessen herself highlights, 

but does not resolve, the nails in Christ’s hands are blocking access to his wounds.237 At 

one level, Blake has literally ‘drawn’ (i.e. depicted) the ‘dire steel’ of Young’s line, but 

                                                           
234 Cf. Jean Hagstrum thinks that the revisions sentimentalise the figure of Christ (‘Review: William Blake's Designs 
for Edward Young’s Night Thoughts. A Complete Edition. by John E. Grant, Edward J. Rose, Michael J. Tolley, David 
V. Erdman’, Eighteenth-Century Studies 15.3 [1982], 339-44: 343). 
235 Jessen, ‘Conversion in Blake’s Works’: 116-19. 
236 Ibid.: 126-38. 
237 Ibid.: 142. 
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not in the sense of withdrawing intended by Young. I propose that the nails represent 

Young’s text, as blocking access to Christ. The same point is seen in a more literal 

manner in the design as a whole: the panel of text obscures our view of Christ. However, 

this arrangement can alternatively be read as Christ’s body surrounding and 

overpowering the text, the effect being that the text becomes Christ’s body and as such 

is transformed by and even into it – an emblem of Blake’s pictorial transformation of 

Young’s text. The apocalyptic flames seem to reinforce this idea, as if purging the text 

of its errors, and perhaps even hinting towards later fiery visions of the Crucifixion itself 

such as Jerusalem 76 (1804-c.1820, Fig. 132; see Section vi) and Dante Adoring Christ 

(1824-27, Fig. 140; see Section vii). Thus, in this early work, several layers of 

iconography in this image associate the crucified Christ with transformation, although 

here this is through a Christ who is victim (of the cross and of Young’s text), rather than 

the self-giving, self-annihilating saviour who appears in later works.  

 

The Crucifixion does not appear again iconographically in Blake’s Night Thoughts designs, 

but several other designs for Night IV relate to passages about the Crucifixion. The next 

example is NT IV.16 (Butlin 330.125, Fig. 92; 35E) in which the sun is personified 

hiding its face at the Crucifixion – a literal rendering of Young’s reference to Mark 15:33 

(ll. 247-52) which must have resonated with Blake’s own distaste for the Crucifixion. 

When Christ appears again in this Night – four times in the watercolours and twice in 

the engravings – Blake shifts the emphasis away from the Crucifixion. Next in the 

watercolours is an image of the Ascension (NT IV.18, Butlin 330.127, Fig. 93), 

depicting line 294: ‘Triumphant past the Crystal Ports of Light’ and avoiding the 

Crucifixion imagery of the preceding lines (289-90), though there is a reminder of the 

Crucifixion in the stigmata on Christ’s hands and feet. His ascending figure fills the page, 

and is mostly hidden by the text; whereas in NT IV.12/34E, Christ’s body seemed to 

overpower the text, here, Christ is seen from behind, creating the impression that he 

has passed through the text, inviting the viewer to follow him beyond the poem into the 

‘Ports of Light’ of Blake’s designs (I return to this image in Chapter 5.iii).  
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The next watercolour featuring Christ (NT IV.33, Butlin 330.143, Fig. 94) at once picks 

up on and circumvents Passion imagery in the text. Reflecting upon ‘groaning Calvary’, 

the poet states: ‘He weeps! --- the falling Drop puts out the Sun’ (l. 383), which Blake 

depicts with Christ crouching over the starry sphere with tears rolling down his cheeks 

(thus anticipating the imagery of the cosmic Christ in designs for Night IX discussed in 

Chapter 1.i). Although Christ’s sorrow is suggestive of his Passion, the design refers less 

directly to the Crucifixion than the text. Following this are another two images of Christ, 

depicting his love for mankind which in the text is linked to the Crucifixion, but Blake 

depicts as Christ ministering to a crowd of people (IV.34, Butlin 330.143, Fig. 95; 38E; 

see Chapter 7.i) and hauling a figure from a pit of flames (NT IV.35, Butlin 330.144, 

Fig. 96). Finally, NT IV.39 (Butlin 330.148, Fig. 97; 40E) depicts line 689: ‘That Touch, 

with charm celestial, heals the Soul Diseas’d’; Young is referring to being ‘touched’ by 

the ‘sovereign… miracle’ of the cross (ll. 678-88) but Blake shows Christ healing a 

Lazarus-like figure by literally touching him, thus locating Christ’s salvific ministry not 

on the cross but in his living ministry (see Chapter 7).  

 

Faced with responding to Young’s celebration of the Crucifixion in Night IV, Blake 

adopts a range of approaches, in some cases modifying Young’s crucifixion imagery, in 

others avoiding it altogether. My reading, that the evolution of the expression of Christ 

the Man of Sorrows from horror to contemplation is indicative of a shift in Blake’s own 

attitude to the Crucifixion whilst working on that design, can be extended to the 

sequence for this Night as a whole; Blake is still struggling to come to terms with this 

central event for Christianity, but is beginning to express a more positive understanding 

of it. 

 

 

iii. The Four Zoas 

 

The Four Zoas manuscript was created over a period of at least ten years, beginning in 

1797 (dated on the title-page) and undergoing several stages of revision, including a 
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change in name from Vala to The Four Zoas.238 These revisions have been taken as evidence 

of Blake’s ‘conversion’ in the first years of the nineteenth century – Christ is not 

mentioned in Vala, but is central to the salvific scheme in Blake’s later revisions. 

However, as noted in the Introduction, and seen in the preceding material, this notion 

of Blake’s conversion should not be overstressed since there are Christian themes in 

Blake’s works before 1800. 239  Whereas in the Night Thoughts designs Blake resists 

Young’s crucifixion imagery, in The Four Zoas the Crucifixion emerges as an important 

trope, representing the sacrifice of the selfhood, and Christ is frequently given the 

sacrificial title ‘the Lamb’. Even in Vala, the redemption of the fallen world is a central 

theme, but, as Sugnet points out, the Zoas do not adequately fulfil the role of 

redeemer,240 and the introduction of Christ, whether or not indicative of Blake’s own 

conversion, transforms the poem. However, Blake still does not include an image of the 

crucified Christ; as noted in Section ii, he recycles three Man of Sorrows proofs (Figs. 

86-88), and he includes a drawing of the nailing of Orc (Fig. 99), but elsewhere, the 

images which accompany references to the Crucifixion in the text are less direct.  

 

There are both negative and positive iterations of crucifixion imagery in The Four Zoas. 

As an oppressive trope, the Crucifixion is invoked in Los and Enitharmon’s binding of 

Urizen in Night IV (FZ 52-53) and, in another version of the America ‘Preludium’, of Orc 

in Night V (FZ 60-62). In the former episode, Blake avoids crucifixion imagery, instead 

recycling a proof for NT 4E (Fig. 98) which depicts the poet recoiling from a figure of 

Death as a bellman, implying Enitharmon and Los’ horror at their deed. However, this 

passage is followed by a positive anticipation of the Crucifixion, when the daughters of 

Beulah are comforted with a vision of ‘Man clothd in Luvahs robes of blood’ (FZ 55:11, 

E337). These lines are written on a proof for NT 38E which depicts Jesus among a crowd 

as the ‘Great Philanthropist’ (Fig. 95 is the watercolour design for this engraving). Thus, 

Blake indicates that Christ is the man who will take on the robes of blood and that this 

                                                           
238 For a bibliography on the evolution of the manuscript: Cettina Tramontano Magno and David V. Erdman 
(eds.), The Four Zoas, by William Blake: A Photographic Facsimile of the Manuscript with Commentary on the Illuminations 
(Lewisberg: Bucknell University Press, 1987); to this should be added: Andrew Lincoln, Spiritual History: A 
Reading of William Blake’s Vala, or The Four Zoas (Oxford: Clarendon, 1995).  
239 Jessen, ‘Conversion in Blake’s Works’: passim.  
240 Sugnet, ‘Christ in The Four Zoas’: §2. 
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act will engender unity in his Divine Body, but as in this design’s original appearance in 

Night Thoughts, Blake resists depicting the sacrifice itself. The binding of Orc on the other 

hand is depicted literally in a drawing on FZ62 (Butlin 337.62, Fig. 99). This episode 

immediately follows his birth in FZ 58, where he springs ‘forth | In thunder smoke & 

sullen flames & howlings & fury & blood’ (58:17-18, E339). The text on the facing page 

continues the association of Orc with fire (FZ 59:10-27, E340) and is written on one of 

the Man of Sorrows proofs (FZ59, Butlin 337.59, Fig. 87), thus linking the birth of Orc 

to the fiery rebirth of the crucified Christ.241 This image of Christ contrasts with the 

drawing of the binding of Orc which follows it: whereas Orc is chained in anguish, 

Christ’s crucifixion is represented as regenerative, a juxtaposition which demonstrates 

the difference between the crucified as sacrificial victim and the crucified Christ as a 

figure of transformation.  

 

In Night VIII, Blake introduces the crucifixion of Jesus himself; whereas in Vala (which 

is dominated by Blake’s mythological figures) the Crucifixion is a negative trope, here, 

Los and Enitharmon see that Jesus’ crucifixion is a transformative and life-giving act of 

self-sacrifice. Christ, called the Lamb, appears wearing Luvah’s robes of blood (FZ 

101:1, E373; FZ 103:1-4, E375), as anticipated in FZ 55. The Zoas, and Blake’s reader, 

must recognise him as redeemer, but Urizen and Vala have difficulty in doing so (FZ 

103:7-8, E375; FZ 117:1-5, E386). Blake uses two of the Man of Sorrows proofs in this 

Night. The first, FZ107 (Butlin 337.115, Fig. 88), is preceded by a proof of NT 31E, 

the frontispiece to Night IV which depicts Christ leaping from the tomb (Fig. 84 is the 

published engraving), and is followed by a drawing which Magno and Erdman call Christ 

‘walking the earth’, creating a sequence which inverts the chronology of the 

Resurrection.242 Los has just confessed that he has ‘piercd the Lamb of God in pride & 

wrath’ and invoked the reader to ‘Hear… that thou mayst also repent’ (FZ 106:52-53, 

E380); he is beginning to discover his own potential identity with Christ (FZ 107:42-51, 

E381), which is here visually linked with the Crucifixion. 243  Thus, this passage 

                                                           
241 Jessen, ‘Conversion in Blake’s Works’: 144; cf. Magno and Erdman, The Four Zoas: 58; Lincoln, Spiritual 
History: 123. 
242 Magno and Erdman, The Four Zoas: 81; Jessen, ‘Conversion in the Work of Blake’: 146-47. 
243 Jessen, ‘Conversion in Blake’s Works’: 148-49; cf. Magno and Erdman, The Four Zoas: 82. 
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anticipates the beginning of Night IX (FZ 117, E386-87), when Los has a vision of the 

crucified Christ. That climactic vision immediately follows the final appearance of the 

Man of Sorrows engraving as the concluding page of Night VIII, FZ115 (Butlin 337.111, 

Fig. 86). Here, the image is once again associated with (re-)birth, immediately following 

Enion’s reflection upon the sacrifice of the Lamb of God, where she describes the tomb 

as a place of birth (FZ 114, E385).244 The engraving also speaks to the concluding lines 

of the Night, which describe how Christ is crucified again by Deism and Natural Religion 

in their denial of the mystery of God (FZ 115:18-24, E386).245 This re-crucifixion 

necessitates the rebirth of true Christian vision, which is the central purpose of Blake’s 

art, and which Los brings about in Night IX.246 Although Blake does not create any new 

depictions of the Crucifixion for this central episode in The Four Zoas, he does not exclude 

such iconography and is shifting attention from Christ’s death itself to the transformative, 

apocalyptic implications which it engenders.  

 

 

iv. Butts biblical designs 

 

The Crucifixion appears in different ways in the two Butts biblical series. In the tempera 

designs, there is no representation of the Crucifixion itself, but there are four proleptic 

images of the Christ Child which foreshadow the Crucifixion (Butlin 406, 409-11, Figs. 

100-01, 105-06); and three subjects associated with the Passion (Butlin 423-25, Figs. 

36, 254, 107).247 In the watercolour series, there are four designs depicting different 

moments of the Crucifixion (Butlin 494-97, Figs. 112-15), as well as another proleptic 

image of the Christ Child (Butlin 474, Fig. 104), and The Hymn of Christ and the Apostles 

from the Passion narrative (Butlin 490, c.1805, Fig. 253; see Chapter 7.iv). This 

difference in focus could indicate a shift in Blake’s ideas about the Crucifixion between 

creating the two series, although one of the watercolours depicting the Crucifixion, The 

Soldiers Casting Lots (Butlin 495) is dated 1800, the same year Blake completed work on 

                                                           
244 Cf. Jessen, ‘Conversion Blake’s Works’: 150. 
245 Ibid.: 151. 
246 Cf. Magno and Erdman, The Four Zoas: 88. 
247 Rossetti also lists ‘Christ and his Disciples’ (Rossetti I 9; Butlin 423) and ‘Christ Before Pilate’ (Rossetti III 
12), which Butlin suggests were in tempera (Butlin 423, 425A). 
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the tempera series (and Butts’ influence cannot be discounted). This section is in three 

parts: first, I discuss The Christ Child Asleep on a Wooden Cross and related proleptic images 

of Christ’s childhood; I then examine The Agony in the Garden, the other subject in the 

tempera series which is most relevant to Blake’s conception of the Crucifixion;248 finally, 

I consider the four watercolours of the Crucifixion. 

 

The Christ Child foreshadows his Passion  

 

The New Testament records little about Jesus’ childhood, but there is a rich tradition of 

images of the Christ Child deriving from apocryphal gospels. By including such subjects 

and omitting the Crucifixion itself in the tempera series, Blake emphasises that the 

Crucifixion is Christ’s self-giving. Since there is not space to discuss all four designs in 

detail, I am focusing here on the two versions of The Christ Child Asleep because it is the 

most direct in its crucifixion iconography, and Blake depicted it at least twice (Butlin 

410-11, Figs. 100-01) – the only instance of duplication within the tempera series.249 

Possible reasons for this repetition include: that the two versions were intended to be 

complementary, expressing different dimensions of the subject, or that one was painted 

as an improvement of the other (which in turn raises the questions of at whose 

instigation, and why both were kept). However, there is no documentary evidence to 

illuminate this problem. Nevertheless, the fact that there are two versions implies that 

the subject had special significance for painter and/or patron, and the similarity with the 

binding of Orc motif (see Section i) makes an enthusiasm or desire to perfect it on Blake’s 

part seem likely. 

 

The subject is an unusual one, but by no means unique to Blake; as noted in discussion 

of the binding of Orc in America, prints of the subject could have inspired that image, 

and, as Butlin suggests, Blake had probably seen the painting by Guido Reni (Fig. 102) 

                                                           
248 Christ’s Entry into Jerusalem (Fig. 36) and The Last Supper (Fig. 254), together with The Hymn of Christ (Fig. 253) in 
the watercolour series, speak more about Christ’s ministry than his Passion and are therefore discussed in Chapter 
7.  
249 Rossetti lists three versions (Rossetti I 213-15), although Butlin argues that Blake is unlikely to have produced 
three such similar subjects for Butts and suggests confusion on Rossetti’s part. 
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in the Orleans sale in London in 1798 (Orleans 77; there are also numerous copies after 

Reni’s painting and an engraving was included in Bonafons’ 1786 Galerie du Palais 

Royal).250 Reni’s Christ Child reclines on the cross like a classical putto, with a white 

cloth (suggesting burial) beneath him and a crown of thorns lying on a book next to him. 

Blake’s paintings have a stronger sense of narrative than previous versions of the subject: 

whereas Reni’s composition is staged, in Blake’s designs the cross is part of a carpentry 

project of Joseph’s. Thus, Annibale Carracci’s Le Raboteur, which depicts the Christ Child 

in his father’s carpenter’s workshop, and was also in the Orleans sale (Orleans 29; now 

only known in engravings, as Fig. 103) could also have influenced Blake.251 Another 

possible source is Flaxman’s Hypocrites in his illustrations to Dante’s Inferno (Fig. 142) 

which depicts Caiaphas lying on a cross on the ground with a procession of hooded 

hypocrites walking across him. Although Flaxman’s designs were not published in 

England until 1807,252 they were drawn in 1792 and engraved by Piroli in 1793, and, as 

Charlotte Miller has shown, Flaxman evidently had copies of the engravings253 and could 

therefore have shown them to Blake. As Blake’s letters to Flaxman demonstrate, their 

friendship was particularly strong in this period (12 Sept. 1800, E707-08; 21 Sept. 1800, 

E710; 19 Oct. 1801, E717-18; cf. Mrs. Blake to Mrs. Flaxman, 14 Sept. 1800, E708-

09), and Blake’s own (later) version of the Dante subject is clearly indebted to Flaxman’s 

(Butlin 812.44, 1824-27, Fig. 141; discussed in Section vii).  

 

In the Fitzwilliam painting (Butlin 410, Fig. 100), Joseph himself is pictured holding 

compasses over and pointing to the sleeping child. Mary is watching, but her role is 

difficult to interpret: her head is slightly bowed and her hands are clasped below her 

                                                           
250 Cf. Richard E. Spear, ‘Guido Reni at Princeton’, Record of the Art Museum, Princeton University 22.2 (1963): 35-
44.  
251 Blake’s apparent borrowing of motifs from these Counter-Reformation artists seems surprising in light of his 

later criticism of such art, as in his comment in the Descriptive Catalogue (1809) that ‘… Colouring… is always 
wrong in Titian and Correggio, Rubens and Rembrandt. Till we get rid of Titian and Correggio, Rubens and 
Rembrandt, We never shall equal Rafael and Albert Durer, Michael Angelo, and Julio Romano’ (E530). 
Bindman attributes Blake’s eclecticism in this period to his exposure to European art on show in London (Blake as 
an Artist: 126-27). 
252 Dante Alighieri; John Flaxman, Compositions… from the Divine Poem… containing Hell, Purgatory and Paradise… 
(London: Longman, 1807). 
253 Charlotte Miller, ‘John Flaxman’s Working Copy of Dante’s Divina commedia’, Italian Studies 58 (2003), 75-
87: 80; citing BL, Add. MS 39780 (letters from Flaxman and his wife, 1780-1825), fol. 60r, Flaxman to his 
father and sister, from Carrara, 22 July 1794. 
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chin, as if lamenting the sight of the child on the cross, but her facial expression is difficult 

to read. As bearer of compasses, Joseph recalls The Ancient of Days (Fig. 1), which suggests 

that he is a malign figure. This is at odds with Blake’s identification of Joseph as an 

exemplar of forgiveness in Jerusalem 61 (E211-12), but Blake might not yet have 

developed his re-visioning of the Nativity narrative with Mary as an adulteress forgiven 

by Joseph. Thus, Joseph could be a figure for the Father, measuring the child up for the 

cross, and yet, his facial expression appears to be benevolent, making his role ambiguous. 

As Blunt has discussed, the depiction of Joseph with compasses is unusual but there is a 

precedent in Poussin’s Holy Family on the Steps, which Blake might have known from an 

engraving.254  

 

In the V&A version (Butlin 411, Fig. 101), Joseph is not present but Blake has added a 

carpenter’s workbench and the frame of a gabled structure which divides the figures of 

the child and his mother in the foreground from the landscape beyond. Here, Mary is 

looking directly at Christ, and her expression is mournful, foreshadowing her 

lamentation at the foot of the cross. Her posture could also imply guilt: even if Blake had 

yet to develop his version of the Nativity narrative in which Mary’s adultery is the means 

through which Jesus takes on sin (cf. FZ 104:13, E377; EG i:55-57, E524), he had called 

her ‘Mother of [his] Mortal part’ in ‘To Tirzah’ (Experience, E30). Mary’s leaning over 

the sleeping child recalls figures adoring the Christ Child in images of the Nativity (a 

motif from which, as seen in Chapter 2.i, Blake departed in his Nativity), and the gabled 

structure evokes the stable. Thus, by emphasising Mary’s motherhood, Blake appears to 

be implying some responsibility on her part for the child’s death. 

 

A hammer, pick and compasses in the V&A painting indicate that Joseph has left his work 

only temporarily, and the diagonals of the workbench above the cross echo the right-

angle of the compasses of The Ancient of Days (Fig. 1); just as the Father imposes order on 

the world, here Joseph has divided up the landscape with the gabled structure. There are 

further impositions on the landscape: a ruined church in the mid-distance (there is a 

building in a similar position in the Fitzwilliam painting, but it is harder to identify owing 

                                                           
254 Blunt, ‘Blake’s “Ancient of Days”’: 55, 60. 
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to surface damage) and a cluster of spires, or possibly factory chimneys, in the far-

distance. These structures can be read as representing institutions which repeat the 

Crucifixion by imposing oppressive strictures on Divine Humanity. At the same time, 

Christ lies relaxed on the cross, with open arms, and the line of his arms and that of his 

right leg parallel the diagonals of the workbench, indicating his willingness to offer 

himself, even as the sacrifice is imposed by the Father (and oppressive institutions). As 

noted above, The Christ Child Asleep parallels Blake’s depictions of the chaining of Orc by 

his parents Los and Enitharmon. Significantly, as Butlin notes (but does not develop in 

relation to specific images), Blake was working on The Four Zoas and the Butts temperas 

in the same period, and the projects must have influenced each other. 255  In the 

mythological narratives, the parents are responsible for the binding of the child and then 

return to the scene of their crime in horror and guilt. It is not clear whether such an 

indictment on Jesus’ parents is intended in The Christ Child Asleep, but they are not 

adopting horrified gestures like Los and Enitharmon. This difference reflects the 

distinction between Orc as victim and Christ offering himself; whilst Jesus’ parents may 

bear some responsibility for Christ’s death, he is also willingly giving himself, and thus 

their guilt is mixed with lamentation and pity rather than anguish and despair.   

 

The watercolour Christ in the Carpenter’s Shop: ‘The Humility of the Saviour’ (c.1803-05, 

Butlin 474, Fig. 104) represents a similar idea. Here, Christ is holding the compasses 

and set-square, and looks at Joseph, implying their shared foreknowledge of his death; 

Mary’s solemn, bowed posture indicates that she too shares this foreknowledge. The 

gabled structure in the background is like that in the V&A Christ Child Asleep; the tools 

held by Christ symbolise rationalist religion, which Blake believed crucified Christ again 

by misrepresenting the Divine Vision, but here Christ has taken control of them.256 By 

contrast, in The Virgin Hushing the Young Baptist (Fig. 105), Christ’s role is ostensibly 

quite passive – he is sleeping peacefully, apparently unaware of the proleptic irony that 

his slumber anticipates his entombment. However, he need not be read as merely a 

                                                           
255 Martin Butlin, ‘Blake’s “Vala, or the Four Zoas” and a New Water-Colour in the Tate Gallery’, Burlington 
106.737 (1964), 379+381-82: 382. 
256 Cf. Blunt, ‘Blake’s “Ancient of Days”’: 60. 
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passive victim; for Blake, Christ is facilitator rather than dictator, the one who allows 

others to act as members of his Divine Body (a theme explored in Chapter 7). 

Conversely, in Our Lady with the Infant Jesus Riding on a Lamb with St. John (Fig. 106),257 

Christ again takes up a more active role, sitting open-armed on the beast of sacrifice, 

again suggesting a willing giving of himself. The composition of the design anticipates 

Christ’s Entry into Jerusalem (Fig. 36) and recalls The Flight into Egypt (Fig. 35), both also 

in the tempera series (both discussed in Chapter 2.i). Thus, Blake creates a triptych in 

which Christ is carried towards his death by three beasts at three stages of his life. Read 

in this way, he progresses from being carried in his mother’s arms in The Flight, to Riding 

on a Lamb with his mother’s support, to sitting strong and facing the fate ahead of him in 

Entry into Jerusalem. Thus, although there are indications of Christ’s willingness to offer 

himself even from his childhood, his hour, as he tells his mother in John 2:4, comes later.  

  

 

The Agony in the Garden 

 

In The Agony in the Garden (c.1799-1800, Butlin 425, Fig. 107) we are closer to the hour 

of the Crucifixion itself and Blake’s handling of the subject reinforces Christ’s willingness 

to offer himself. This is an extraordinary and innovative visualisation of the subject.258 

According to the narrative in Luke 22:41-45, Christ kneels, praying to the Father to 

‘remove this cup from me’; an angel appears to strengthen him, and as he continues to 

pray, ‘his sweat was as it were great drops of blood falling down to the ground’. Artists 

depicting this subject are usually faithful to the details of Christ’s kneeling and the 

presence of an angel, often holding a cup. A contemporaneous example is Cosway’s 

Christ’s Passion for the Macklin Bible (engraved by William Sharp, 1791, Fig. 108) which 

conflates the Agony in the Garden with the Lamentation, with a corpse-like Christ being 

supported by an angel. In Blake’s version, Christ is kneeling and his eyes are open, but 

he is falling backwards, caught by an angel swooping down from above. The arrangement 

                                                           
257 The animal in fact appears to be a fully-grown sheep although this may simply be to make it large enough to 
support the child.  
258 Butlin lists two other depictions of this subject: a pen and wash drawing which came from Linnell’s collection 
(Butlin 375), although Butlin considers that at best it is only partly by Blake (and had only seen a photograph of 
the work); an untraced work from Tatham’s collection (Butlin 843). 
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of the two central figures is echoed in The Reunion of the Soul and the Body for The Grave 

(1805, Fig. 109), and there is a strong sense of intimacy in the interaction between Christ 

and the angel – the direct alignment of their faces creates a mirroring, and the embracing 

reach of the angel and Christ’s open arms are offers of union.  

 

Another unusual feature of the design is the blast of red light at the top of the picture; 

this appears to be emanating from the angel, rather than the figure emerging from it. I 

read this image as a representation of the Trinity, with the Father re-figured as a 

humanised, sustaining figure, and the Holy Spirit as the fiery blast of illumination. 

Although Blake does not articulate a clear concept of the Trinity (he probably did not 

formulate such a systematic idea), he does refer to all three Persons in his works, and 

occasionally identifies the Holy Spirit as a source of artistic inspiration (Jerusalem 74:14, 

E229; 77, E231; 91:9-10, E251;; FZ 101:39, E374; DC 46, E544). This reading of the 

tempera is supported by the similarity of the arrangement of figures here to a sketch in 

Blake’s notebook which represents the Father receiving a cruciform Christ with the 

Spirit hovering above (c.1785-1805, Butlin 201.104, Fig. 110), and to the Father 

receiving Christ offering himself for mankind in the Paradise Lost designs (Figs. 29, 120). 

If The Agony is indeed a depiction of the Trinity, it implies the essential unity of the 

Persons, rather than their individual identities, with Christ as the central figure. Thus, I 

propose that Blake is beginning to express something like his later doctrine of the 

surrender of the selfhood, here figured in terms of the union of the three persons of the 

Trinity into the single identity of the self-giving, illuminating, Human Form Divine. 

Although it is generally assumed that Blake only developed his doctrine of annihilation 

of the selfhood in the later stages of revising The Four Zoas and in Milton and Jerusalem (i.e. 

after his return to London in 1803), another image from c.1800, The Conversion of Saul 

(Fig. 111) can also be read as an early expression of this kind of idea. It represents Saul’s 

conversion as an intimate encounter with Christ in which the two figures have mirrored, 

cruciform gestures – a similar dynamic to Blake’s archetypal image of the surrender of 

self-hood in Jerusalem 76 (Fig. 132). Together with the self-offering of the Christ Child 

in the subjects examined above, The Agony and The Conversion of Saul confirm that a notion 
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of the Crucifixion as transformative self-surrender was emerging in Blake’s thought as 

early as 1800.  

 

Biblical watercolours 

 

Four designs in this series depict the Crucifixion;259 each focuses on a different moment 

in the Crucifixion accounts: Christ Nailed to the Cross: The Third Hour (c.1803, Butlin 496, 

Fig. 112), Christ Crucified Between Two Thieves (c.1800-03, Butlin 494, Fig. 113), The 

Crucifixion: ‘Behold Thy Mother!’ (c.1805, Butlin 497, Fig. 114) and The Soldiers Casting Lots 

for Christ’s Garment (1800, Butlin 495, Fig. 115). There is a stronger sense of narrative in 

each subject than is usual in images of the Crucifixion, reflecting Blake’s distaste for the 

celebration of the Crucifixion as sacrifice which more traditional depictions of the event 

tend to evoke. None of Blake’s subjects depict Christ dead on the cross, nor as suffering. 

In the three designs where Christ faces the viewer, his eyes are open, and his body is 

relaxed, not straining on its weight as the figures of the thieves are in Christ Crucified 

Between the Two Thieves (particularly the unrepentant thief, whose hands are clenched and 

his face tortured). Thus, these designs share something of the character of the Christus 

triumphans iconography of early representations of the subject, although Blake’s Christs 

are not robed in priestly garments as in Christus triumphans images because for Blake, 

Christ embodies the Naked Human Form Divine (EG f.66, E522) and is not a priestly 

agent serving the will of the Father. Thus, whether or not Blake knew anything of early 

iconography of the Crucifixion, the theological statement he makes by depicting Christ 

alive is quite different. 

 

Christ Nailed to the Cross (Fig. 112) is an unusual subject which focuses on the executioners 

of Jesus; however, Blake depicts the moment before the nails are driven into Christ’s 

hands and feet which is the usual focus of this subject. For example, in Dürer’s version 

(1509, Fig. 116), which Blake could have known, a nail is being driven through Christ’s 

                                                           
259 In addition, Blake depicted Christ Crowned with Thorns: ‘The King of the Jews’ (c.1805, Butlin 493). This image is 
an anomaly in the biblical watercolours in depicting Christ alone, as a ‘symbolic figure’ (Rossetti I 222). It is 
difficult to come to firm conclusions about this picture because it is only available in a monochrome reproduction 
in Butlin (and listed as in the collection of Mr. Oliver Weiss, South Africa). 
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left hand and another executioner is preparing the cross for the second nail; Christ 

himself writhes in pain and his body is gaunt. By depicting the moment immediately 

before the nailing, Blake makes Christ appear to be in control of his fate; as in The Christ 

Child Asleep (Figs. 100-01), he is lying on the cross with his arms outstretched, willingly 

offering himself. His right foot is resting on the cross and he is lifting his left leg to join 

his right, making a pose which recalls Albion Rose (Fig. 117) and anticipates The 

Resurrection (c.1805, Fig. 168; see Chapter 5.ii). Thus, in spite of the torture about to be 

inflicted upon him and the anguish in his face, there is hope in this image.  

 

The priestly figure holding the INRI inscription has Hebrew inscriptions on his headdress 

and the hem of his robe. The Blake Archive offers ‘tentative’ transcriptions as הוהאג and 

 respectively; the first may be ‘Jehovah Elohim’ which indicates the יונ צוד ידכך יה

Father’s responsibility for the Crucifixion; the second probably begins with ‘Yah’, again 

identifying this executioner with the Father.260 This image can helpfully be read alongside 

another biblical watercolour, Mercy and Truth are Met Together, Righteousness and Peace have 

Kissed Each Other (c.1803, Butlin 463, Fig. 118), in which the Father sits enthroned with 

a book on his lap, above Christ and a female figure embracing around a cross (presumably 

personifying Mercy and Truth and/or Righteousness and Peace). This image contrasts 

the overpowering Law-giver (as suggested by the book) of the Father with the mercy, 

truth, righteousness and peace which are identified with Christ and manifested on the 

cross. Similarly, Christ Nailed to the Cross contrasts the executioner-priest-Father with the 

Human Form Divine embodied in the figure of Christ.  

 

In Christ Crucified Between Two Thieves (Fig. 113), we encounter more malign attendants 

to the Crucifixion: a crowd of priestly figures stand below the crosses, pointing 

mockingly to Christ; unlike the penitent thief, who asks Jesus ‘Lord, remember me 

when thou comest into thy kingdom’ (Luke 23:42), they (and the unrepentant thief) 

deride him (Luke 23:35, 39). These accusers recall similar figures in NT IX.13 (Butlin 

                                                           
260 Morris Eaves, Robert N. Essick and Joseph Viscomi (eds.), ‘Editors’ Notes: Christ Nailed to the Cross: The Third 
Hour, object 1 (Butlin 496)’. The William Blake Archive. 2011. Accessed: 04/09/2015. 
http://www.blakearchive.org/exist/blake/archive/editornotes.xq?objectid=but496.1.wc.01.  

http://www.blakearchive.org/exist/blake/archive/editornotes.xq?objectid=but496.1.wc.01
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330.431, Fig. 119) which depicts Christ before Pilate: Christ stands calmly awaiting 

judgement, whilst Pilate turns away in cowardice (‘…The Coward flies’ [l. 247]) and a 

mob of accusers shout from below (Blake modified line 249 to fit his design: ‘Asks “What 

is Truth”? with Felix <Pilate>; and retires’). Returning to Christ Crucified Between Two 

Thieves, Christ is again depicted as a powerful figure; his body is not straining and he 

looks directly at the penitent thief in mutual recognition of the Divine in the other (in 

Chapter 7.iii I discuss similar encounters between Christ and the Magdalen). There is a 

similarly interactive dynamic in Behold Thy Mother (Fig. 114) in the crucified Christ’s 

interaction with his mother and John in which Jesus tells them, ‘Woman, behold thy 

son!’ and ‘Behold thy mother!’ This subject reflects Blake’s conception of Christ as the 

source of brotherhood, ‘the Divine Body’ in whom we are ‘Members’ (Laoc. E273; 

Jerusalem 91:29-30, E251; I discuss this image further in Chapter 5.ii). The Soldiers Casting 

Lots for Christ’s Garments (Fig. 115) is, by contrast, a scene of division, in which the 

soldiers, with caricatured malicious facial expressions, play dice for Christ’s seamless 

garment; we literally adopt the reverse perspective, viewing the Crucifixion from 

behind. In the distance, Jerusalem is represented with a row of spires, which, like the 

architectural interventions in The Christ Child Asleep could be included to imply that the 

Church re-crucifies Christ through its perversion of true Christianity. The whole scene 

is appropriately dark, but there is a suggestion of hope in the glow which emanates from 

the cross.  

 

In sum, in the biblical designs created for Butts, Blake handles the Crucifixion chiefly in 

two ways: in proleptic images which demonstrate Christ’s willingness to offer himself, 

and in specific narrative moments in the accounts of the Crucifixion itself; in addition, 

in The Agony in the Garden, we witness a moment in Christ’s Passion which in Blake’s 

rendering anticipates the self-sacrifice of the Crucifixion. Common to all is a resistance 

to glorifying the Crucifixion as a sacrificial offering given by the Father, which is in 

keeping with Blake’s statements rejecting a penal doctrine of the Atonement. Indeed, 

one of the themes which emerges in many of these works is a critique of various forms 

of institutional and patriarchal authority which Blake implicates as contemporary 

crucifiers of the Human Form Divine. In these works, Blake articulates a vision of the 
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Crucifixion as at-one-ment not rendered to the Father but engendered through Christ 

himself, a notion he continues to develop further in later works. 

 

 

v. Paradise Lost  

 

In Blake’s designs for Paradise Lost, the third and eleventh subjects relate directly to the 

Crucifixion: Christ Offers to Redeem Man (Figs. 29, 120) and Michael Foretells the Crucifixion 

(Figs. 127-29). Thus, the Crucifixion, traditionally understood as the means by which 

‘man’s first disobedience’ (PL I.1, Carey-Fowler 458) is overturned, frames Blake’s 

visualisation of Milton’s poem. Since the Paradise Lost designs have been discussed in 

detail in studies of Blake’s Milton watercolours, my concern here is not to repeat such 

analysis but to consider specifically how these two designs express Blake’s idea of the 

Crucifixion. Following Behrendt, I read these designs as keynotes in Blake’s 

representation of Milton’s poem, since they emphasise Christ’s redemption of the state 

of Paradise, the loss of which is the title of the poem. 261 Blake takes these subjects from 

Milton’s text, but he was the first artist to depict the latter and his treatment of the 

former is unlike previous versions. Although it seems surprising that Blake should place 

an innovative emphasis on the Crucifixion, in his handling of these subjects, he continues 

to transform traditional iconography and understandings of the event.  

 

Christ Offers to Redeem Man (1807, Butlin 529.3, Fig. 120; 1808, Butlin 536.3, Fig. 29)262 

embodies a similar dynamic to the proleptic images of Christ’s infancy and childhood;263 

                                                           
261 Behrendt, The Moment of Explosion: 87. 
262 Cf. Behrendt, The Moment of Explosion: 137-40; Dunbar, Blake’s Illustrations of Milton: 53-56; Werner, Blake’s 
Vision of Milton: 66-70. 
263 Another proleptic image of the crucifixion is that known as The Prophet Isaiah Foretelling the Crucifixion and 
Ascension (c.1821, Butlin 772-73) which exists in two drawings and an uncut woodblock. Hitherto virtually 
overlooked in Blake scholarship, it has recently been proposed by Bethan Stevens that the composition is an 
unrealised design for Robert Thornton’s Pastorals of Virgil; Stevens notes convincing similarities with the design 
for Isaiah’s prophecy by an unknown engraver which was printed in Thornton’s book (Robert John Thornton, 
The pastorals of Virgil… [London, 1821]: 116). Moreover, Stevens argues that Blake’s figure is not Isaiah but 
Christ, noting that Blake’s figure corresponds to Thornton’s description of Christ in a passage in the Ecologues 
about the body of Christ (‘“Following thee as a shepherd”: Blake’s pastoral vision in Thornton’s Virgil’ 
[Conference paper, ‘Blake: Apprentice and Master’, Ashmolean Museum, 24 January 2015]). 
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it anticipates the Crucifixion and emphasises that Christ willingly offers himself, rather 

than being sacrificed by the Father. Previous illustrators of this subject depicted Christ 

enthroned in heaven alongside a cross (as in Medina’s design, Fig. 121), thus glorifying 

the Crucifixion in a manner like the celebration of the event in Night Thoughts which 

Blake rejected in his designs. Here, Blake depicts Christ as the cross, leaping into the 

Father’s arms in an effortless, gravity-defying, 264  cruciform gesture (this effect is 

stronger in the Butts version, Fig. 29, than in the less linear Thomas design, Fig. 120), 

emphasising his self-giving. Thus, as in some of the infancy images discussed in Chapter 

2, this Christ also anticipates the Resurrection. As J.M.Q. Davies argues, the design 

draws on the tradition of images of the Father supporting the dead body of Christ, such 

as Dürer’s The Holy Trinity (Fig. 122), making it a visual pun which replaces the dead 

body of Christ with his living form.265 Contrasting with the openness of Christ’s gesture, 

the Father is hunched on his throne and his face is hidden (although so is Christ’s in the 

Thomas version);266 this contrast is further emphasised by the Christ-like elegance of the 

four swooping angelic figures (and even of Satan, although he is excluded from the 

heavenly portion of the design by a strip of clouds).  

 

As J.M.Q. Davies has noted, the figure of Christ here is almost a mirror of Satan in the 

first design in the series, Satan Arousing the Rebel Angels (Butlin 536.1, Fig. 123).267 There, 

Satan has his arms raised in a parody of the Crucifixion, but in contrast to the gravity-

defying Christ, he is standing on a rock in the depths of Hell, and the attendant figures 

are tortured and struggling. Satan’s arms are similarly cruciform in the second design, 

Satan, Sin and Death (Butlin 536.2, Fig. 124), which is indebted to the iconography for 

this subject established by Hogarth (c.1735-40, Fig. 125) and most closely resembles 

that of Barry’s version (1792-95, Fig. 126). Thus, after two images of Satan attempting 

to usurp Christ, Blake shows us that it is Christ himself who is redeemer. Whereas Satan 

faced the viewer in the first two designs, Christ faces into the picture, inviting the viewer 

                                                           
264 I therefore agree with Dunbar that the Father’s hands do not appear to be supporting Christ’s weight but 
disagree with her reading that it is as if Christ is about to slip down (Dunbar, Blake’s Illustrations of Milton: 53).  
265 J.M.Q. Davies, Blake’s Milton Designs: 60. 
266 Cf. Behrendt, The Moment of Explosion: 139. 
267 J.M.Q. Davies, Blake’s Milton Designs: 53. 
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to follow him. This is, as J.M.Q. Davies, notes, self-assertion contrasted with self-

sacrifice; it is only through Christ that we achieve the latter state.268 As noted in Chapter 

3, the figures of Christ and the angels form the shape of a lower-case Omega (ω). Thus, 

in representing Christ’s self-giving at the beginning of cosmic history, Blake emphasises 

that he is its Omega (end). 

 

The series continues with the Temptation and Fall of Adam and Eve. Plate 10 depicts 

The Judgment of Adam and Eve (Butlin 529.10; Butlin 536.10, Fig. 213), where Christ 

intercedes for them before the Father, as recounted in Book XI. In plate 11 (Butlin 

529.11, 536.11), before they are expelled from Paradise by Michael in the final design, 

they are comforted by Michael foretelling that Christ will overcome the Fall through the 

Crucifixion (Figs. 127-29).269 This subject comes from a long passage in Books XI and 

XII in which Michael prophecies the events of human history to Adam. In depicting the 

Crucifixion, which is described in PL XII.386-465 (Carey-Fowler 1046-49), Blake 

departs from his pattern of representing one subject for each book. He depicts Michael 

and Adam on either side of the crucified Christ, Eve sleeping below, and the figures of 

Satan, Sin and Death, now overthrown, at the base of the cross (PL XII.430-31, Carey-

Fowler 1048). In the poem, Michael and Adam’s viewpoint is: 

 
… a hill 
Of Paradise the highest, from whose top 
The hemisphere of earth in cleerest ken 
Stretcht out to amplest reach of prospect lay (PL XI.377-80, Carey-
Fowler 999) 

 

Previous illustrators of Michael’s prophecy accordingly placed Michael and Adam in a 

lofty position (see Medina’s design, Fig. 130; although Blake was the first to depict the 

Crucifixion, other parts of the prophecy had been illustrated), but in Blake’s design, they 

are standing just below the cross. Thus, Blake creates a more intimate encounter with 

the vision (in Blake’s image, of Christ crucified), and as such, the design anticipates 

similar subjects in Jerusalem 76 (Fig. 132), Christian at the Cross in the Pilgrim’s Progress 

                                                           
268 Ibid.: 55, 59. 
269 Cf. Behrendt, The Moment of Explosion: 169-73; Dunbar, Blake’s Illustration of Milton: 83-85; Jessen, 
‘Conversion in Blake’s Works’: 137-38, 140, 143, n. 359; Werner, Blake’s Vision of Milton: 94-98.  
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series (Fig. 139), and Dante Adoring Christ in the Divine Comedy series (Fig. 140). Common 

to all of these designs is that the vision of the crucified Christ occupies an elevated 

position in the frame, such that the viewers – both the figures within and the spectators 

of the designs – are supplicant before it, and implying that they should be transformed 

by it.  

 

The inclusion of Eve as a viewer in Michael Foretells is a departure from Milton’s text, for 

Michael tells Adam that he has ‘drenched her eyes’ in sleep (PL XI.367, Carey-Fowler 

998); as J.M.Q. Davies argues, Blake depicts the vision as her dream.270 Thus, there are 

at least three levels of encounter with the crucified Christ in this design: Michael showing 

this vision to Adam, Eve witnessing the vision in a dream, and the viewer(s) of the design. 

Whilst some commentators have been concerned to argue for a ‘positive’ or ‘negative’ 

reading of this Crucifixion, I argue that both are represented in the different perspectives 

within it (a solution which I also apply to variant readings of Jerusalem 76). Therefore, 

J.M.Q. Davies’ argument that this is ‘a false vision of self-sacrifice’ applies to the vision 

as presented by the angel-soldier of justice (a characteristic emphasised by his military 

dress),271 but the design is also, as Behrendt and Werner propose, a redemptive vision 

of self-annihilation, as seen by the reverent figure of Adam, dreamt by Eve, and 

presented to the viewer of Blake’s design.272 

 

There are three versions of this plate, which differ significantly. In the 1807 version (Fig. 

127), the figure of Christ is closest to the tradition of depicting Christ’s suffering – a 

characteristic not previously found in Blake’s Crucifixions – with his arms straining 

under the weight of his body (although not to a realistic extent; Werner exaggerates in 

describing him as a ‘gaunt and anguished victim’273). In all three designs, his eyes are 

closed and his head rests on his shoulder. In the 1808 version (Fig. 128), Christ is 

supporting his own weight, and he has a bleeding side wound274 with blood also seeping 

                                                           
270 J.M.Q. Davies, Blake’s Milton Designs: 81. 
271 Ibid.: 79-81. 
272 Cf. Behrendt, The Moment of Explosion: 171-72; Werner, Blake’s Vision of Milton, 97-98. 
273 Werner, Blake’s Vision of Milton: 95. 
274 Jessen discusses this detail in relation to Moravian iconography (‘Conversion in Blake’s Works’: 137-38). 
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from his hands and feet. In the 1822 version (Fig. 129), the wounds are clean again, but 

Blake has added a dramatic blast of light emanating from Christ, described astutely by 

Werner as ‘signifying the deity of the one whose “Form is the Divine Vision | And the 

Light is his Garment” (Jerusalem 54:2-3, E203)’.275 This emblazoned figure of Christ is 

identical to that in Jerusalem 76 (Fig. 132), which Blake continued to work on in this 

period.276 As Werner argues, each version represents a more positive vision of the 

Crucifixion,277 which in the case of the first two versions corresponds with the change in 

Christ Offers to Redeem Man from Christ’s face being turned away from the viewer to being 

shown in profile. Without supporting evidence to indicate a shift in Blake’s theology 

between 1807 and 1808, one possibility is that Blake was adapting to the sympathies of 

the respective patrons;278 as for the 1822 version, the similarity to Jerusalem 76 indicates 

the influence of Blake’s working on that illuminated book, which I will now discuss.  

 

 

vi. Jerusalem 76 

 

This plate (Fig. 132), in the richly-coloured Copy E of Jerusalem, is Blake’s supreme 

expression of the Crucifixion as a transfiguring act of self-annihilation, depicting Albion 

surrendering himself before a vision of the crucified Christ. It has been discussed 

extensively in studies of Jerusalem and elsewhere and therefore my aim is not to offer a 

detailed exposition of the plate but to consider how it develops and brings to fruition 

Blake’s understanding of the Crucifixion as transfiguring as seen emerging in earlier 

works. It sits three-quarters of the way through Jerusalem, between Book 3: ‘To the 

Deists’ and Book 4: ‘To the Christians.’ Commentators have been divided over whether 

                                                           
275 Werner, Blake’s Vision of Milton: 95. 
276 According to the Blake Archive, copies, A-E were all printed c.1820-21 (Morris Eaves, Robert N. Essick, 
Joseph Viscomi [eds.], ‘Jerusalem The Emanation of The Giant Albion’. The William Blake Archive. 2003. 
Accessed: 04/09/2015. http://www.blakearchive.org/exist/blake/archive/work.xq?workid=jerusalem). 
277 Werner, Blake’s Vision of Milton: 95. 
278 The cross features prominently in J. Thurston’s 1809 Religious Emblems (London), for which Thomas, patron of 
the first set of Paradise Lost watercolours, wrote descriptions that celebrate Christ as Redeemer. This book post-
dates the Paradise Lost watercolours but nevertheless gives an insight into Thomas’ theology, and it is possible that 
he influenced the emphasis on the cross in Blake’s designs (though more research would be needed to support 
such a claim). Blake was clearly happy enough with the subjects of the Thomas set to repeat them for Butts, but 
the modifications might just indicate a move away from Thomas’ preferences. 

http://www.blakearchive.org/exist/blake/archive/work.xq?workid=jerusalem
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its meaning is positive279 or negative,280 a question which turns on whether or not the 

figure of Christ is to be read as ‘vegetated’. Although he is dead on the cross, there is 

sufficient other evidence to indicate that he is not a vegetated victim but a transformative 

saviour. His emblazoned figure appears to be hovering before the tree, as if bursting 

from it, rather than being pinned to it, and he bathes the figure of Albion below in his 

light; Albion’s response is to mirror Christ’s gesture in a dynamic pose which resembles 

that of Albion Rose (Fig. 117). The impression of Christ bursting from the cross and the 

strength of the glow emanating from him is less powerful, but nevertheless present, in 

the monochrome copies of the plate (such as that of Copy F, Fig. 133).281 

 

As noted in my discussion of Michael Foretells, I consider the issue of reading this 

Crucifixion as positive or negative to be a matter of perception (a solution which has 

been explored by numerous commentators on this image):282 both Albion and the viewer 

are confronted with the choice of whether to worship the crucified Christ as a vegetated 

victim or to realise, as Albion is in the dance-like moment depicted, that Christ is the 

illumination of Imagination. This reading can be strengthened by Bindman’s 

demonstration that a probable source for the design is a popular Methodist print The Tree 

of Life (Fig. 131). The print depicts Christ nailed to the Tree of Life, below which is a 

representation of Matthew 7:13-14: a straight gate and narrow way leading to life, 

depicted here as the New Jerusalem within whose walls the Tree of Life stands, and a 

wide gate and broad way leading to destruction, depicted as a flaming, bottomless pit. 

                                                           
279 Bindman, Blake as an Artist: 179; Blunt, The Art of William Blake: 80-82; Bottrall, The Divine Vision: 59-60; 
Stuart Curran, ‘The Structures of Jerusalem’, in Blake’s Sublime Allegory, ed. Stuart Curran and Joseph Anthony 
Wittreich, Jr. (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1973), 329-46: 346; Damon, Philosophy and Symbols: 
473; Hagstrum, ‘Christ’s Body’: 154; Anne Kostelanetz Mellor, Blake’s Human Form Divine (Berkeley, University 
of California Press, 1974): 321-23; Mitchell, Blake’s Composite Art: 209-16; Paley, The Continuing City: 113-18; 
idem, Jerusalem: 257; Raine, Blake and Tradition, Vol. 2/2: 190; Sklar, Jerusalem as Visionary Theatre: 117-19, 222; 
Joseph Wicksteed (ed.), William Blake’s Jerusalem (London: Trianon Press, 1953): 220; Joseph Anthony 
Wittreich, Jr., Angel of Apocalypse: Blake’s Idea of Milton (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1975): 62-63. 
280 Henry Lesnick, ‘The Antithetical Vision of Jerusalem’, in Blake’s Visionary Forms Dramatic, ed. David V. Erdman 
and John E. Grant (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1970), 391-412: 399; J.M.Q. Davies, Blake’s Milton 
Designs: 82. 
281 Cf. Grant argues that the uncoloured copies can more readily be interpreted in negative terms (‘Jesus and the 
Powers That Be’: 107).  
282 Frye, Fearful Symmetry: 400; Mitchell, Blake’s Composite Art: 209-10; Erdman, Illuminated Blake: 355; Paley, The 
Continuing City: 113-18; idem (ed.), Jerusalem: 346. 
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In the foreground, Wesley and Whitefield guide people to the narrow way.283 The image 

presents the viewer with a choice to follow the narrow or the wide path, and thus, as a 

probable source for Jerusalem 76, supports an analogous reading of Blake’s plate 

(Bindman himself does not explore this implication of the apparent influence). Indeed, 

Blake frames Jerusalem with a reference to another biblical passage about ‘two ways’, the 

parable of the sheep and the goats (Matthew 25:31-46), by inserting the words SHEEP 

and GOATS hovering above the title to the first plate ‘To the Public’ (Jerusalem 3, E145).  

The cruciform postures of Christ and Albion are dynamic and open, contrasting with the 

enclosed figures of Vala, Hyle and Skofeld on plate 51 (between Books 2 and 3, Fig. 

134).284 Conversely, Albion’s cruciform figure recalls that of Hand on plate 26 (between 

Books 1 and 2, Fig. 135) who, as Paley argues, is ‘a demonic parody of Christ (and of 

the Albion of 76)’285 and anticipates that of Enitharmon spinning in the final plate, 100 

(Fig. 136), where, as Damrosch suggests, she (together with Los and his Spectre) is a 

worker, not of the heavenly Jerusalem, but doing ‘the best that the fallen imagination 

can do.’286 Thus, Blake establishes a pattern of correspondences, parodies and contrasts 

between the figures on the full-page plates which frame the books of the poem, with 

Albion of 76 the positive counterpart to the fallen figures on the other plates.287 Albion 

is also like the androgynous figure on plate 99 (Fig. 137), who is being embraced by an 

old man (probably Jehovah redeemed) in an encounter which recalls that of the return 

of the Prodigal Son.288 This image in turn echoes the similar embrace between Albion 

and Britannia on plate 96, which is when Albion learns from Jesus the necessity of 

sacrificing the selfhood for his redemption and that this is the epitome of God’s love for 

Man (Jerusalem 96:20-28, E256). Thus, sitting between Books 3 and 4, plate 76 

represents the sacrifice of the selfhood as the means by which the individual is taken from 

                                                           
283 David Bindman, ‘William Blake and Popular Religious Imagery’, Burlington, 128.1003 (1986), 712-18: 714, 
716; cf. idem, ‘The English Apocalypse’, in The Apocalypse and the Shape of things to Come, ed. Frances Carey 

(London: British Museum Press, 1999), 208-69: 215. 
284 Cf. Paley, Jerusalem: 211. 
285 Paley, Jerusalem: 170; cf. idem., The Continuing City: 117-18. According to Paley, in the monochrome copies, 
Hand has nails in his hands and in one ankle; they are not visible in copy E, where they have been covered with 
flames (Paley, Continuing City: 117, n. 5) or changed to stigmata (Erdman, Illuminated Blake: 305; Mellor, Human 
Form Divine: 299). 
286 Damrosch, Symbol and Truth: 334-35; cf. Paley, Jerusalem: 297. 
287 On the organisation of the major designs in Jerusalem: Lesnick, ‘Narrative Structure and Antithetical Vision’: 
passim; Mitchell, Blake’s Composite Art: 197-215. 
288 Blunt first made this suggestion (The Art of William Blake: 81). 
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error, as represented in plates 26 and 51, into the final embrace into the Divine Body, 

as narrated and depicted in plates 96 and 99. This image of Albion before the crucified 

Christ is Blake’s most powerful expression of the Crucifixion as transfiguring; facing into 

the picture and mirroring Christ, Albion (like Adam and Eve in Michael Foretells) is also 

a surrogate spectator – the model for the viewer’s engagement with the crucified Christ 

and for Blake’s last visual engagements with crucifixion imagery in his designs for Bunyan 

and Dante.   

 

 

vii. Envisioning the Crucifixion in Bunyan and Dante 

 

In the final years of his life, Blake began two series of designs of literary subjects, both of 

which remained incomplete at his death – twenty-eight watercolours depicting Bunyan’s 

Pilgrim’s Progress (1824-27, Butlin 829), the intended patron of which is not clear (Tatham 

was the first owner), and over a hundred designs for Dante’s Divine Comedy for Linnell 

(1824-27, Butlin 812), which were to be engraved, though only seven plates had been 

etched before Blake’s death. Both series, following the poems which they depict, feature, 

at a key moment, a vision of the crucified Christ, which Blake depicts in a manner 

reminiscent of Jerusalem 76. 

 

Blake’s Pilgrim’s Progress watercolours (Butlin 829) are rarely discussed in Blake 

scholarship, a lacuna owing to the problematic status of the works: unfinished at Blake’s 

death and, according to Butlin, coloured by another hand, perhaps, as Rossetti stated, 

Catherine Blake (Rossetti I 238; cf. BR 481fn). There is one monograph on these works 

by Norvig289 which regrettably goes too far in attempting a systematised reading of this 

unfinished series.290 Nevertheless, Christian Before the Cross (Butlin 829.14, Fig. 139) 

deserves consideration in relation to Blake’s discussion of the Crucifixion, since the 

                                                           
289 Gerda S. Norvig, Dark Figures in the Desired Country: Blake’s Illustrations to The Pilgrims Progress (Berkeley, CA: 
University of California Press, 1993). Cf. Geoffrey Keynes, Blake Studies: Notes on his life and work in seventeen 
chapters (London: Rupert Hart-Davis, 1949): 167-85; Jessen, ‘Conversion in Blake’s works’: 229-61. Cf. 
Bindman, Blake as an Artist: 215-16. 
290 This criticism is noted by Keri Davies and David Worrall in ‘Inconvenient Truths: Re-historicizing the Politics of 
Dissent and Antinomianism’, in Re-envisioning Blake, ed. Mark Crosby, Troy Patendude and Angus Whitehead 
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 30-47: 34-35. 
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general conception of the designs is his, and indeed, Butlin considers Christian Before the 

Cross to be almost entirely by Blake’s hand. The drawing is the fourteenth of Blake’s 

twenty-eight sketches for Pilgrim’s Progress; since the sketches cover the entire span of 

Bunyan’s narrative, we can infer that these are probably all the subjects Blake intended 

to produce. It is therefore significant that Christian Before the Cross occupies a central 

position in the series because, as previous commentators have highlighted, the 

arrangement shifts the balance of Bunyan’s narrative sequence dramatically, for this 

episode comes just a fifth of the way through the text (PP 37).291 The conversion at the 

cross must be seen within Bunyan’s narrative of Christian’s gradual spiritual ‘progress’, 

not as a dramatic, once-and-for-all event. Blake indicates that Christian’s progress is not 

complete in his gesture: his hands are raised but not fully outstretched, contrasting with 

those of Albion and Dante before visions of Christ (the former clearly influenced the 

Bunyan design, both envisioning Christ crucified on a tree, as first highlighted by 

Keynes).292 In Bunyan’s text, it is the cross, rather than Christ’s body, which Christian 

sees; rather, he hopes to subsequently ‘see him alive that did hang dead on the cross’ by 

going to Mount Zion (PP 50-51), and previous illustrations of this episode such as those 

of John Sturt (1741) and Stothard (1788, Fig. 138) faithfully depicted Christian before a 

bare cross.293 Blake is also innovative in showing Christ hanging on a tree, as in Jerusalem 

76, making the cross itself alive. Blake is drawing on Christian’s later recollection of this 

episode: ‘I saw one, as I thought in my mind, hang bleeding upon the Tree; and the very 

sight of him made my burden fall off my back’ (PP 49). As indicated in this last quotation, 

the vision of the cross makes Christian shed the burden he has been carrying on his back 

until this point, which is pictured at his feet in Blake’s design. In the following design 

(Butlin 829.15), Christian has also been stripped of the rags he was wearing and is 

clothed in a new raiment, which, as Jessen proposes, represents unity, in contrast to the 

torn rags.294 These material castings off, indicative of spiritual progress, are taken from 

Bunyan’s text (PP 37), but are analogous to Blake’s own conception of the sacrifice of 

                                                           
291 Cf. Norvig, Dark Figures in the Desired Country: 167; Jessen, ‘Conversion in Blake’s Works’: 253.  
292 Keynes, Blake Studies: 178; cf. Jessen, ‘Conversion in Blake’s works’: 255. 
293 On the history of Pilgrim’s Progress illustrations: Nathalie Collé-Bak, ‘The Role of Illustrations in the Reception 
of The Pilgrim’s Progress’, in Reception, Approbation, Recollection: Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress, ed. W.R. Owens and 
Stuart Sim (Oxford: Peter Lang, 2007): 81-95. 
294 Jessen, ‘Conversion in Blake’s Works’: 256. 
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the selfhood, a resonance which probably accounts for the central place given to this 

design in Blake’s series. 

 

The roughly contemporaneous Dante Adoring Christ (Butlin 812.90, Fig. 140) in Blake’s 

designs for Dante’s Divine Comedy occupies a similarly prominent place in its series: it is 

the first design for Paradiso, although it depicts a scene from the fourteenth canto (though 

we cannot exclude the possibility that Blake might have added more designs). As in 

Christian Before the Cross, Blake omits the cross: where Dante describes Christ ‘Beam’d 

on that cross’, Blake simply depicts Christ cruciform, thereby focusing on the human 

form of Christ. As Fuller and Moskal highlight, Blake’s soteriology is at odds with 

Dante’s; whereas Dante presents a salvific schema in which retribution is brought upon 

the sinful, Blake rejects the notion of sin in favour of a vision of eternal forgiveness.295 

Blake depicts such a retributive crucifixion in The Hypocrites with Caiaphas (Butlin 812.44, 

Fig. 141) from Inferno, mentioned in relation to The Christ Child Asleep. As described in 

XXIII:112-29, and following Flaxman’s version of the subject (Fig. 142), Blake depicts 

Caiaphas nailed to a cross on the ground, being walked over by a line of hypocrites – the 

implication being that Caiaphas is being crucified by hypocrisy. Caiaphas was the high 

priest who counselled that Jesus be crucified (John 11:47-57) and as such is a malign 

figure for Blake, who is called ‘the dark Preacher of Death’ opposite ‘Jesus… the bright 

Preacher of Life’ (Jerusalem 77:18, 21; E232;; cf. EG k:53-62, i:21-25; E519-20, 523). 

This episode in Dante resonates with Blake’s idea in his notebook description of the Last 

Judgement that the Crucifixion is an act of hypocrisy, where he follows a rebuke to 

‘Hypocrites’ with the statement quoted at the beginning of the chapter that ‘The Modern 

Church Crucifies Christ with the Head Downwards’ (VLJ, E564). Thus, in contrast to 

Christ’s free offering of himself in the pictorially-related The Christ Child Asleep (Figs. 

100-01), Caiaphas here has become bound by his own hypocrisy – in Inferno a warning 

to Dante on his journey through Hell, and in Blake’s design a warning to the viewer 

against perpetrating such violence against the Human Form Divine.   

                                                           
295 David Fuller, ‘Blake and Dante’, Art History 11 (1988): 349-73; V. Tinkler-Villani, Visions of Dante in English 
Poetry: translations of the Commedia from Jonathan Richardson to William Blake (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1989); Jeanne 
Moskal, ‘Blake, Dante, and “Whatever Book is for Vengeance”’, Philological Quarterly 700.30 (1991): 317-37. Cf. 
BR 422-28. 
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Contrasting with the crucified Caiaphas, the Christ whom Dante encounters in Paradiso 

is triumphant rather than suffering; not crucified on a cross but offering himself in an 

open-armed gesture of love.296 The implication of this design’s place as the first for 

Paradiso is that this is Dante’s means of entering Paradise; significantly, he is encountering 

Christ without the mediation of Beatrice (who is present in the text) or his first guide 

Virgil – i.e. without the intervention of the church or other external authority. As such, 

this design should be read in relation to the first design of the series, Dante Running from 

the Three Beasts (Butlin 812.1, Fig. 143), in which Virgil is depicted in a Christ-like pose, 

guiding Dante away from the dangerous beasts, who, as in Dante Adoring Christ, is 

mirroring his saviour’s gesture. Roe argues that this figure of Virgil ‘is undoubtedly 

intended… to be identified with Christ’,297 but Fuller proposes a subtler reading: 

 
both Dante and Blake (though in different ways) regarded Jesus and 
poetry as saviours. The sense that Virgil, in the design and in the poem, 
represents the epitome of great poetry and functions for Dante, as in 
Dante’s and Blake’s view great poetry can, as an avatar for Christ, is 
relevant to the poem and to the design.298 

 

I think Fuller is correct that Virgil should be read as an avatar of Christ, though as an 

inadequate one, who is superseded by Christ himself in Dante Adoring Christ. The Christ 

of the Paradiso image is an apocalyptic saviour, indicated by the flames which surround 

him, recalling Blake’s Man of Sorrows image. However, there is no sorrow in Christ’s 

face here; his expression is oddly distant. This need not lead us to Klonsky’s conclusion 

that this is a vegetated ‘God afar off’ (Jerusalem 4:18, E146), being worshipped by Dante 

as a theological abstraction;299 Blake has numerous such ‘distant’ depictions of Christ, 

which present him as that which allows others to act, rather than imposing his will upon 

them. Here, Christ appears to be emerging from the flames, as if being born from them, 

like the fiery birth of Orc in The Four Zoas, a reading which is strengthened by the 

similarity of this Christ to that of the contemporaneous second title-page of Genesis 

(c.1826-27, Fig. 11). Moreover, there are rays of light emanating from Christ which 
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shine onto Dante, who, in another echo of Jerusalem 76 is mirroring Christ’s gesture, 

thus indicating that Dante too is in a sense being (re-)born here, and so can the viewer 

be by taking up his perspective. As Bindman highlights, this is not the final redemption 

of Dante, and his fate is left undetermined in the last plates for Paradiso.300 Nevertheless, 

the design reaffirms Blake’s vision of the Crucifixion as not merely ‘horrible’ but as 

Christ’s freely-given and transformative act of self-annihilation.  

 

It may not be a coincidence that Blake adopted a more positive conception of the 

Crucifixion in the later years of his life when he was beset by poverty and ill-health.301 

Blake’s own sufferings may well have given him a stronger sense of identification with 

the crucified Christ, just as others have suggested Blake empathised with the figure of 

Job when he produced the Job engravings (1825/1826).302 Blake re-cast the Crucifixion 

as a site not of suffering and oppression, but of self-annihilation and regeneration. This 

latter theme, central to Blake’s vision, is also expressed in powerful terms in Blake’s 

depictions of the Transfiguration, Resurrection and Ascension, which are the subject of 

my next chapter.    

                                                           
300 Bindman, Blake as an Artist: 219. 
301 Cf. Stranger 335-439. 
302 E.g. Lindberg, Blake’s Illustrations to Job: 38.  
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CHAPTER 5 

 

‘Visions of Regeneration’:303 Transfiguration, Resurrection, Ascension 

 

 

Whilst Blake struggled to come to terms with the Crucifixion, other episodes in the life 

of Christ readily lent themselves to expressing his apocalyptic vision of the individual 

transforming his/herself into his/her true Human Form Divine. In this chapter, I discuss 

three such subjects: I begin with the Transfiguration, when Jesus underwent a 

transformation before three of the Apostles; the main body of the chapter is focused on 

the Resurrection, a subject which Blake depicted repeatedly and which, I argue, he used 

as a metaphor for the transformative mission of his art; I conclude with a brief 

consideration of the Ascension, another moment of transition between states. These 

subjects are all episodes of regeneration, and often share iconographic motifs, with many 

versions of all three being indebted to Raphael’s celebrated Transfiguration (cf. Fig. 146). 

Blake, however, departs from this tradition in his handling of these subjects, and as with 

his depictions of the Crucifixion, transforms these subjects to communicate his own 

interpretation of these events as emblems of regeneration.  

 

 

i. Transfiguration 

 

… Jesus taketh with him Peter, and James, and John, and leadeth them 
up into an high mountain apart by themselves: and he was transfigured 
before them. And his raiment became shining, exceeding white as snow; 
so as no fuller on earth can white them. And there appeared unto them 
Elias with Moses: and they were talking with Jesus.  
 

Mark 9:2-4 

                                                           
303 Jerusalem 24:45, E170.  
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The Transfiguration is recorded in all three synoptic Gospels (Matthew 17:1-9, Mark 

9:2-10, Luke 9:28-36). This is a moment in which Christ’s divinity is supremely 

manifest: he appears in glory, and the Father’s voice announces from the clouds that this 

is his Son (Matthew 17:5, Mark 9:7, Luke 9:35). Blake depicted this subject twice – in 

the biblical watercolours (c.1800,304 Butlin 484, Fig. 144) and in the late watercolour 

Epitome of James Hervey’s Meditations Among the Tombs (c.1820-25, Butlin 770, Fig. 145). 

The subject presents a challenge to the artist, namely to depict a process of 

transformation in a single frame. The example probably best known to Blake is that of 

Raphael, which was one of the most celebrated works of art in the Romantic period, 

praised in discourses on art305 and widely reproduced in engravings and popular prints. 

However, apart from reproductions of Raphael’s painting (e.g. Fig. 146), the subject 

was rarely depicted by Blake’s contemporaries (probably partly owing to the weight of 

comparison with Raphael); one example is Smirke’s design for the Macklin Bible (1791, 

Fig. 147), which follows Raphael’s design in placing Christ elevated among clouds, with 

the Apostles in the foreground below, shielding their faces from his radiance. Blake’s 

watercolour (Fig. 144) instead appears to be based on the composition of Ghiberti’s 

relief from the ‘Gates of Paradise’, which Blake could have known via an engraving or 

Flaxman’s drawing of the relief (1787, Fig. 148). Like Ghiberti’s design, Blake has 

flattened the perspective so that the figures are all positioned on the same plane, and 

whereas Raphael places Christ and the prophets in a lofty position in the clouds, here, 

they hover just above the sleeping Apostles. Thus, Christ is brought closer to both the 

Apostles (on the vertical plane) and the viewer (on the horizontal plane).  

 

The convention of placing Christ among clouds telescopes the next few verses of the 

narrative into the moment of transfiguration: a cloud overshadows Jesus and the disciples 

as Moses and Elijah depart, and from the cloud they hear a voice, saying ‘This is my 

beloved Son: hear him’ (Mark 9:7). By omitting reference to the voice of the Father, 

Blake depicts Christ manifesting his divinity without the mediation of the Father. He 

                                                           
304 Butlin’s proposed date puts this as one of the earlier biblical watercolours which could indicate that Blake 
regarded it as a priority in his visualisation of the Bible.  
305 E.g. Abbeĕ Winkelman; tr. Henry Fusseli, Reflections on the painting and sculpture of the Greeks… (London, 
1765): 267-68 (Blake was among the subscribers to this book); Henry Fuseli, Lectures on painting… (London, 
1801): 148-51; idem, Lectures on painting… (London, 1820): 37-38.  



123 
  

illuminates the figures around him; his light shines on the Apostles and the elaborate 

swirls of his garment flow around them. Moses and Elijah kneel at either side of Christ; 

this deferential pose is another innovation from conventional iconography (they are 

normally hovering in the clouds with Christ, see Figs. 146-47) and indicates that the 

prophets recognise that Christ supersedes the Old Testament order. Although it is 

difficult to determine the object of Christ’s gaze, his unusual gesture (hands raised in 

front of his chest, palms facing outwards) engages the viewer, thus inviting us into the 

light of transfiguration.  

 

The composition of The Transfiguration is paralleled in David Delivered out of Many Waters 

(c.1805, Butlin 462, Fig. 150) which depicts Psalm 18 and is similarly arranged in 

horizontal and vertical rows of figures with Christ at the centre. At the bottom of this 

design is David floating in a dark body of water, above which Christ hovers surrounded 

by seven cherubim; the cherubim at either side of Christ’s feet are very like the figures 

in the upper corners of The Transfiguration. In David Delivered, Christ’s attention is focused 

on David: he is leaning forwards to look down at the struggling David and, in a similar 

dynamic to Jerusalem 76, they mirror one another’s gesture of outstretched arms. David’s 

arms are bound with ropes, in contrast to Christ’s freely open gesture; the implication 

is that Christ will deliver David from his bound state. In The Transfiguration it is the 

viewer whom Christ faces and will rescue from a state of inadequate vision.  

 

As noted, the transfigured Christ reappears in Epitome of James Hervey’s Meditations among 

the Tombs (c.1820-25, Butlin 770, Fig. 145). Meditations was first published in 1746 and 

remained popular well into the nineteenth century. In Blake’s design, Hervey stands 

between two angels, before an altar, with his back to the viewer; he is looking towards 

a vision of resurrected figures and persons from the Old Testament; the transfigured 

Christ is at the centre, flanked by Moses and Elijah, directly above the altar. He is 

contrasted with the Father at the apex of the design who is surrounded by the inscription: 

‘God out of Christ is a Consuming Fire’ (variant of Hebrews 12:29). Hervey’s Mediations 

is written as a letter which recalls an experience of entering a church and reflecting upon 

the deceased buried there. Hervey is struck by the majesty of the church, which prompts 
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him to reflect upon the Holy of Holies and that we should give such reverence to 

ourselves in every place ‘as living temples of the Godhead’ because he dwells in those 

who are truly dedicated to him.306 This reflection could have inspired the angels on either 

side of Hervey in Blake’s design, which recall the cherubim of the Ark of the Covenant 

which was believed to be the site of God’s presence. Thus, both Hervey himself, and his 

vision are represented as Holy, but unlike the cherubim of the Ark, the angels are not 

enclosing Hervey or the apparition before him, and the angel on the right, facing the 

viewer, gestures towards the vision, inviting us to enter into it. The Transfiguration is 

not mentioned by Hervey, but Blake must have been prompted by Hervey’s description 

of ‘the incarnate God, issuing forth from light inaccessible’.307  

 

The figures of Hervey, Jesus, Abraham and Isaac, Noah, Adam and Eve, and the Father 

are aligned in the central vertical axis of the design. It is, as observed by Mordechai 

Omer, notable that whilst all the key figures in the design are labelled, only ‘JESUS’ and 

‘NOAH’ are inscribed in capitals, and there are just two other words in capitals in the 

design – ‘MERCY’ and ‘WRATH’ inscribed in the upper corners of the design.308 This 

selective labelling in capitals implies a pairing – or rather opposition – between Jesus 

and Noah, identifying them with mercy and wrath, respectively. There was a long 

tradition of both reading and depicting the Deluge described in Genesis 5-9 in 

apocalyptic terms, and it became a popular subject in British art in the early nineteenth 

century, with Turner (1805?, Turner 55; 1843, Turner 404; 1853, Turner 405), Martin 

(1834) and Danby (1840, c.1840?) all painting dramatic versions. Although Blake did 

not produce a large-scale painting of the subject, flood motifs appear in a number of his 

works, including depictions of Noah and the rainbow the lost Last Judgment (c.1810-27, 

Butlin 648, E559), and in An Allegory of the Spiritual Condition of Man (1811?, Butlin 673, 

Fig. 258) as well as in Epitome (cf. Butlin 79, 437, 690, 840). In Blake’s notebook 

description of the Last Judgement, Noah’s rainbow is a positive icon, which the viewer 

is invoked to ‘Enter into’ (E560), and he describes another rainbow (which also appears 

                                                           
306 James Hervey, Meditations and Contemplations (London, 1786), Vol. 1/2: 24-25.  
307 Ibid.: 53.  
308 Mordechai Omer, ‘The Iconography of the Deluge in English Romantic Art, with Special Reference to 
William Blake and J.M.W. Turner’ (University of East Anglia PhD thesis, 1976): 44.  
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in the extant Washington drawing, Butlin 645) surrounding the throne of God (cf. E562-

63), thus again invoking the symbol in positive terms. In Allegory (Fig. 258), the event 

appears in a series of vignettes which have to do with fallen humanity (on the left side of 

the picture), and opposite the seven-headed beast of Revelation (on the right) – 

representing the apocalypse of Christ as superseding that of the Deluge (this point is also 

implicit in The Last Judgment; I discuss Allegory in detail in the Conclusion). Finally, in 

Epitome, Noah is not merely an inadequate figure, but one who resembles the tyrannical 

Urizen and is explicitly identified with wrath. By contrast, the transfigured Christ is the 

personification of mercy; by placing him at the centre of the vision, Blake indicates that 

it is through Christ that Hervey has this vision, that the figures are being resurrected, 

and that the viewer might move beyond the wrath of the Old Testament (and the 

‘inaccessible’ light Hervey describes) and enter into the elevated spiritual states 

represented in the image.  

 

 

ii. Resurrection  

 

The final ‘principle’ of All Religions Are One (c.1788, E2), quoted at the beginning of the 

Introduction, is framed by two vignettes (Fig. 149): above, is Christ rising from the dead 

before two startled figures, and below is a dove hovering over a body of water – 

presumably a reference to the spirit of God moving upon the face of the waters in Genesis 

1:2. This arrangement implies that the Resurrection is a manifestation of the ‘Poetic 

Genius’ (E2), as well as (like the works discussed in Chapter 1) linking Christ to the act 

of Creation via the similarity between the outstretched arms of Christ and the wings of 

the dove. Thus, the resurrected Christ is presented as the ‘type’ for the ‘true Man’. 

About seven years later, Christ Appearing to the Apostles After the Resurrection (Butlin 325-

29, Figs. 151-53) is the only New Testament subject among Blake’s Large Colour Prints; 

the subject then plays a key role in Blake’s Night Thoughts designs and is given special 

attention in the biblical watercolours.  
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Theologians concerned with the Resurrection are interested in questions relating to the 

nature of Christ’s resurrected body. In his essay ‘Christ’s Body’, the literary scholar 

Hagstrum has a similar interest; he examines Blake’s representations of Christ’s 

resurrected body in comparison with his mortal body and argues that Blake’s Christ 

enters into the same ‘mire and dross’ as any ‘vegetated’ human body and that therefore 

‘[a] Resurrection is clearly necessary.’309 Whilst Hagstrum acknowledges that Blake has 

‘a faith and not a philosophy’,310 he nevertheless risks reading Blake’s depictions of 

Christ’s body as if they are the work of a systematic theologian. As Hagstrum 

demonstrates, Blake does talk about Christ as taking on sin,311 but I do not think that it 

necessarily follows that this sin corrupts the body and requires its purgation. I argued in 

Part I that Blake conceives of Christ as immanent in everything and that it is not the 

material itself but our perception of things that can be ‘vegetated’. Thus, I do not think 

that Blake conceived of Christ as having a corrupted body which needed to be resurrected 

in a purged form. Just as Blake’s conception of Christ’s birth is not the radical Incarnation 

of orthodox theology (as seen in Chapter 2), so his idea of the Resurrection is not of 

Christ casting off a physical body. Like Christ’s birth, his re-birth is emblematic of the 

individual’s realising the state of Imagination, the Human Form Divine, a transformation 

which is primarily mental rather physical. The Resurrection, then, like the Crucifixion, 

is apocalyptic, and just as Blake states that the Spectator will ‘arise from his Grave’ if 

s/he could ‘Enter into’ A Vision of the Last Judgment (E560), so Blake also establishes a 

viewer-response aesthetic in his depictions of the Resurrection. Blake apparently did not 

think of death as a radical event, telling Henry Crabb Robinson ‘I cannot consider death 

as any thing but a removing from one room to another’ (BR 453). As we will see in the 

following discussions of Blake’s depictions of the Resurrection, Blake does employ 

pictorial motifs which imply a transformation in Christ’s body between death and 

resurrection, but these should, I argue, be understood as symbolising mental apocalypse 

rather than as depicting a physical purgation. Moreover, Blake’s depictions of the 

Resurrection are among the most striking manifestations of his viewer-response 

aesthetic; thus, the Resurrection becomes not only an emblem of, but also a sign through 

                                                           
309 Ibid.: 142, 143; 135-45.  
310 Ibid.: 143.  
311 Ibid.: 135-42.  
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which the viewer rises from the grave of vegetated perception to a state of imaginative 

vision. 

 

Christ Appearing to the Apostles After the Resurrection 

 

This picture (Butlin 325-29, Figs. 151-53) is, as noted above, the only Large Colour 

Print of a New Testament subject. These twelve monotypes (Butlin 289-329) bear the 

date 1795, although watermarks indicate that some were not made until at least 1804 

(Butlin 301, 306), and there is no record of the series being offered for sale before 1805. 

Blake was still selling them in 1818 when he offered Dawson Turner ‘12 Large Prints... 

Historical & Poetical Printed in Colours... unaccompanied by any writing’ (E771). The 

subjects draw on biblical and literary sources and ideas of Blake’s own invention. The 

prints have been subject to much debate, both about their technique and, more pertinent 

to my concerns, how the group should be read – whether they form a unified series,312 

a set of pairs,313 or more loosely, as Heppner argues, adopting a phrase from Butlin, 

‘various aspects’ of Blake’s ‘universal philosophy.’314 An analysis of the group as a whole 

is beyond the scope of this thesis; my reading of Christ Appearing is based on the model of 

understanding the prints as expressing ‘various aspects’ of Blake’s mythos and as such 

that it can be read as an independent work. As Myrone emphasises, when Blake offered 

the prints to Turner, the price he quoted was five Guineas per print, not a sum for the 

whole set (E771), thus implying that he conceived of the designs as individual works, 

even if they also functioned as a group.315 

 

Christ Appearing depicts Christ standing frontally in the centre of the design, his arms 

slightly raised from his sides to display the stigmata in his hands, his torso half bare to 

show the side wound and stepping forward with his left foot, likewise emphasising the 

wound there. On either side of him are disciples kneeling prostrate before him, one 

                                                           
312 Blunt, The Art of William Blake: 58.  
313 Martin Butlin, William Blake 1757-1827, Tate Gallery Collections, V (London: Tate, 1990): 83-106; Robin 
Hamlyn and Michael Phillips, William Blake (London: Tate Publishing, 2000): 194-221; David Lindsay, ‘The 
Order of Blake’s Large Color Prints’, Huntington 52.1 (1989): 19-41.  
314 Heppner, Reading Blake’s Designs: 105, citing Butlin, Blake, Tate Gallery: 84. Myrone also cautions against 
‘elaborating a too-comprehensive symbolic scheme for these works’ (The Blake Book: 81; 80-87). 
315 Myrone, The Blake Book: 80-81.  
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kissing the ground, others with their hands together in prayer; to Christ’s right, the 

foremost disciple is kneeling upright, looking at Christ, with his hands in a gesture of 

prayer. The closed postures of the Apostles (even, to some extent, the joined hands of 

the upright figure) contrast with Christ’s open gesture; he is inviting them, and the 

viewer, to behold his resurrected body, but instead, as Bindman puts it, all but the 

Apostle to Christ’s right ‘prostrate themselves as if [Christ] were an idol’.316 There is 

some debate over the exact biblical source for this design: it could be doubting Thomas 

(John 20:24-29), or the Apostles ‘terrified and affrighted’ at Christ’s appearance (Luke 

24:36-40). Butlin favours the latter reading, noting that Rossetti records ‘Doubting 

Thomas’ as a separate subject (Butlin 328; Rossetti I 189), although no version of such 

an alternative print is extant. However, as we have seen in previous chapters, the exact 

textual source of a design is not of primary importance to Blake, and it is possible that 

he is drawing on both narratives in this design.  

 

There are three extant versions of the print, which include significant differences in the 

figure of Christ and the arrangement of the Apostles. According to Viscomi, all three 

impressions were printed in 1795. The Tate copy (Butlin 327, Fig. 151) was printed first 

as a proof, after which Blake made some changes to the composition before pulling the 

Washington (Butlin 326, Fig. 153) and Yale (Butlin 325, Fig. 152) prints.317 There are 

three key differences in Blake’s depictions of Christ in the proof and other two 

impressions: first, Blake adjusted Christ’s garment when he re-worked the design to 

expose more of Christ’s torso; second, in the Tate pull, Christ’s face is turned 

downwards, and in the other two his head is raised and just titled slightly to his left; 

third, in the proof, the two foremost Apostles on either side of Christ are in front of 

him, whereas in the other two prints, they have been repositioned behind (or in the case 

of the upright Apostle, level with) Christ. The cumulative effect of these changes is that 

                                                           
316 Bindman, Blake as an Artist: 100.  
317 Email correspondence with Joseph Viscomi, 6 May 2015. This order differs from that proposed by Butlin, 
who put the Tate copy last, and the dating from that given by the Blake Archive, which lists the Tate copy as 
1795 and the other two as c.1804-05. Morris Eaves, Robert N. Essick, Joseph Viscomi (eds.), ‘Comparison of 
Christ Appearing to the Apostles After the Resurrection (1795)’. The William Blake Archive. 2004. Accessed: 
04/09/2015. 
http://www.blakearchive.org/exist/blake/archive/comparison.xq?copies=all&bentleynum=U325&copyid=bu
t325.1&java=but326.B1+but327.B1&vg=cpd&selection=Compare.  

http://www.blakearchive.org/exist/blake/archive/comparison.xq?copies=all&bentleynum=U325&copyid=but325.1&java=but326.B1+but327.B1&vg=cpd&selection=Compare
http://www.blakearchive.org/exist/blake/archive/comparison.xq?copies=all&bentleynum=U325&copyid=but325.1&java=but326.B1+but327.B1&vg=cpd&selection=Compare
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Christ becomes more accessible to the viewer: we see more of his flesh and his face 

(although in the Yale copy his eyes are downcast), and are no longer cut off from him by 

the worshipping Apostles. Thus, Christ in the picture, and Blake as artist, seeks a more 

active engagement from the viewer in the reworked designs. Clearly, Blake did not 

intend his public to read these designs sequentially, but like the development of the Man 

of Sorrows design for Night Thoughts, we might here be witnessing Blake’s own reflection 

on the post-Resurrection narratives. This experimenting with what it is to behold the 

risen Christ anticipates Blake’s subsequent engagements with the subject which build a 

stronger viewer-response aesthetic so that the viewer beholding Blake’s risen Christ 

might inhabit a higher state of vision.  

 

Night Thoughts 

 

We have seen in previous chapters that Blake’s Night Thoughts designs engage with 

Young’s text in a dynamic of creative conflict, critiquing and transforming those aspects 

of the text to which he objected. This dynamic is brought into focus in Blake’s framing 

of the sequence of designs with images of the Resurrection, representing Blake’s 

attempt, through his designs, to transform the text. Although only the first of Edwards’ 

four planned volumes was published, he preserved the 537 watercolour designs in two 

bound volumes. Each volume was given a frontispiece by Blake, both of which depict the 

Resurrection: Volume I, as noted in Chapter 4.ii, is prefaced with the image of Christ 

leaping from the tomb (Butlin 330.1, Fig. 154) that was used as the title-page for Night 

IV in the published edition (Fig. 84);318 Volume II begins with an extraordinary image of 

Christ apparently in the process of resurrection (Butlin 330.264, Fig. 156) which, 

according to the editors of the 1980 edition of the watercolours, was produced after the 

rest of the designs and specifically to balance the second volume with the first, indicated 

by its being on thicker paper than the rest of the designs and the absence of a verso 

drawing.319 Moreover, Volume I ends with another image of Christ rising from the tomb 

(NT VI.42, Butlin 330.263, Fig. 155), and following the frontispiece to Volume II, the 

                                                           
318 Cf. footnote 232 on the development of this design.  
319 Grant et al., Blake’s Designs for Night Thoughts, Vol. 1/2:12-13.  
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title-page depicts the resurrected Christ appearing to Thomas (Butlin 330.265, Fig. 

157). Thus, Volume I begins and ends with images of the Resurrection and Volume II 

begins with a double affirmation of the event (Volume II closes with an apocalyptic herald 

to heed Blake’s attempt to resurrect Young’s text, which I discuss in more detail in 

Chapter 6.ii).  

 

The Resurrection is not a dominant theme in Night Thoughts; as discussed in the previous 

chapter, Young gives greater prominence to the cross. Curiously, when Young does 

mention the Resurrection in NT IV.17, Blake chooses instead to depict the poet’s 

metaphorical language:  

 
 He rose! he rose! he burst the Bars of Death. 
 *Lift up your Heads, ye everlasting Gates! 

And give the King of Glory to come in: (ll. 275-77) 
 

Rather than Christ rising from the dead, Blake depicts a figure pulling up a portcullis 

(Butlin 330.126, Fig. 158), looking upwards as he does so; presumably Blake wanted to 

avoid depicting Christ in the regal role of ‘The King of Glory’. Instead, Blake 

foregrounds the hope of resurrection from the moment the reader-viewer opens the first 

volume of watercolours, before s/he encounters even the title of Young’s melancholic 

poem (Butlin 330.1, Fig. 154). The athletic, cruciform pose of Christ represents, as seen 

in The Nativity (Fig. 22; see Chapter 2.i), a state of spiritual vitality and Imagination. The 

composition, including Christ’s pose, is, as Bentley identified, closely related to 

Westall’s design for Book III of Paradise Lost for Boydell’s 1794-97 edition of the works 

of Milton (Fig. 159).320 However, whereas Westall’s Christ leans slightly backwards, 

away from the viewer, and looking heavenward from where a blast of light shines upon 

him, Blake’s Christ appears to be jumping out of the picture, towards the viewer, and 

the radiance around his head is emanating from him (the object of his gaze, however, is 

unclear). The openness of Christ’s gesture contrasts dramatically with the constricted 

bodies of figures such as The Ancient of Days (Fig. 1) and Urizen on the title-page of his 

                                                           
320 G.E. Bentley, Jr., Vala; or The Four Zoas: a facsimile manuscript, a transcript of the poem, and a study of its growth and 
significance (Oxford: Clarendon, 1963): 183 n.1; cf. Calè, ‘Blake and the Literary Galleries’: 204.  
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eponymous book who embody a state of closed vision. Indeed, Blake elongated Christ’s 

left leg (contrasting with Westall’s more realistic proportions) which emphasises the 

dynamism of the figure – the kind of stylisation of anatomy for symbolic purposes which 

we have seen in designs discussed in previous chapters. 

 

A more explicit comparison between Imagination as epitomised by the resurrected 

Christ and Urizenic Reason is made in the final design for the first volume, depicting the 

final two lines of Night VI (Butlin 330.263, Fig. 155): 

 
More powerful Proof shall take the field against Thee,  
Stronger than Death, and smiling at the Tomb. (ll. 819-20) 

 

This design is two places after that which satirises the poet’s instruction of Lorenzo to 

reason to God with the temptation of Christ on the mount (NT VI.40, Butlin 330.261, 

Fig. 68), which, as discussed in Chapter 3, casts the poet and his praise of Reason in the 

role of Satan; the theme is continued in NT VI.42. Here, Blake depicts Christ rising from 

the tomb in a similarly gravity-defying, dynamic pose to that of the frontispiece to the 

first volume. In front of him is a Urizen-like figure stooped on the ground with his face 

half-buried in his hands and hair, and perhaps also a burial garment from the tomb (it is 

difficult to interpret the mass of white stuff in his hands), echoing the Apostles’ false 

worship of the risen Christ in Christ Appearing. This figure can be read both as Death and, 

pointing back to VI.40, as Reason – types which are closely associated in Blake’s thought. 

This image could be read as the poet’s celebration of Reason giving way to Blake’s 

illumination of the Imagination, as represented by the Resurrection. However, the 

kneeling figure is not actually looking at Christ, but is absorbed in himself, or at best in 

material proof of the Resurrection if he is holding a burial garment, and his closed 

posture contrasts with the open gesture and upward gaze of Christ. Thus, Blake at once 

reminds the reader-viewer that it is the Resurrection/ Imagination and not 

Death/Reason that is the true state of things, but that he still has further work to do to 

redeem Young’s text.  
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The title-page to Volume II (Butlin 330.265, Fig. 157) depicts another inadequate 

response to the Resurrection, that of doubting Thomas who said that he would only 

believe that Christ was resurrected if he could touch Christ’s wounds, misplacing his 

faith in sensory perception. Blake describes the five senses as an ‘abyss’ (MHH 6, E35) 

although he does not reject them altogether; rather, he thinks that they need to be 

‘formed’ by Imagination – as he wrote in the letter to Trusler cited previously: ‘As a 

man is So he Sees. As the Eye is formed such are its Powers’ (E702). Blake’s handling of 

the subject is unconventional: usually Thomas is standing or crouching at Christ’s side; 

here, he is half sprawled across the ground and is reaching up dramatically and 

imploringly to Christ’s side wound. Although Christ returns Thomas’ gaze and his arms 

are open (even displaying the wound in his left hand), he is markedly stepping forward 

with his right foot in a way which blocks Thomas from getting any closer. Rather than 

presenting Christ as blocking Thomas, it is more likely that Blake is implying that 

Thomas is approaching Christ in the wrong way; his almost supine posture suggests that 

he needs to undergo a resurrection of vision.  

 

When Blake added the frontispiece to the second volume (Butlin 330.264, Fig. 156), he 

provided a vision of the Resurrection to counteract the two inadequate responses to the 

event between which it was placed. It is an extraordinary image, which depicts Christ in 

the very moment of transformation, a subject which may be unprecedented and is 

certainly bold (it is more common to see Christ after the Resurrection or leaping from 

the tomb, but not actually in the process of resurrecting). It therefore anticipates the 

similarly innovative depiction of the very moment of Christ’s birth in The Nativity 

tempera (Butlin 401, c.1799-1800, Fig. 22) and the Huntington Descent of Peace (Butlin 

542.1, c.1815, Fig. 24; both discussed in Chapter 2), as well as The Resurrection in the 

biblical watercolours (Fig. 168; discussed below); both birth and re-birth are figured as 

manifestations of light and vision. Thus, this is a transitional image, both in its placement 

within the object created for Edwards (between the two portions of Young’s text) and 

in its subject matter – Christ is, to use a phrase from Jerusalem, seen here ‘passing thro’ 

the Gates of Death’ (27:63, E173). He is emerging from darkness in a dramatic burst of 

light, dispelling the black clouds which recede at the edges of the picture. Only his torso 
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is visible, and where the rest of his body should be are two figures sprawled on the 

ground – the soldiers who watched Christ’s tomb and ‘became as dead men’ (Matthew 

28:4) when he rose. It is as if Christ is emerging from their bodies, so that they become 

his ‘Members’ (Laoc., E273), transformed from their death-like state to life in the Divine 

Body. As Butlin highlights, this is a development of the vignette at the top of the final 

plate (10) of All Religions are One (Fig. 149), discussed above. Reading the second Night 

Thoughts frontispiece alongside the All Religions Are One plate suggests that it is not Young 

but Christ (and Blake) that is the Poetic Genius. In the Night Thoughts image, Blake has 

changed the perspective so that the viewer is above, rather than in front of the tomb, and 

Christ is propelling himself towards us. This effect is further emphasised by the contrast 

between the visceral rendering of Christ’s body which has a three-dimensional quality, 

and the flatness of the background, making it appear that he is bursting from the page. It 

is also notable that Christ is wearing a wedding band on his left hand, drawing on the 

tradition of Christ as the bridegroom of humankind.321 This is Christ as the embodiment 

of visionary energy inviting the viewer into his embrace and into union with him.  

 

The addition of this image at the centre of the sequence of designs transforms Blake’s 

Night Thoughts. Sitting between two images depicting inadequate responses to the 

Resurrection, this Blakean vision of the Resurrection liberates the reader-viewer from 

these false conceptions. Christ’s embrace and the luminescence emanating from him 

engulf the viewer and Young’s text in his transformative energy. This is resurrection as 

apocalypse, enacted both upon the viewer of this image and on Young’s text. Indeed, 

this vision of Christ as light anticipates the antepenultimate design in the Night Thoughts 

sequence (NT IX.117, Butlin 330.535, Fig. 194) which depicts Christ as ‘Eternal Day’ 

(l. 2412), with a starburst for a halo, as the subject of Revelation 3:20, ‘Behold, I stand 

at the door and knock’. This design, and the final iconoclastic image of Samson 

destroying the temple (NT IX.119, Butlin 330.537, Fig. 197), are the conclusion of 

Blake’s Night Thoughts designs – the final side to the frame around the two volumes of 

watercolours created by the Resurrection images, representing Blake’s mission to 

transform the text through his designs. By fusing resurrection and apocalypse, the 

                                                           
321 Grant et al., Blake’s Designs for Night Thoughts, Vol. 1/2: 39.  
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Volume II frontispiece brings together Blake’s use of both themes in his designs as means 

of transforming Young’s text.  

 

The sepulchre series 

 

The notion of the Resurrection as an emblem of transformation appears again in a group 

of designs of c.1805 from the biblical watercolours which depict Christ in the sepulchre. 

The identification of this sub-group within the Butts series is well attested,322 but most 

commentators have focused on the stylistic similarities of the group with little comment 

on the content of the images. Heppner’s is the only detailed reading, which focuses on 

the relationship of the designs to the biblical text and proposes that they are a reaction 

to Paine’s critique in The Age of Reason of the inconsistencies in the Gospel Resurrection 

accounts; Blake includes details from multiple biblical references in a single design, 

demonstrating that he embraces the differences which Paine criticised (and which 

Watson sought to explain away). 323  Whilst Heppner’s reading is illuminating and 

convincing, I propose an alternative (not mutually exclusive) reading, in which Blake 

presents a vision of his Christological theology of art by depicting a hierarchy of vision 

which, like the Christ bursting from the Night Thoughts frontispiece, seeks to resurrect 

the vision of the viewer via a viewer-response aesthetic.  

 

The group begins with the prefatory, The Crucifixion: ‘Behold Thy Mother’ (Butlin 497, 

John 19:26-27, Fig. 114), encountered in Chapter 4.iv, which depicts the moment when 

                                                           
322 Butlin 497; cf. Bindman, Blake as an Artist: 130-31; Heppner, Reading Blake’s Designs: 194-206; Myrone, The 
Blake Book: 90. Two more watercolours relate to the burial and resurrection of Christ, but are distinct from and 
probably pre-date the group discussed here. Sealing the Stone and Setting the Watch (c.1803, Butlin 499) has the 
same portrait format as the sepulchre series, but is very different in colouring and style. Here, the tomb is being 
plastered shut (Matthew 27:62-65); it is significant that Blake depicts such attention being given to the sealing of 

the tomb and he might well have had this image in mind when he produced the sepulchre series; thus, in Angels 
Hovering, we have entered a tomb which has been very firmly sealed, and The Angel Rolling Away the Stone is 
performing a mighty feat. The Three Maries at the Sepulchre (1800-03, Butlin 503) depicts the women encountering 
an angel telling them that Christ is risen. In this image the three Maries are scared, whereas when Mary 
Magdalene encounters Christ himself in The Magdalene at the Sepulchre her expression displays calm recognition.  
323 Heppner, Reading Blake’s Designs: 194-96; cf. Thomas Paine, The Age of Reason: Part the Second (London, 1795): 
58-59; Richard Watson, An Apology for the Bible in a Series of Letters Addressed to Thomas Paine (London, 8th  edn. 
1797): 79-83 (this is the edition of Watson which Blake owned and annotated [now in the Huntington Library]; a 
facsimile, edited by G. Ingli James, is published by University College Cardiff Press, 1984; the annotations are 
reproduced in E611-20). 
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Jesus tells his mother and John, ‘Woman, behold thy son!’ and ‘Behold thy mother!’ 

The choice of this moment reflects Blake’s conception of Christ as the source of 

brotherhood – ‘the Divine Body’ in whom we are ‘Members’ (Laoc. E273; Jerusalem 

91:29-30, E251), into which we are invited by the viewer-response aesthetic developed 

in this series. This design is also the first in this group of pictures which include strange 

uses of light whereby it is difficult to locate the source(s) of illumination: there is a gentle 

glow emanating from Christ, lightening the dark sky, and a glow surrounding the crowd, 

but it is unclear whether the latter light is emanating from the onlookers themselves or 

from Christ (the glow immediately around him is too soft to shine onto those below 

him). This device – and other motifs which we will encounter in discussion of subsequent 

images – gives these scenes a super-natural quality which encourages us to read them not 

as straightforward narrative history, but as symbolic scenes, to be viewed sub specie 

aeternitatis. Such a reading resonates with Blake’s typological reading of the Bible, as 

expressed, for example, in his description of the biblical figures in his painting A Vision 

of the Last Judgment (cf. Figs. 208-10) as signifying not ‘the Persons Moses & Abraham… 

but the States Signified by those Names’ (E556; cf. Chapter 6.iv). 

 

In the first image in the series proper, The Entombment (Butlin 498, Luke 23:53, Fig. 

160), Blake depicts a relatively mundane vision. The body of Christ is very statuesque, 

without the muscular bodily contours typical of Blake’s figures in this period, and lacks 

any strain of weight pulling on it. Its form recalls the effigies in Westminster Abbey 

which Blake had studied during his apprenticeship (cf. Figs. 163-64). These effigies are 

idealised representations of the kings and queens, and thus, Blake’s body of Christ looks 

unreal, a point confirmed by comparison with the following image in this group, Angels 

Hovering over the Body of Jesus in the Sepulchre324 (Butlin 500, Fig. 161), in which Christ’s 

                                                           
324 This is the title with which Blake exhibited the work in 1809; Butlin and the Blake Archive use Christ in the 
Sepulchre, Guarded by Angels, the title with which it was exhibited at the Royal Academy in 1808 (Butlin 500; 
Morris Eaves, Robert N. Essick, Joseph Viscomi [eds.], ‘Christ in the Sepulchre, Guarded by Angels’. The William 
Blake Archive. 2011. Accessed: 04/09/2015. 
http://www.blakearchive.org/exist/blake/archive/object.xq?objectid=but500.1.wc.01&vg=biblicalwc&vcont
ext=biblicalwc&landing=object&titles=&java=no&mode=vcopy).  

http://www.blakearchive.org/exist/blake/archive/object.xq?objectid=but500.1.wc.01&vg=biblicalwc&vcontext=biblicalwc&landing=object&titles=&java=no&mode=vcopy
http://www.blakearchive.org/exist/blake/archive/object.xq?objectid=but500.1.wc.01&vg=biblicalwc&vcontext=biblicalwc&landing=object&titles=&java=no&mode=vcopy
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musculature is delineated325 so that his Naked Human Form Divine is visible (EG f.66, 

E522; see also Blake’s celebration of linearity in DC, E550). Therefore, I propose that 

The Entombment represents a lower state of vision, which is appropriate to the subject of 

Christ dead and introduces a dynamic of a hierarchy of vision throughout the series. 

 

There are multiple light sources in this design: as in Behold Thy Mother, a gentle glow 

surrounds the faces of many of the figures, but it is difficult to determine its source(s); 

there is also a band of light around the entrance of the tomb. Most significant is the taper 

held by Mary Magdalene326 at the centre of the design. This light heralds the elevated 

state of vision which is depicted as the series unfolds and which Mary Magdalene 

incarnates in the final image in the series (Fig. 169). This, then, is a more optimistic 

interpretation of the subject than Blake’s earlier tempera version, in which the central 

figure is Joseph of Arimathea bearing a jar (c.1799-1800, Butlin 427, Fig. 162) rather 

than the light-bearing Magdalene. It is not clear how the tempera series concluded: there 

is no record of an image of the Resurrection, but there is one extant and at least another 

lost work of Christ ascended in Heaven.327 The stronger focus on the Resurrection in the 

watercolour series supports the notion that Blake experienced a strengthening in his 

Christianity after 1800 (see Introduction.iii).  

  

The next watercolour is Angels Hovering (Butlin 500, Fig. 161). The period between the 

burial and Resurrection of Jesus is not recorded by the Evangelists (as reflected in the 

liturgical suspense of Holy Saturday). Although images of the dead Christ are common 

(including the Pietà, Lamentation and Entombment) few artists have ventured to depict 

                                                           
325 Cf. The Death of the Virgin (1803, Butlin 512), in which Mary’s body is visible through her burial shroud. There 
are two other depictions of Christ dead: NT IX.115 (Butlin 330.533) is a pieta-like image in which Christ’s limp 
(but pecularily, robed) body is embraced by his mother (or perhaps Mary Magdalene), encircled in a globe with 
two other female figures, representing line 2371 ‘Thou God, and Mortal!’; The Body of Christ Borne to the Tomb 
(c.1799-1800, Butlin 426), one of the biblical temperas, in which the body has not been covered and is similarly 
statuesque as in The Entombment watercolour.  
326 Rossetti mistakenly referred to this figure as John (Rossetti I 181). NB. I distinguish between the biblical Mary 
Magdalene (represented in this design) and the pseudo-biblical figure of the Magdalen, who is a conflation of 
Mary Magdalene and various other biblical women and whom I discuss in Chapter 7.iii (cf. footnote 450).  
327 ‘Christ the Mediator’: Christ Pleading Before the Father for St. Mary Magdalene (Butlin 429, Fig. 205) is extant 
(discussed in Chapter 6.iv); Rossetti lists The Saviour in the Heavens, with Floating Figures of Children and Angels 
(Butlin 431; Rossetti I 223) which might have been similar to NT IX.109 (Butlin 330.527, Fig. 238; discussed in 
Chapter 7.ii).  
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Christ sealed in the tomb.328 The very subject of this image is, therefore, quite daring. 

Once again, the light source in this design is unclear: there is a glow at the very centre 

of the composition, between the hovering angels, but emanating from somewhere 

beyond them; this is light as Vision itself. The angels form an arch, reminiscent of those 

above the tombs in Westminster Abbey,329 creating a ‘living’ Gothic form to frame 

Christ, contrasting with the round arch of the sepulchre.330 More specifically, the angels 

could have been inspired by the ‘weepers’ on the tomb of Countess Aveline (1259-74), 

which Blake had drawn (c.1775, Butlin 4, 13), and may have contributed to the 

engraving of, for Basire (1780, Figs. 163-64).331  

 

Blake uses pairs of angels in numerous images, a motif which evokes the Ark of the 

Covenant; here, Blake makes this Old Testament typology explicit with an inscription 

referring to Exodus 25:2 which describes the cherubim to be built for the Mercy Seat 

which was placed over the Ark. Thus, Christ occupies the place of the Mercy Seat and 

the viewer is given privileged access to this sacred space. According to the Law, only the 

high priest could enter the Holy of Holies where the Ark was kept, and only on the 

annual Day of Atonement. As Butlin notes (but does not explicate), following a 

suggestion from Tolley, the key to understanding why Blake depicted the cherubim 

guarding Christ’s body might lie in Hebrews 9.332 This passage refers to restrictions on 

entering the sanctuary where the Ark was kept (9:1-7) and identifies Christ as ‘an high 

priest of good things to come’ (9:11). Whereas the priests made repeated sacrifices in 

the sanctuary (9:6-7), Christ offers himself as sacrifice only once (9:14, 28), and the holy 

place which he enters is ‘a greater and more perfect tabernacle, not made with hands’ 

                                                           
328 The only example I know is Holbein the Younger’s The Body of the Dead Christ in the Tomb (1521-22), although I 
have not found any evidence that Blake might have known about this painting; certainly Blake’s corpse is very 
different from Holbein’s putrefying body.  
329 Blunt first noted this (The Art of William Blake: 73). Cf. Bindman, Blake as an Artist: 131.  
330 Blake called Gothic ‘living form’ (Virgil, E270). 
331 Cf. Butlin 500. Angels do appear on other tombs in the Abbey, but the identification with Aveline’s is 
particularly appropriate: Aveline (1259-74) was a noblewoman, who was married aged ten, and gained the title 
of the Countess of Lancaster the same year (1269), following the death of her brother, and died aged fifteen; if 
Blake knew her story, he might have regarded her as a symbol of lost innocence. 
332 Letter, 28 November 1973 (cited in Butlin 500). Heppner supports Tolley’s suggestion (Reading Blake’s 
Designs: 198) and proposes another source in John 20:12, when Mary Magdalene looks into the empty sepulchre 
and sees ‘two angels in white sitting, the one at the head, and the other at the feet, where the body of Jesus had 
lain’ (ibid.: 199-200). 
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(9:12); it is ‘heaven itself’ (9:24). By depicting Christ in the place of the Mercy Seat, 

Blake presents him as the site of the presence of God and identifies him with mercy, 

which is one of the attributes he identifies with the Human Form Divine in ‘The Divine 

Image’ (Innocence, E12-13, Fig. 217). One of Blake’s annotations to Lavater’s Aphorisms 

on Man (1788) is revealing here:  

 
man is the ark of God the mercy seat is above upon the ark cherubims 
guard it on either side & in the midst is the holy law. man is either the 
ark of God or a phantom of the earth & of the water… (Lavater 533, 
E596) 
 

Blake is responding to an aphorism which contrasts folly and virtue, in which Lavater 

reflects that the latter is more proper to man’s nature; in response, Blake presents his 

own two possibilities for mankind: to be the ‘ark of God’ (the site of God’s presence) or 

a ‘phantom’ (without God, man is nothing). In Angels Hovering, the viewer is almost 

occupying the place of the Ark and is shown Christ, who here has a real, human body, 

and occupies the site of God – the perfect embodiment of the Human Form Divine. By 

situating the viewer in this most holy place, this image can stand alone as a visualisation 

of Blake’s notion that we can become members of Jesus’s Divine Body; indeed, it was 

exhibited as an independent work at the Royal Academy in 1808 and at Blake’s 1809 

exhibition. However, within the group of watercolours of Christ in the sepulchre 

(paradoxical as it might seem that there could be a higher state than the Holy of Holies) 

Blake guides the viewer further, to witness and participate in the Resurrection of Christ.  

 

In Blake’s 1809 exhibition, Angels Hovering was exhibited alongside Soldiers Casting Lots 

(Fig. 115), The body of Abel found by Adam and Eve; Cain, who was about to bury it, fleeing 

from the face of his Parents (c.1805-09, Butlin 664) and Jacob’s Ladder (c.1805, Butlin 438); 

Blake presented these pictures as examples of work which he hoped to see reproduced 

‘on an enlarged scale to ornament the altars of churches’ (E549). He does not discuss 

these works individually, but given that he probably went to the trouble of borrowing 

Jacob’s Ladder, Soldiers Casting Lots and Angels Hovering back from Butts for the 
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exhibition,333 it is unlikely that these are an entirely random selection of subjects. The 

redeployment of these designs here indicates that, like the plates of the illuminated books 

which he reprinted, re-coloured and re-ordered, his images can function in multiple 

ways and contexts – not tied to their original function, series or textual source. Why 

Blake chose to include these designs here is a question which does not seem to have been 

addressed. Abel and Soldiers Casting Lots represent states of fall, Jacob’s Ladder is a divine 

vision and, as discussed above, Angels Hovering is a vision of Christ as the Holy of Holies. 

Thus, these works continue the theme of contrasting states presented in other works in 

the exhibition. The two New Testament subjects place the viewer in radically different 

perspectives: as Patenaude notes, Soldiers Casting Lots situates the viewer alongside the 

soldiers (closing the circle of the figures seated on the ground), indicating that they are 

‘concerned only with “the Habits”, which obstruct one from the truths that expand 

beyond the cover’,334 whilst Angels Hovering places the viewer in the Holy of Holies of 

Christ’s tomb, thus inviting him/her to inhabit an elevated state of vision (this effect 

would have been more powerful if Blake’s ambition to have the work enlarged had been 

realised). These contrasting viewpoints point towards the notion that the highest, 

apocalyptic, state of vision is in Christ, but since these designs are not explicated in the 

catalogue, they could only function in this way with imaginative effort from the viewer.  

 

Returning to the sepulchre series, in The Angel Rolling Away the Stone from the Sepulchre 

(Butlin 501, Matthew 28:2, Fig. 165), Blake depicts the very moment of Christ’s 

awakening; the Gospels do not describe the Resurrection itself, only the discovery of the 

empty tomb, and this seems to be an unprecedented subject, again making Blake and his 

viewer privileged witnesses.335 Christ’s awakening itself is remarkably undramatic – as 

if he has just woken from sleep – and he appears to be surprised at the ‘magnificent’ 

(Rossetti I 187) angel moving away the stone. This figure of Christ resembles that in an 

image of the entombment drawn by Fuseli after Raphael for the Hunter edition of 

                                                           
333 It is thought that The body of Abel is that owned by Linnell and may have been produced as late as 1809 (cf. 
Butlin 664). 
334 Troy Patenaude, ‘“The Glory of a Nation”: Recovering William Blake’s 1809 Exhibition’, BAJ 4.1 (2003), 52-
63: 60; Tristianne Connolly makes a similar point about the soldiers’ attention being misplaced on the garments 
rather than on Christ himself (Blake and the Body [Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2002]: 149). 
335 Heppner notes this point (Reading Blake’s Designs: 201). 
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Lavater’s Essays on Physiognomy (1792, Fig. 166), for which Blake produced several 

engravings. Blake’s image reverses the figure and adjusts the arrangement of the arms 

and the head to make him awake rather than dead. Lavater praises the picture: 

 
... Every thing in it breathes tranquillity, softness, tenderness... You feel 
an inclination to assist the persons employed in rendering to Jesus Christ 
services so affecting.336 
 

If Blake seeks such a response from his viewer in Rolling Away the Stone, then we are 

invited to assist the angels, who are stripping away Christ’s burial garments, uncovering 

his ‘Naked Beauty’ (Milton 4:28, E98; Jerusalem 32[36]:49, E179; Laoc., E275; To 

Cumberland, 26 Aug. 1799, E703) and opening the tomb, revealing Christ to the world. 

 

The central angel is framed in the doorway to the tomb, but as Lister points out, it 

appears to be at once inside and outside.337 I read this impossible positioning as an 

indication that the angel is a symbolic figure, representing the action of Christ.338 This 

reading reflects the ‘other-worldliness’ of the series as a whole, and is supported by 

comparison with the next image in the series, The Resurrection (Fig. 168).339 As Heppner 

notes, the two images are ‘almost the recto and verso of the same drawing,’340 with the 

figure of the resurrected Christ closely resembling that of the angel rolling away the 

stone. Heppner’s ‘almost’ is important because there are obvious differences in the 

figures: the angel is clothed and winged, and Christ is all-but naked and wingless, and 

the positions are not quite identical – the angel is leaning to his left with his right foot 

forward, and Christ leans to his right with his left foot in front. However, these latter 

differences might be accounted for if the scenes are read as consecutive moments rather 

than literal recto and verso: the angel’s stepping forwards could be the start of the leap 

                                                           
336 John Caspar Lavater; tr. Henry Hunter, Essays on Physiognomy (London: John Murray, 1792), Vol. 2/3: 295. 
337 Lister, The Paintings of William Blake: #41. 
338 One precedent for depicting an angel symbolising Christ is the Rublev icon of the Trinity. This is particularly 
intriguing in light of the presence of three angels in Rolling Away the Stone, although I have not found any evidence 
of how Blake could have known about this image. 
339 Lister also argues that ‘other-worldliness’ is implied by the unnatural bodily proportions of the figure of 
Christ: a tiny head, narrow hips and elongated limbs. Whilst Christ’s head is undoubtedly tiny, the length of his 
legs and width of his hips are not extraordinary by Blakean standards (cf. Fig. 154).  
340 Heppner, Reading Blake’s Designs: 201.  
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which Christ is making. Moreover, the figure of the angel is almost identical to that of 

Christ in Blake’s two roughly contemporaneous watercolours of the Ascension (The 

Ascension, c.1803-05, Butlin 505, Acts 1:6-11, Fig. 170; Heaven’s Portals Wide Expand to 

Let Him In, 1805, Grave-W 13, Fig. 171),341 another moment of transition between 

states, which I discuss in Section iii.  

 

The similarity between the central angel of Rolling Away the Stone and the Christs of 

Blake’s Ascension watercolours and The Resurrection supports my reading the angel as an 

avatar of Christ or a cipher for his action. The removal of the stone parallels the tearing 

of the veil in the Temple when Christ died (Matthew 27:51; Mark 15:38) which opened 

the Holy of Holies, symbolising that through Christ, God is no longer confined to an 

exclusive place, but is present to all; so too, in The Angel Rolling Away the Stone, the angels 

of Angels Hovering have parted and the Ark-like space pictured in that image is opened 

up. Rolling Away the Stone therefore anticipates Blake’s Last Judgment pictures (Figs. 206, 

208-10). These eschatological visions feature a pair of angels hovering at the very apex 

of the composition, and in his notebook description of the subject, Blake states that this 

detail represents ‘the temple… opend’ on account of Christ’s ‘having rent the Veil’ 

(1810, VLJ, E562). Thus, the whole vision occupies the place of the Ark and the Mercy 

Seat, representing the whole world transformed by the radical presence of Christ. The 

viewer is included in this process of transformation, for it is in this document that Blake 

invokes the Spectator to ‘Enter into these Images in his Imagination’ (VLJ, E560). We 

have already seen that Blake makes his Spectators privileged witnesses in Angels Hovering 

and Rolling Away the Stone, and in this latter image, in which the presence of Christ is 

opened up and revealed to the world, the reverse view of the angel indicates (as seen in 

similar motifs elsewhere) that the viewer is invited to follow through the entrance to the 

tomb to The Resurrection, which follows. Thus, the entrance to the tomb can be read as a 

‘door of perception’ (MHH 14, E39) – a symbolic portal of transition between states of 

                                                           
341 The differences between the angel and the ascending Christ are the wings which indicate that the figure rolling 
away the stone is an angel (although, as noted by Lister, they can also be read as a symbol of the Resurrection – 
The Paintings of William Blake, no. 41), and the position of the feet (the angel’s left foot is forward and Christ’s 
right foot is in front). 
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vision; if the viewer enters this space ‘in his Imagination’, he too will ‘arise’ from the 

‘Grave’ of mundane perception (VLJ, E560).  

 

The Resurrection (Butlin 502, Fig. 168), as noted above, depicts Christ leaping 

triumphantly from the tomb. His posture is a dynamic cruciform which resembles that 

of the first Night Thoughts frontispiece (Fig. 154) and is emblematic of spiritual energy.342 

Below, as in the second Night Thoughts frontispiece (Fig. 156), are the soldiers who 

guarded the tomb ‘as dead men’ (Matthew 28:4), demonstrating the power of the event; 

their presence locates this design outside, facing towards the tomb. However, here, 

another figure is sprawled across the centre of the image, occupying the space where the 

discarded stone should be, but the stone has, as Heppner notes, apparently ‘vaporized’ 

(another riddle which implies the other-worldliness of these scenes).343 This figure does 

not seem to have been discussed by previous commentators; I read it as the corpse of 

Christ because its outstretched arms echo his gesture and it has bare shoulders with a 

white (burial) cloth across its back. This reading means that Christ appears twice in a 

single frame, but since, as I have argued, these designs are not to be read as ‘historical’ 

scenes but as symbolic ones, this apparent inconsistency need not be viewed as 

problematic.  

 

Blake could be hinting that the sprawled figure is the corpse of Christ in his inscription: 

‘Christ died & was buried, & rose again according to the Scriptures. ecc’ (1 Corinthians 

15:4). This verse does not say anything about Christ’s body, but Paul goes on to discuss 

the resurrection of the dead, and asks in what kind of body the dead will be raised: 

 
There are… celestial bodies, and bodies terrestrial: but the glory of the 
celestial is one, and the glory of the terrestrial is another. 
... 
It is sown a natural body; it is raised a spiritual body. (1 Corinthians 
15:40, 44) 
 

                                                           
342 Another similar image is the drawing of Christ on FZ 108 (Butlin 337.116); this may be an instance of cross-
fertilisation between The Four Zoas and the Butts series (cf. page 103). 
343 Heppner, Reading Blake’s Designs: 204.  



143 
  

Paul implies that the nature of the resurrected body will be different to that of the earthly 

body. In The Resurrection, the outstretched figure can be read as Christ’s ‘natural’ body 

cast off, and the leaping figure his spiritual body raised.344 The removal of the burial 

garments in Rolling Away the Stone implies a ‘casting off’ of some aspect of Christ’s mortal 

life, and here, he is all-but naked, contrasting with many contemporaneous images of 

this subject in which Christ is robed (such as Stothard’s drawing of the same moment,345 

Fig. 167), although Westall’s depiction of the Resurrection for Paradise Lost, seen in 

Section ii (Fig. 159), pictures Christ naked. Blake’s near-nude Christ emphasises the 

‘Naked Beauty’ (Milton 4:28, E98; Jerusalem 32[36]:49, E179; Laoc., E275; To 

Cumberland, 26 Aug. 1799, E703) of his physical, human form. If the body on the 

ground in The Resurrection is indeed the corpse of Christ, then Blake is depicting 

something changing in this moment. This need not be read as a literal separation of two 

bodies – in The Magdalene at the Sepulchre, the tomb is empty, as all the Gospels attest 

(Matthew 28:6; Mark 16:6; Luke 24:1-5; John 20:1-10), and thus I read the corpse as 

representing Christ’s mortality, not his physical body. 

 

The Magdalene at the Sepulchre (Butlin 504, John 20:11-14, Fig. 169) depicts Mary 

Magdalene kneeling in the entrance to the tomb, where she stood in Entombment (Fig. 

160; she looks upwards, to Christ standing at the top of the steps leading down to the 

tomb. He is recognisable from the preceding images, but he looks a little older and has 

a fuller beard, reflecting the biblical accounts in which the resurrected Christ is not 

always immediately recognisable to his followers (Luke 24:16, 37; John 20:15-17; 

21:4). This risen Christ is fully corporeal, with a muscular form and his feet firmly on 

the ground,346 indicating that this is his earthly body, albeit somehow transformed. 

Christ and Mary Magdalene have swapped places in this composition from their positions 

in Entombment, implying a parallel between them. In Entombment, Mary lights the way 

into the tomb, inviting the viewer into the sacred space created by these images; just as 

                                                           
344 Blake quotes 1 Corinthians 15:44 in ‘To Tirzah’ (Experience, E30).   
345 The online object information for this drawing gives the date c.1814 (Manchester Art Gallery, ‘The 
Resurrection of Christ’. Manchester Art Gallery. Accessed: 04/09/2015. 
http://manchesterartgallery.org/collections/search/collection/?id=1927.140.) although a note in the 
curatorial file states that it was created after Stothard saw Raphael’s Transfiguration in Paris in 1815 (‘Stothard, 
Thomas. 1927.140’. Curatorial files. Manchester Art Gallery). 
346 Heppner, Reading Blake’s Designs: 204-05. 

http://manchesterartgallery.org/collections/search/collection/?id=1927.140
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we witness the transition of Christ’s body from death to life, so these images seek to 

engender for the viewer the transformation – or resurrection – of vision so that if we 

respond to the light held by Mary Magdalene and enter into these images in our 

Imagination, then we become members of Christ’s Divine Body.  

 

 

iii. Ascension  

 

And when he had spoken these things, while they beheld, he was taken 
up; and a cloud received him out of their sight. And while they looked 
stedfastly toward heaven as he went up, behold, two men stood by them 
in white apparel… 

 
Acts 1:9-10347 

 

The Ascension marks the very end of Jesus’ public ministry, when, after his post-

Resurrection appearances, he is assumed into Heaven. Blake first represented the event 

in Night Thoughts, for the line ‘Triumphant past the Crystal Ports of Light’ (NT IV.18, l. 

295; Butlin 330.127, Fig. 93), as discussed in Chapter 4.ii. There, Blake invokes the 

Ascension to side-step Young’s crucifixion imagery, and depicts Christ overpowering 

and passing through the text, inviting the viewer to follow him beyond the poem into 

the ‘Ports of Light’ of the designs. As such, Blake establishes the subject as representing 

not only Christ’s own transition from earth to Heaven, but also to symbolise transition 

between states of perception for the viewer.  

 

As noted in Section ii, Blake also depicted the Ascension in the biblical watercolours 

(c.1803-05, Butlin 505, Fig. 170), and in Blake’s watercolour designs for The Grave, 

Heaven’s Portals Wide Expand to Let Him In (1805, Fig. 171; cf. Butlin 624 verso), which 

was not selected for publication by Cromek. In both of these pictures (as in the Night 

Thoughts design) Blake shuns the Raphaelesque theatricality which is characteristic of 

depictions of this subject in favour of schematised compositions; compare Blake’s designs 

                                                           
347 Cf. Mark 16:19; Luke 24:51.  
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to the ascending Christ in West’s 1801 Ascension (Erffa-Staley 383, Fig. 172). In both of 

Blake’s designs too, Christ’s pose is a characteristic Blakean open-armed, gravity-defying 

gesture of spiritual energy and he is seen from behind, which is unusual in depictions of 

this subject. As seen in other images, this perspective indicates the possibility of the 

viewer following Christ, which is emphasised in the stance of the foremost Apostles in 

the biblical watercolour who have one heel raised and their gaze fixed intently on Christ 

as if about to follow him, and in the ‘train’ of ‘friends’ following him (Grave-T 29) in 

The Grave design, as mentioned in Blair’s text; significantly, the ‘friends’ include both 

male and female figures of various ages, making them representative of all of humanity.  

In the biblical watercolour, Christ ascends into a fiery space in the sky which, like the 

celestial ‘door’ in The Third Temptation in the Paradise Regained series (Fig. 72; see Chapter 

3), suggests a portal to a different state. The angels are mentioned in Acts as coming to 

stand by the Apostles; Blake’s innovative depiction of them swooping down on either 

side of Christ appears, as Rowland notes, like garments stripped away from Christ,348 

thus reinforcing the connection with Rolling Away the Stone (Fig. 165), echoing the angels’ 

stripping away the burial garments. The angels in The Ascension are also like curtains to 

the portal in the sky, making the design, again like Rolling Away the Stone, recall the 

tearing of the veil of the Holy of Holies. The setting of The Grave design is very different: 

Blake situates the event in a church-like setting with three gothic arches, which is not 

mentioned in Blair’s text. Christ ascends through the central ‘portal’ and his arms form 

a V which mirrors the architecture above him. Inside the arch are two angels (not present 

in an earlier sketch for this design, Butlin 624 verso), thus (in spite of the different setting) 

making this design, like the biblical watercolour Ascension, and the sepulchre series 

discussed in Section ii, a portal into the Holy of Holies.  

 

The Ascension is the final conclusion to Jesus’ earthly ministry, and like the 

Transfiguration and Resurrection was a ripe emblem for Blake’s notion of regeneration 

as an apocalyptic process whereby the individual realises his/her true identity in the 

Human Form Divine. More than this, his depictions of these subjects actually invite the 

viewer to engage in such a process of transformation via various pictorial devices which 

                                                           
348 Rowland, Blake and the Bible: 189.  
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enact his viewer-response aesthetic. In the next chapter, I examine how Blake engaged 

with traditional apocalyptic subjects, where we see the possibility of regeneration 

contrasted with its alternative of degeneration, or truth versus error, in ways which 

similarly engender a Blakean apocalypse.  
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CHAPTER 6 

 

‘Stupendous Visions’: Art as Apocalypse349 

 

 

But first the notion that man has a body distinct from his soul, is to be 
expunged; this I shall do, by printing in the infernal method, by 
corrosives, which in Hell are salutary and medicinal, melting apparent 
surfaces away, and displaying the infinite which was hid. 
 

The Marriage of Heaven and Hell 14 (1790, E39) 
 

 

The term ‘apocalypse’ comes from the Greek name for the Book of Revelation, 

ἀποκάλυψις (apocalypsis) – literally, ‘uncover’. This, the final book of the Bible, recounts 

John’s vision of the end of the world, the second coming of Christ, the Last Judgement, 

and the advent of the New Jerusalem. Thus, ‘the Apocalypse’ usually refers to the end 

of the world as a future, cataclysmic event which will bring about a new order of celestial 

harmony. In literature and art the apocalyptic is characterised by violent and fantastical 

imagery, reflecting the visionary origin of the Book of Revelation and of the accounts of 

later harbingers of the Apocalypse; some writers and artists of such material, like Blake, 

consider themselves to be prophets. In Blake’s time, apocalyptic themes were 

widespread across a range of cultural phenomena: from religious and political discourses, 

to poetry,350 visual art and music. Events such as Lisbon earthquake (1755) and the 

American (1775-83) and French Revolutions (1789-99) were interpreted as 

foreshadowing the imminent coming of the Apocalypse. Figures such as Richard 

                                                           
349 VLJ, E555.  
350 Cf. Morton D. Paley, The Apocalypse and the Romantic Imagination (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999); 
idem, Apocalypse and Millennium in English Romantic Poetry (Oxford: Clarendon, 1999).  
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Brothers351 and Joanna Southcott352 proclaimed themselves harbingers of the end of the 

world and gathered followers who supported and promoted their claims. Biblical 

exegetes of all denominations were fascinated by the Book of Revelation and the Old 

Testament visionary prophecy of Daniel. 353  History painters – including de 

Loutherbourg and West at the end of the eighteenth century, and Turner, Martin and 

Danby in the early nineteenth century – also turned to these subjects, reflecting the 

cultural prevalence of apocalyptic themes and expectation, as well as the potential of 

such visionary subjects for sublime compositions, influenced by Burke’s 1757 treatise On 

the Sublime and Beautiful,354 and the enduring appeal of Revelation’s rich imagery for 

visual artists. 

 

Apocalypse is a central trope in Blake’s works throughout his career: from themes of 

war and destruction in drawings of the 1780s (Butlin 78-79, 101-06, 120-24 [Figs. 175-

82], 184-97), to the illuminated books of the 1790s influenced by the millenarian spirit 

engendered by events such as the French Revolution, to Jerusalem’s envisioning an 

apocalyptic rebuilding London and England, to the (lost) monumental Last Judgment 

painting which he planned to exhibit in 1827. Discussion of Blake and apocalypse has 

primarily focused on two aspects of his work: the apocalyptic themes of the illuminated 

books (both the prophecies of the 1790s, and the later Milton and Jerusalem), and Blake’s 

status as a prophetic figure in relation to contemporaries such as Brothers and 

Southcott.355 A discussion of Christ as agent and end of apocalypse has been lacking; this 

is the topic of this chapter. Blake’s distinctive understanding of apocalypse presents 

difficulties in defining the parameters of such an inquiry: his ‘apocalyptic’ is not primarily 

defined by subject-matter (scenes from Revelation, for example) but by the dynamic 

                                                           
351 Cf. Clarke Garrett, Respectable Folly: Millenarians in the French Revolution in France and England (Baltimore: John 
Hopkins University Press, 1973): 179-223; J.C.F. Harrison, The Second Coming: Popular Millenarianism, 1780-
1850 (London and Henley, Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1979): 57-85; Susan Juster, Doomsayers: Anglo-American 
Prophecy in the Age of Revolution (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2003): 179-96. 
352 Cf. Garrett, Respectable Folly: 210-23; Harrison, The Second Coming: 86-134; Juster, Doomsayers: 239-59. 
353 Cf. Kenneth G.C. Newport, Apocalypse and Millennium: Studies in Biblical Eisegesis (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2000).  
354 Edmund Burke, A Philosophical enquiry into the origin of our ideas of the sublime and beautiful (London, 1757). 
Blake himself rejected Burke’s thesis: ‘Burke’s Treatise on the Sublime & Beautiful is founded on the Opinions of 
Newton & Locke’ (Reynolds, E660). 
355 Morton D. Paley, ‘William Blake: The Prince of the Hebrews, and The Woman Clothed with the Sun’, in 
William Blake: Essays in Honour of Sir Geoffrey Keynes, ed. Morton D. Paley and Michael Phillips: 260-93.  
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operating between the work and the reader/viewer; in other words, ‘apocalyptic’ works 

are those which seek to engender the transformation of the reader/viewer and/or of the 

text Blake is depicting. Thus, apocalypse is arguably the aim of all of Blake’s works; 

certainly, we have encountered numerous images in earlier chapters which are 

‘apocalyptic’ in Blake’s terms: Christ’s birth overthrowing the error of the pagan gods 

in the designs for Milton’s Nativity Ode (in Chapter 2.i); the theme of choice in the 

Paradise Regained series (in Chapter 3); Albion’s self-annihilation before the crucified 

Christ (in Chapter 4.vi); Christ’s Resurrection as a type for our regeneration (in Chapter 

5.ii).  

 

This chapter examines how Blake depicts Christ in traditionally apocalyptic subjects 

(primarily those from Revelation and Jesus’ eschatological parables); I argue that such 

images are, in various ways, emblems of the apocalyptic process which Blake seeks to 

engender through his art. Section i discusses Blake’s early apocalyptic depictions of 

Christ. Section ii examines how Blake’s Night Thoughts designs enact apocalypse on the 

text. Section iii focuses on Blake’s depictions of Christ as apocalyptic warrior and 

harbinger, and Section iv on his representations of the Last Judgement. Section v 

concludes the chapter by discussing two visions of Heaven which are emblems of the 

community of the Divine Body.  

 

 

i. The Seven Candlesticks and the Good Farmer 

 

Among Blake’s earliest commissions as a commercial engraver were five plates for John 

Herries’ The Royal Universal Family Bible (1780-85; Essick III), three for Edward 

Kimpton’s A New and Complete Universal History of the Holy Bible (c.1781; Essick V) and 

five for Harrison and Co.’s The Protestant Family Bible (c.1781; Essick VI). These projects 

are Blake’s earliest extant pictorial engagements with biblical subject-matter356 and, as 

Bindman argues, must have influenced Blake’s turn to biblical subjects in his own 

drawings and designs in the following years (Butlin 83, 120-25, 144-46, 155-59, 162-

                                                           
356 Butlin 49 is a lost drawing Moses and the Table of Stone (1774). 
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66, 182). The only New Testament subject among these early engravings is The Vision of 

the Seven Golden Candlesticks (Essick III.5, Fig. 173) for the Herries Bible which depicts 

Revelation 1:12-20. This is also the only plate for this Bible which Blake signed as 

delineator; although the design is probably partly based on a precedent (Essick proposes 

Bernard Picard’s engraving of c.1705-20 which appeared in a Bible edited by Samuel 

Clark in 1760), Blake made the composition his own, as evidenced by an extant drawing 

for the design (c.1782, Butlin 120 verso, Fig. 174). The subject is the opening of John’s 

vision, when Christ appears to him and instructs him to record what he sees and send it 

to the seven churches of Asia. Significantly, Blake depicted John and Christ very alike in 

appearance and thus, whilst their gestures do not correspond, this could be a very early 

instance of Blake pictorially representing a figure mirroring Christ, which becomes a 

central trope in his apocalyptic aesthetic. Moreover, perhaps working on this design 

inspired Blake to begin (like John) to record his own religious ideas. Indeed, it was on 

the verso of the drawing for The Seven Candlesticks that Blake began to experiment 

pictorially with ideas about Christ in The Good Farmer sketches.   

 

The group of interrelated sketches known as The Good Farmer (Butlin 120 verso, 121-24,357 

Figs. 175-82) relate to Jesus’ parables on the theme of harvest in which the fruitfulness 

or otherwise of seed sown is a metaphor for the spiritual condition of mankind: some 

flourish and undergo a positive apocalypse whilst others wilt or are like weeds. They 

depict a Christ figure standing in a cornfield with various groupings of other figures 

around him. Although the central figure differs from Blake’s later depictions of Christ 

(his hair and beard are fuller and he is clad in voluminous drapery rather than a simple 

white robe) and is called ‘Christ-like’ by Butlin, the differences reflect Blake’s early 

experimentation with neo-classicism and there is sufficient evidence in the drawings to 

read these images as Christ in apocalyptic mode. Christ is represented standing in front 

of a cornfield, with figures kneeling before him (perhaps seeking healing) and raising 

their hands to Heaven. In some of the more developed drawings there are vignettes in 

the background which Butlin calls ‘scenes of destruction’ (Butlin 120, 121, 123, 124) – 

                                                           
357 There are recto and verso sketches for this subject on Butlin 122; there is a verso sketch on 123 but it does not 
appear to be related and thus I do not discuss it here. 
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like those in the Pestilence drawings of this period (Butlin 184-88) – and in the final two 

there is a figure emerging from the clouds, striking lightening onto the field (Butlin 123, 

124). 

 

The precise subject is not clear and probably conflates several biblical sources. Rossetti 

called Butlin 124 (Fig. 182) The Parable of the Sower but notes that another possible reading 

is ‘“Christ as the Good Farmer,” distributing His produce to the poor’ (Rossetti II 100). 

It is not clear whether Rossetti means the parable of the farmer sowing seed which grows 

according to the ground it falls upon (Matthew 13:1-23; Mark 4:1-29; Luke 8:4-15) or 

the parable of the wheat and the tares in which an enemy sows bad seed among a farmer’s 

wheat. Bindman later argued for the latter subject,358 but both could be encompassed in 

Blake’s conception here. There may also be Old Testament typological references: 

Butlin 121 and 122 include a female figure gleaning which could represent Ruth (Figs. 

178-79; Ruth 2:1-7), and Langridge, citing the opinion of Shields and D.G. Rossetti, 

identified the subject as Samuel calling on the Lord to strike the harvest with thunder 

and rain so that the people would know their wickedness for wanting a king (I Samuel 

12:16-19).359 Whatever the exact biblical source(s) of the sketches, as a group they 

represent sustained reflection on apocalyptic themes of harvest and destruction, 

resonating with millenarian themes of war and destruction in watercolours on Pestilence 

and related themes of this period (Butlin 184-97A), and reflecting the violence of  events 

such as the American Revolutionary War (1775-83) and the Gordon Riots (1780). This 

reading is also supported by a contemporaneous drawing of The Last Trumpet (c.1780-85, 

Butlin 617,360 Fig. 202), which demonstrates Blake’s interest in apocalyptic themes at 

this time; Christ himself does not appear in this drawing, but I discuss it further in 

relation to The Wise and Foolish Virgins in Section iii.  

 

                                                           
358 David Bindman, ‘Review: Martin Butlin, The Paintings and Drawings of William Blake’, Burlington 125.963 
(1983), 170-71: 71. 
359 Irene Langridge, William Blake: A Study of His Life and Art Work (London: George Bell and Sons, 1904): 185-86.  
360 Butlin had not seen this drawing, which resurfaced in 2000, but knew of it via Rossetti’s catalogue (Rossetti II 
112) and traced its provenance to 1922. He mistakenly guessed that it was a design for The Grave of c.1805 but 
corrected this speculation when reporting its rediscovery (‘A Blake Drawing Rediscovered and Redated’, BIQ 
34.1 [2000]: 22-24). 
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The seven sketches differ in states of definition and the number of figures surrounding 

Christ. Christ’s gestures evolve in the successive versions: in the earlier sketches (Butlin 

120-21, 122 recto, Figs. 175-79), he is stepping away from the figures on the left reaching 

out to him, and gestures towards the woman gleaning the field on the right; as the design 

develops, he becomes more static – still turning from figures on the left, but not actually 

stepping away from them (Figs. 180-82). He could be indicating that they should not be 

grovelling before him for healing, but gleaning the harvest which he offers to them. 

However, in Butlin 123 (Fig. 181) and 124 (Fig. 182), he is gesturing to the figures on 

the right, perhaps by way of comparison with the supplicant figures on the left. Thus, in 

both iterations, Christ’s gestures put him in the role of judge. A strange feature of Butlin 

122 (recto, Fig. 179) is a bearded figure which Butlin describes as ‘awkwardly introduced 

behind and just to the right of the protagonist’; in fact, the figure appears to be emerging 

from that of Christ, as if we are witnessing a change taking place in him. Indeed, in the 

next drawing, on the verso of the sheet (Fig. 180), Christ is no longer stepping away 

from the supplicant figures (according to Butlin, the bearded figure is faintly sketched in 

the same position in this sketch), perhaps indicating that he is now a less harsh judge. 

Alternatively, this bearded figure could be that which appears in the final two versions 

on the right-hand side of the design with his hands raised towards Heaven, towards 

whom Christ gestures (Figs. 181-82). Thus, he may be a kind of avatar emanating from 

the figure of Christ (by which I do not mean an Emanation such as Jerusalem as the 

Emanation of Albion – a notion developed in Blake’s later thought). In either reading, 

the emergence of this figure from that of Christ implies a second level of apocalypse 

taking place: not only does Christ pass judgement on the figures before him, he himself 

also undergoes a transformation. That it is impossible to determine the precise nature of 

the judgement and the transformation taking place in Christ reflects the apparently 

unfinished state of these sketches; they are themselves in process of transformation – as 

Essick puts it, they show Blake ‘meditating on paper’.361 Although Blake apparently 

abandoned the Good Farmer composition, it introduces ideas which are developed in later 

apocalyptic subjects: a similar idea of ‘two ways’ appears in The Wise and the Foolish Virgins 

                                                           
361 Essick, ‘Review: Butlin, Paintings and Drawings’: 27. 
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(see Section iii) and in Jerusalem (see Chapter 5.vi), and, as I discuss in Section ii, the 

theme of apocalyptic harvest re-emerges in three of the Night Thoughts watercolours. 

 

 

ii. Enacting apocalypse in Night Thoughts  

 

Blake’s description of the process of relief etching in The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, 

quoted at the start of this chapter, identifies the method as reflecting the mission of the 

text – to expunge that which is hindering the display of the infinite. In Night Thoughts, 

an analogous dynamic is at work in Blake’s use of apocalyptic imagery: by correcting 

(what he perceives to be) the errors of Young’s text, Blake’s designs are enacting an 

apocalypse on Night Thoughts. In previous chapters I have discussed numerous Night 

Thoughts designs which engage in such creative conflict with Young’s text; this section 

will specifically focus on designs which are apocalyptic in imagery as well as in aim. The 

Night Thoughts series is replete with apocalyptic imagery. For example, NT IV.12, Christ 

as Man of Sorrows amid apocalyptic flames (IV.12, Butlin 330.121, Fig. 85), discussed 

in Chapter 4.ii, is an example of an image which enacts an apocalypse on the text by 

overwhelming and transforming it. Similarly, the image of Christ hauling a soul from a 

pit of flames in the same Night (IV.35, Butlin 330.144, Fig. 96), also discussed in 

Chapter 4.ii, can be read as representing that it is Christ – or Blake-as-Christ – who saves 

the poet’s protagonist, and the poem itself, from the flames of destruction of error. 

Moreover, as seen in Chapter 5.ii, Blake’s framing of the series with depictions of the 

Resurrection (Butlin 330.1, 330.263-65, Figs. 154-57) emphasises his endeavour to 

raise the text from its grave of error, and, as noted in that discussion, is brought to an 

apocalyptic conclusion with depictions of Revelation 3:20 (Fig. 194) and Samson’s 

destruction of the prison house (Fig. 197). These closing designs in the sequence are not 

only the final side of the frame which the Resurrection images create around the two 

volumes of watercolours, but also recapitulate and point back to Christ’s multiple 

apocalyptic roles in earlier designs. Apart from designs already discussed which can be 

considered to be apocalyptic (notably those mentioned earlier in this paragraph), the 

majority of Blake’s apocalyptic depictions of Christ in Night Thoughts are in Night VII; 
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these will be the focus of the first part of this section, and I will then discuss the closing 

designs in more detail.  

 

Whilst the poem’s central themes of ‘Life, Death, and Immortality’ are concerned with 

the ultimate fate of the individual, Blake’s apocalyptic imagery is only sometimes 

prompted by the text. A prominent example of such an innovation on Blake’s part is his 

design for the frontispiece to Night VIII depicting the Whore of Babylon (Butlin 

330.345) – an appropriate, but by no means requisite interpretation of the subtitle ‘The 

Ambition and Pleasure, with the Wit and Wisdom of the World’. Blake’s 

‘eschatologising’ of the text in his designs is a continuation of the apocalyptic themes in 

the illuminated prophecies of the 1790s. What is distinctive about Blake’s apocalyptic 

Night Thoughts designs is that they include both images of destruction and visions of 

celestial harmony, thus serially reasserting that apocalypse is the division of error and 

truth, and echoing the eponymous theme of The Marriage of Heaven and Hell (1790). The 

juxtaposing of imagery of cataclysm and harmony seems to be unusual in this period, 

with the former dominating apocalyptic discourse and art. 

 

Apocalyptic images appear throughout the Night Thoughts series, but the theme is 

developed most extensively in the designs for the final three Nights, and, as already 

noted, especially Night VII. Night VII is ‘The Second Part of the Infidel Reclaimed’, 

continuing the themes of VI, which, as discussed in Chapter 3 in relation to the image of 

the Temptation on the Mount in NT VI.40 (Fig. 68), sought to educate the infidel 

Lorenzo in immortality. At the beginning of Night VII, Blake indicates that the Infidel’s 

reclamation will be a union engendered through Christ by adorning the first page of the 

Preface with a depiction of the return of the Prodigal Son (Butlin 330.269, Fig. 183, 

Luke 15:20-32) – an appropriate interpretation of the poet’s theme although not directly 

suggested in the text; the subject offers the possibility of salvation for those who 

recognise their error. In the designs that follow, there are numerous warnings of the 

consequences of failing in this recognition (as the poet warns in the Preface, God 

punishes the wicked) as well as reminders of the possibility of salvation.  
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In NT VII.45 (Butlin 330.317, Fig. 184) Blake depicts apocalypse as harvest, relating to 

the theme of agricultural metaphors in Jesus’ parables of seed flourishing and dying and 

the separation of wheat and chaff (Matthew 13:1-30, Mark 4:1-29, Luke 8:4-15) with 

which Blake had experimented in The Good Farmer (Butlin 120-24, Figs. 175-82). NT 

VII.45 (Butlin 330.272) depicts line 914 ‘Did Death’s dark Vale its Human Harvest 

yield?’362 and falls within a section which presents ‘The gross Absurdities, and Horrors 

of Annihilation urg’d home on Lorenzo’ (NT VII.viii). The sequence of images in this 

section show: a group of grotesque, grey bodies, somewhere between sculptures and 

ghosts (Butlin 330.314); infants trapped in and tumbling from bubbles in a dark sea, 

representing ‘transitory Forms’ (l. 865, Butlin 330.315); a terrified man under a dark 

red cloud, which Butlin calls the ‘cloud of Annihilation’ (Butlin 330.316); the ‘Human 

Harvest’ which God takes for his spoil; people ascending to Heaven (Butlin 330.318); a 

group of figures in Heaven ‘Conglob’d... bask[ing] in everlasting Day’ (l. 938, Butlin 

330.319, Fig. 185); a babe conceived as a spark from ‘Non-existence’ (ll. 964-65, Butlin 

330.320). Thus, ‘The Human Harvest’ is at a turning point in this sequence, between 

images of annihilation and images of ascension, union and (re-)birth, the implication 

being that the harvest (which, read in terms of Jesus’ parables, is the work of Christ) 

engenders the positive scenes that follow. The poet is addressing Lorenzo’s claim that 

there is ‘nought... but one eternal Flux | Of feeble Essences...’ (ll. 901-02), insisting 

that there is in fact a power which ‘call’d-forth’ and can recall ‘all Things... And force 

Destruction to refund her Spoil’ (ll. 910-12); the ‘Human Harvest’ is the spoil taken by 

death. This image therefore expresses that the apocalyptic harvest will strike down those 

in error, like the lightning striking the field in the design. However, just as Blake suggests 

that all are vulnerable to such a fate by including figures of all ages in this design, so too 

in the following design (Fig. 185), Blake shows that all can ascend to Heaven.  

 

Blake returns to imagery of harvest twice more in Night Thoughts. First, in the 

penultimate design to this Night (VII.71, Butlin 330.344, Fig. 186) where he depicts a 

figure harvesting a field of corn tumbling over, as an angelic figure swoops down towards 

                                                           
362 Blake reuses this phrase in FZ (125:20, 24, E394; 131:29, 39-40, E400), Milton (41:33, 36, E144) and 
Jerusalem (48:34, E197). 
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him (recalling the swooping figure in the Good Farmer sketches, Figs. 181-82). Lines 

1146-47 are starred: ‘That Tyrant, Hope! Mark, how she domineers; | She bids us quit 

Realities, for Dreams;’ – a warning against misplaced hope as contrasted with true faith. 

Hope is represented by the angelic figure who is distracting the man with the scythe from 

his work, thus depicting the poet’s warning in imagery drawn from Jesus’ parables: 

erroneous distractions will lead one away from reaping a good harvest. The other use of 

harvest imagery is in NT VIII.35 (Butlin 330.381, Fig. 187), which depicts a devil sowing 

tares, a reference to Matthew 13:24-30. There are three lines marked on this page (ll. 

591, 604, 607), but the design relates most directly to line 604: ‘A Foe to God was ne’er 

true Friend to Man’. In this passage, the poet is discussing the relationship between virtue 

and piety; piety is the source of virtue (l. 591-92), but ‘Men of the World’ try to part 

them, which makes such a person ‘Impotent to Good’ and a ‘Foe to God;’ everything 

the foe does will be ‘tainted’ and ‘Unkind’ (ll. 601-06). Blake’s tare-sowing devil 

represents the consequences of separating ‘piety’ and ‘virtue’. The term ‘piety’ only 

occurs in Blake’s writings in annotations to authors who use the term; it probably evoked 

for him notions of the kind of institutional devotion he abhorred. The poet is in fact 

arguing against a notion of superficial piety separable from religious virtue, a position 

which, whilst couched in language Blake resisted, is not dissimilar from his own. This 

design should be read alongside VIII.32 (Butlin 330.378, Fig. 188), three places before 

the devil in the sequence of designs, which depicts Christ with a group of children. 

VIII.32 can be read as a vision of Heaven, with the children’s placement among a flock 

of sheep as a reference to Jesus’ parable of the division of sheep and the goats. Although 

this Christ appears to be more benign shepherd than stern judge, the proximity of this 

design to the devil sowing tares suggests that this harmonious scene should be read as 

one of two ways offered by the ‘Great Legislator!’ (l. 534); if Christ and the children is 

an eschatological vision of community with Christ (a notion I discuss in relation to this 

and other images of Christ and children in Chapter 7.ii), the devil sowing tares is a 

warning against exclusion from that communion. 
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In NT VII.52 (Butlin 330.324, Fig. 189) Christ himself is depicted in apocalyptic mode 

in the Harrowing of Hell; 363 he is gliding above Lucifer in a pit of flames, bearing the 

key to release the good souls. This subject comes directly from Young’s text, which 

refers to Christ descending into Hell to raise the dead (ll. 1039-43) and Lucifer ‘For one 

short Moment’ adoring his ‘Guest.’ Christ is looking at the key in his left hand; his right 

hand is stretched down towards the flames in a gesture of presentation, indicating a 

choice between the key of life and the flames of Hell. Satan’s hands are raised and his 

mouth is open, indicating astonishment (l. 1042); Blake could be implying that even 

Lucifer is offered the possibility of resurrection.  

 

The following design (NT VII.53, Butlin 330.325, Fig. 190) depicts Christ in a different 

role, as archer, depicting line 1072 ‘Th’ Almighty’s outstretcht Arms took down his 

Bow’. Once again, Blake is Christologising Young’s text by depicting ‘Th’ Almighty’ as 

Christ. This is the first of several iterations of the motif of Christ as bowman in Blake’s 

works and anticipates the imagery of the famous preface to Milton in which Blake 

articulates a desire to restore England as the New Jerusalem, where Christ, ‘the 

Countenance Divine’, is embodied; as archer, he is also the one who wields the ‘Bow of 

burning gold’, representing Blake’s – or Blake-as-Christ’s – ‘Mental Fight’ with Young’s 

poem (Milton 1:13, E95). In contrast to Christ’s descent into the flames of Hell in the 

preceding design (Fig. 189), the Christ of NT VII.53 is engendering apocalypse from 

‘Heav’n’s high crystal Mountain’ (l. 1071), thus indicating his ability to act in different 

modes. As noted, the subject derives from Young’s reference to the Almighty taking 

down his bow, but the previous line is also significant: ‘There was War in Heav’n’ (l. 

1071; citing Revelation 12:7). Thus, Blake is Christ as the white rider of Revelation 6:2, 

a figure long typologically identified with Christ (for instance, as represented in West’s 

1817 Death on a Pale Horse, Erffa-Staley 401). As Hamlyn notes, Blake is probably also 

alluding to Milton’s account of war in Heaven in Paradise Lost VI (Carey-Fowler 729-73), 

which Blake later depicted directly in The Rout of the Rebel Angels (1807, Butlin 529.7; 

                                                           
363 Blake later depicted this subject in his designs for Blair’s The Grave; there, Christ is walking down a flight of 
steps into a pit of flames, holding a key in each hand. He is striding towards the viewer, thereby offering 
redemption to us (Grave-W 2; Grave-E 1, Bindman 466). 
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1808, Butlin 532.7, Fig. 191). 364  In the Paradise Lost designs, Blake modifies the 

conception of Christ presented in the poem, giving Christ a mild expression rather than 

a ‘countenance too severe to be beheld’ (PL VI.825, Carey-Fowler 768), and depicting 

him not as the Father’s ‘emissary’365 but displacing the Father of The Ancient of Days (Fig. 

1).366 In the Night Thoughts design too he is a benign warrior, a reading which is supported 

by considering the design alongside an image from later in this Night, NT VII.67, which 

depicts line 1355: ‘A Christian dwells, like Uriel, in the Sun’ (Butlin 330.339, Fig. 192). 

 

Uriel is one of the Hebrew archangels and appears, as Young’s footnote highlights, in 

Paradise Lost, where he is introduced as ‘the regent of that orb’ (i.e. of the sun; PL III 

Argument, Carey-Fowler 559). This figure is by no means identical to the Christ of 

VII.53 but bears some resemblance to him, with similar flame-like blonde hair (though 

without Christ’s beard) and the same kind of white robe which leaves half of his torso 

bare (an unusual garment for Blake’s figures). Moreover, both Christ as bowman and the 

Christian as Uriel are surrounded by light and flames, thus placing them in the same or 

similar setting(s). Indeed, these figures appear to be conflated in the figure of Hyperion 

in Blake’s designs for Gray’s Progress of Poesy (c.1797-98, Butlin 335.46, Fig. 193); 

Hyperion is riding a chariot, wielding a bow and arrow, encircled in the sun.367 In Greek 

mythology, Hyperion is the incarnation of the sun, and in Gray’s poem his approach is 

an emblem of the eponymous progress of poetry. 368  In the Gray design, he is, as 

described on this page of the poem, dispersing the fleeing ‘spectres wan’ in the shadows 

below with his ‘glitt’ring shafts of war’ (the seemingly infinite number of arrows bursting 

                                                           
364 Hamlyn, Night Thoughts: 203-04.  
365 J.M.Q. Davies, Blake’s Milton Designs: 71. 
366 There is insufficient space to discuss The Rout of the Rebel Angels further here; it is examined in: Pointon, Milton 
and English Art: 151-53; Dunbar, Blake’s Illustrations to Milton: 64-68; Werner, Blake’s Vision of Milton: 79-83; 
J.M.Q. Davies, Blake’s Milton Designs: 70-72. Milton’s poems provided Blake with a rich source of apocalyptic 
themes to engage with, particularly Paradise Lost and, as encountered in Chapter 2.i, the Nativity Ode (on the 

apocalyptic in Milton, see: Juliet Cummins [ed.], Milton and the Ends of Time [Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2003]).  
367 Whereas the Christs of NT VII.53 and the Milton design focus their attention on their targets, Hyperion’s 
attention has been caught away from the left of the picture, where his arrow points, instead looking off to the 
right. The distraction is presumably the ‘shaggy forms’ in ‘climes beyond the solar road’ described and depicted 
on the facing page (Butlin 335.47).   
368 Hyperion is analogous to Blake’s own mythological figure Los, who is also associated with the sun (his name is 
‘sol’ – the Latin for ‘sun’ – backwards) and with Imagination, making him an avatar of Christ in Blake’s 
mythology. Indeed, both Hyperion and the ‘Christian’ in NT VII.67 are Los-like in appearance (cf. Chapters 1.i 
and 2.i on Blake’s depiction of light as vision). 
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from him like sunbeams). Thus, his mission is like Christ’s act in NT VII.53 (Fig. 190) 

and his dwelling-place is as that of the Christian of NT VII.67 (Fig. 192). This Christian 

is a serene figure, consistent with the poet’s description that ‘Meridian evidence puts 

doubt to flight’ (l. 1355); thus, the sun is a metaphor for that which dispels doubt, and 

for the state which this process engenders. Read alongside NT VII.53 Christian’s state of 

serenity can be read as a result of the action of the warrior Christ. The Christian can be 

read both as one enjoying the state engendered by Christ and as an avatar of Christ 

engendering and sustaining this harmony (see Section v on Blake’s depictions of 

eschatological harmony). Christian’s being framed in the sun recalls The Ancient of Days 

(Fig. 1), but whereas that figure is constrained by the sphere of the sun, folded in on 

himself, Christian appears to define the parameters of the sun with his stride and his 

outstretched arms. Thus, the Christian anticipates not only Hyperion but also the Christ 

of The Rout of the Rebel Angels. By depicting this Christian (Fig. 192) in a manner which 

points back to Christ the bowman (Fig. 190) (indeed, Christian is actually turned 

towards the preceding pages), Blake indicates that the ‘Christian’ viewer of the designs 

should not only dwell in the light of the sun (truth), but also take up Christ’s mission of 

waging war on error.  

 

In the antepenultimate design in the watercolour sequence (NT IX.117, Butlin 330.535, 

Fig. 194), Blake recapitulates the apocalyptic themes of his images for preceding Nights 

with an image of Revelation 3:20: ‘Behold, I stand at the door, and knock’. At this point 

in the poem, the poet bids Night farewell and rejoices in the dawn of ‘Eternal Day’ (l. 

2412) which Blake expresses in explicitly Christological, apocalyptic terms. Lines 2418-

19 are starred: ‘True Taste of Life, and constant Thought of Death: | The Thought of 

Death, sole Victor of its Dread!’ and thus the Christ of this design is both ‘Eternal Day’ 

and ‘True Taste of Life’. Three figures at a table are poised, staring intently towards the 

doorway which, together with the text panel, separates them from Christ, who stands 

on the opposite side holding the door knocker. It is unclear whether he has already 

knocked or whether the figures on the right are awaiting the moment of his coming. 

Situated at the end of the sequence, the design acts an emblem of the apocalyptic, 

creative conflict which Blake’s designs engender on Young’s poem, so that the figure of 
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Christ is also a representation of Blake’s own ‘knocking on the door’ of Young’s poem 

– Christ is literally knocking on the panel of text. The end of Night IX has the most dense 

section of images of Christ in the series as a whole – eleven of the final twenty-six, 

including the eschatological subject of Christ as the True Vine (IX.93, Butlin 330.511, 

Fig. 214) which I discuss in Section v. NT IX.114 (Butlin 330.532, Fig. 195) depicts the 

death of the poet,369 with Christ hovering above, suggesting that, through Blake’s rescue 

mission of Night Thoughts, Young has become a member of Christ’s Divine Body. Christ 

will, as NT IX.113 (Butlin 330.531, Fig. 196) depicts, encompass even the insignificant 

(l. 2346) and the criminal (ll. 2348-49); NT IX.117 is a reminder to heed Blake’s 

pictorial critical commentary in order to be included in that fellowship.  

 

Revelation 3:20 might have been a fitting final design for the series, but Blake still had 

two further pages to fill, in which he depicts the consequences of not responding to 

Christ the ‘Eternal Day’. NT IX.118 (Butlin 330.536) depicts the descent of Darkness 

‘ailing Intellectual Light, | And Sacred Silence whispering Truths Divine’ (ll. 2444-45) 

as a cloaked figure about to engulf the personifications of Intellectual Light and Sacred 

Silence. The final design, NT IX.119 (Butlin 330.537, Fig. 197) depicts Samson 

destroying the prison house (Judges 16:25-30), depicting lines 2464-65, ‘When Time, 

like Him of Gaza in his Wrath, Plucking the Pillars that support the World.’370 Blake had 

previously written about Samson in Poetical Sketches (published 1783), where, as Lincoln 

notes, he ‘can be seen as a type of the artist who struggles against the materialism of his 

own age.’371 This piece associates Samson with ‘Truth, that shinest with propitious 

beams, turning our earthly night to heavenly day’ (E443); given the proximity to the 

image of Samson in Night Thoughts to that of Christ as the dawn of ‘Eternal Day’ it is 

                                                           
369 Butlin, after Helmstadter, read the design as the burial of Moses (Butlin 330.532, citing Thomas H. 
Helmstadter, ‘Blake and Religion: Iconographical Themes in the “Night Thoughts”’, SIR 10.3 [1971], 199-212: 
207-08), owing to its similarity to the Butts watercolour of this subject (c.1805, Butlin 449), but as Grant argues, 
the context of the poem indicates the poet as subject (‘Jesus and the Powers that Be’: 108-10).  
370 Rossetti mentions a now lost painting of this subject: ‘Samson occupies almost the entire composition. The 
only other figure is a boy crouched in the corner, horror-struck at his impending fate: an excellent figure this’ 
(Rossetti I 146; Butlin 388).  
371 Andrew Lincoln (ed.), William Blake: Songs of Innocence and of Experience (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1998): 12. 
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probable that Blake had this idea of Samson as a prophetic figure in mind.372 Indeed, as 

has been widely noted, the Samson of Blake’s watercolour is not blind, as in the biblical 

account, but open-eyed,373 recalling the aphorism from The Marriage of Heaven and Hell: 

‘If the doors of perception were cleansed every thing would appear to man as it is: 

infinite’ (MHH 14, E39). Samson’s iconoclastic act can be read as a final act of purging 

the vision of Night Thoughts. We see the moment before the pillars are fully dislodged 

and falling down; Samson could bring the pillars down upon the panel of text, but it 

might still be saved from complete destruction. Blake was almost certainly familiar with 

the long tradition of reading Samson as a type of Christ374 and this final image in Night 

Thoughts can be read as a depiction of the destruction that will result from not heeding 

the ‘knock’ of Christ the Eternal Day, and that of his agent, Blake, enacting apocalypse 

on Night Thoughts. In so doing, Blake establishes an apocalyptic method of ‘corrective’ 

interpretation which is also at work in his designs to other authors, most notably the 

works of Milton, as seen in examples discussed in previous chapters.375 

 

 

iii. ‘Mental Fight’ in the biblical watercolours376 

 

We saw in Section ii that Blake took up Young’s reference to ‘Th’ Almighty’ taking 

down his bow with Christ as an apocalyptic warrior, emblematic of Blake’s ‘Mental 

Fight’ with Young. This section examines how Blake develops the motif of Christ 

engaged in apocalyptic warfare in two of the biblical watercolours: The Wise and the 

Foolish Virgins (c.1805, Butlin 478, Fig. 198) and Death on a Pale Horse (c.1800, Butlin 

517, Fig. 203). These designs present a different side to the mild, even impassive Christ 

                                                           
372 ‘Samson’ means ‘man of the sun’ in Hebrew, although whether Blake would have known this is not clear; the 

first record of Blake learning Hebrew is in 1803 (To James Blake, 30 Jan., E727). 
373 Butlin 330.537; Helmstadter, ‘Blake and Religion’: 211. 
374 For the contemporary currency of this idea, see: John Brown, A dictionary of the Holy Bible (Edinburgh, 1769), 
Vol. 2/2: 406; William Dodd (ed.), A commentary on the books of the Old and New Testament (London, 1770), Vol. 
1/3: Judges 13:24. 
375 Blake goes further in his mission to redeem Milton in his account of the poet’s regeneration in Milton (1804-
c.1811). There is insufficient space to discuss Blake’s apocalyptic engagements with Milton further here. 
376 Milton 1:13, E95. As Johnson notes, there are no subjects from Revelation in the temperas; she argues that this 
lacuna indicates that this project was abandoned before completion (‘The Divine Image in Blake’s Designs’: 39 n. 
10). 
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encountered in many of the images discussed in previous chapters – they represent Christ 

as Tyger rather than as Lamb. Nevertheless, whilst his action is violent, it engenders the 

overturn of error and thus ultimately inaugurates the individual into the community – 

the New Jerusalem – of the Divine Body.  

 

The Wise and the Foolish Virgins depicts the eschatological parable in Matthew 25:1-13. 

This subject and/or composition apparently had special appeal for Blake and/or his 

patrons because, uniquely among the biblical watercolours, Blake made three further 

versions of the Butts design (Fig. 198) for Linnell (c.1822, Butlin 479, Fig. 199), William 

Haines (c.1825, Butlin 480, Fig. 200), and Sir Thomas Lawrence (c.1825, Butlin 481, 

Fig. 201). Blake evidently relished contrasting the two groups of figures: the wise virgins 

stand in an orderly row, and the foolish ones are in wild disarray. However, the image 

is ambiguous as to which group of virgins is at fault. At the centre is a dramatic encounter 

between an accusatory wise virgin and a pleading foolish one. The standard 

interpretation of this parable in biblical commentary is as a narrative about piety and 

religious hypocrisy: the wise virgins are properly pious, fuelled with spiritual oil, 

whereas the foolish virgins are hypocrites, bearing only empty lamps.377 Blake despised 

religious hypocrisy, as personified in ‘Modest Dame Lurch’ in ‘The Little Vagabond’ in 

Experience (E26), and in the figure of Job in Blake’s version of the Old Testament 

narrative (see Chapter 7.iv). So Blake’s design could be read as a rejection of the error 

of the foolish virgins. On the other hand, the accusatory gesture of the central ‘wise’ 

virgin makes her an unattractive figure and, perhaps she, like the accusers in Blake’s 

notebook description of the Last Judgement, will be cast out (E565). In the parable, the 

foolish virgins are condemned because they do not fulfil a social expectation, but for 

Blake, the performance of social and religious duties is not the measure of an individual; 

thus, the accusing virgin can be read as a self-righteous ‘Dame Lurch’ or pre-conversion-

Job figure, and the foolish virgins as figures ignored and rejected by the establishment. 

The encounter between the two central virgins echoes a similar arrangement of figures 

                                                           
377 Cf. Francis Bragge, Practical discourses upon the parables of Our Blessed Saviour… (London, 1702): 217-18 
(Bragge’s book went through at least six editions to 1724); Charles Bulkley, Discourses on the parables of Our Blessed 
Saviour… (London, 1771), Vol. 1/4: 303-10; Samuel Dean, The sum and substance of the four evangelists (Oxford, 
1726): 103-05; William Dodd, Discourses on the miracles and parables of our blessed Lord… (London, 1757), Vol. 
4/4: 238-39; Benjamin Keach, Gospel mysteries unveil’d (London, 1701), Vol. 2/2: 130-34. 
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in Hogarth’s Satan, Sin and Death (Fig. 125; see Chapter 4.v): the ‘wise’ virgin resembles 

the figure of Satan (whom Blake calls ‘the Accuser’) and the ‘foolish’ virgin that of Sin.  

  

The ambiguity of Blake’s representations of the virgins themselves is, however, 

counterpointed with the elegant figure of the herald above. This is an innovative visual 

representation of the verse: ‘And at midnight there was a cry made, Behold, the 

bridegroom cometh; go ye out to meet him’ (Matthew 25:6). Blake’s depiction of the 

herald as a trumpeter references the recurring trope of heralding trumpeters in 

Revelation (1:10, 4:1, 8:2, 8:6, 8:13, 9:14, 11:15, 18:22; cf. 1 Corinthians 15:52, 1 

Thessalonians 4:15-17); such figures appear elsewhere in Blake’s apocalyptic designs, 

including in the Last Judgment compositions (see Section iv). The closest parallel is the 

early drawing, mentioned in Section i, The Last Trumpet (Fig. 202), which also depicts a 

trumpet-blowing herald flying through the sky and reaching out with his free arm. In the 

early drawing, the herald is announcing the Day of Judgement, and in The Wise and Foolish 

Virgins he reuses this motif to represent the coming of the bridegroom as an apocalyptic 

event, in keeping with the traditional reading of the parable as an allegory for the second 

coming of Christ. However, I propose that the herald in The Wise and Foolish Virgins can 

also be read as an avatar for Christ himself – an emblem of the prophetic artist who told 

the parable and that if the viewer is to ‘side’ with any of the figures in the design it is 

with this one, who announces the overcoming of the division in the scene below.  

 

Blake’s later revisions of this design emphasise the role of the herald more strongly; 

whereas in the Butts design the figure is more stylised and seen in profile, in the later 

versions his face is turned towards the viewer, and his right arm is stretched out with an 

open palm in a gesture of invitation (compare Figs. 198-201). Thus, the later versions 

of the watercolour are more explicit expressions of Blake’s viewer-response aesthetic. 

The later Wise and Foolish Virgins heralds are in fact closer to that of The Last Trumpet, 

which bursts towards the viewer and similarly offers us his open palm; however, as the 

Met’s online record notes, in the 1780s drawing, Blake had ‘initially sketched the central 
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trumpet-blowing figure from the side, then scraped the form away and redrew it.’378 

Thus, when revising Wise and Foolish Virgins, Blake apparently recalled his earlier 

modification of a similar subject and returned to the idea of a herald which addresses the 

viewer of as well as the figures in the design.  

 

My reading of the herald as an avatar of Christ is supported by parallels in the pictorial 

logic of this design and two other Christological subjects by Blake. The first is another 

biblical watercolour, Death on a Pale Horse (Fig. 203), in which, as I discuss in more detail 

below, Christ himself is depicted as a herald, opening the fourth seal of Revelation. This 

design was one of the first biblical watercolours produced and Blake might well have had 

it in mind when he composed The Wise and Foolish Virgins. The second parallel to the 

herald is the figure of Peace in the first design in Blake’s designs for Milton’s Nativity Ode 

(1809, Butlin 538.1, Fig. 24; c.1815, Butlin 542.1, Fig. 25). Peace descends at the 

moment of Christ’s birth – a personification of the harmony that Christ engenders in the 

cosmos, contrasting with the restrictive order imposed by The Ancient of Days (Fig. 1), 

and with the disorder of pagan worship which is overthrown in the following designs in 

that series. Each of the heralding figures is placed in a distinct space in the upper portion 

of the design: the herald of The Wise and Foolish Virgins in the cloudy sky, Christ of Death 

on a Pale Horse in the sphere of the sun, and Peace above a band of cloud. These 

compositional devices mark the heralding figures as occupying distinct states from the 

realms below them (Peace must be read in relation to the pagan deities overthrown in 

the series, not as occupying a different state from the Holy Family below her in this 

design). 379  All three can be read as heralding Christ’s overturning of disorder and 

division; this may be a violent process, but ultimately engenders harmonious unity.  

 

Death on a Pale Horse (c.1800, Revelation 9:8, Fig. 203) is one of ten extant subjects from 

the Book of Revelation (Butlin 515-25); an eleventh is lost (Butlin 514). This proportion 

                                                           
378 The Metropolitan Museum of Art, ‘Label: The Last Trumpet (recto); Two studies of a right eye, a profile of an open-
mouthed young man, the head of an eagle, and the head of a lion (verso) (Met, 2011.448)’. The Metropolitan Museum 
of Art Collection Online. Accessed: 04/09/2015.  http://www.metmuseum.org/collection/the-collection-
online/search/398714. 
379 Heppner reads a similar pictorial logic in Pity (c.1795, Butlin 310-15, Fig. 26; see Chapter 2.i), though not in 
relation to the designs discussed here (Reading Blake’s Designs: 116-19). 

http://www.metmuseum.org/collection/the-collection-online/search/398714
http://www.metmuseum.org/collection/the-collection-online/search/398714
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of the roughly eighty biblical watercolours by far outstrips the length of the book within 

the Bible, suggesting that artist and/or patron had a special interest in its subject(s). The 

sequence is dominated by monstrous figures to be overthrown by the Apocalypse: five 

depict the beasts of Revelation (Butlin 519-22, 524) and another (a late addition of 1809) 

The Whore of Babylon (Butlin 523). Three extant and the lost work relate to key moments 

of unfolding in John’s vision: The Seven Golden Candlesticks (Revelation 1:12-16, Butlin 

514, lost), The Four and Twenty Elders Casting their Crowns Before the Divine Throne (c.1803-

05, Revelation 4:2-8, Butlin 515), the opening of the fourth seal in Death on a Pale Horse, 

and The Angel of Revelation (c.1805, Revelation 10:1-6, Butlin 518). Finally, The River of 

Life (c.1805, Revelation 12:1-2, Butlin 525, Fig. 215) is a vision of the New Jerusalem 

which concludes the sequence of watercolours (discussed in Section v). Only Death on a 

Pale Horse and The River of Life feature Christ, and the former anticipates the latter: the 

Christ of Death on a Pale Horse heralds the celestial harmony represented in The River of 

Life.  

 

As noted above, Death on a Pale Horse is one of the earliest of the biblical watercolours 

and if, as Bindman argues, Blake began by creating one design for each book of the Bible, 

this design could have originally been conceived as a frontispiece to Revelation.380 Thus, 

it can be read as having a synoptic function, acting as an emblem for Revelation as a 

whole. As previous commentators have noted, 381  the design is indebted to an 

iconographic tradition of this subject which originated in Mortimer’s (whom Blake 

admired – see E636) drawing, exhibited at the Society of Arts in 1775 (now known only 

through a 1784 engraving by Joseph Haynes, Fig. 204); West painted three versions of 

the subject (Erffa-Staley 401-03, 1817, 1783-1803, 1796); de Loutherbourg’s The Vision 

of the White Horse (1798) is related to this tradition, although it depicts the Conqueror, 

the first of the four riders; Turner painted a rather different interpretation (c.1825-30, 

Turner 259). As Paley notes, Blake’s ‘highly stylized’ design ‘eschews the theatricality 

of the others’,382 stripping away all figures except Death on his horse, and another rider 

                                                           
380 Bindman, ‘The English Apocalypse’: 253. 
381 Morton D. Paley, The Apocalyptic Sublime (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1986): 71; 
Bindman, ‘The English Apocalypse’: 253, #26. 
382 Paley, Apocalyptic Sublime: 81. 
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on a black horse, presumably Hell, following him (Revelation 6:8). However, Blake adds 

the figure of Christ opening the fourth seal, who is not depicted in the previous versions, 

although Revelation 6:1 does identify the Lamb as the opener of the seals (Christ does 

appear as the Conqueror in West’s 1817 painting). Like the Christian in NT VII.67 (Fig. 

192) and Hyperion in the Gray design (Fig. 193), Christ is framed in the sun, thus placing 

him in a cosmic role, and his unfolding of the eschatological vision can be read as a 

counterpart to the tyrannical law of the sun-bound Father of The Ancient of Days. The 

serene elegance of the Christ figure is juxtaposed with the menacing (particularly in their 

facial expressions) riders and the anguish of their open-mouthed, rearing horses; the 

contrast is further emphasised by the bright sun behind Christ and the flames and smoke 

surrounding the riders, anticipating a similar dynamic in The Rout of the Rebel Angels 

(1807, Butlin 529.7; 1808, Butlin 532.7, Fig. 191). This Christ will reveal the monsters 

of error, as epitomised here in the figure of Death and in the designs that follow in the 

sequence as a whole. In revealing these beasts, Christ engenders their purgation, leading 

to the eschatological harmony depicted in The River of Life. If Death on a Pale Horse did 

originally act as a kind of frontispiece to Revelation it would have been a fitting synoptic 

picture.383  

 

 

iv. Scenes of Judgement 

 

Like the Crucifixion, Judgement is a subject which is apparently at odds with Blake’s 

theology but which he depicted multiple times, reconfiguring its meaning in doing so. 

The earliest iteration of this theme is Christ the Mediator: Christ Pleading Before the Father 

for St. Mary Magdalene (Butlin 429, Fig. 205) from the biblical temperas. The subject is 

extra-biblical, but may be linked to 1 Timothy 2:5 (as Blunt suggested384), 1 John 2:1 

(as Butlin added), or Hebrews 12:22-24, which all refer to Christ as a mediator or 

                                                           
383 One further image may be related to the biblical watercolours: a sepia drawing Christ Trampling Satan 
(c.1800?, Butlin 526). This drawing was the basis for an engraving by Butts’ son, Thomas Jr., but is distinct in 
size, style and colouring from the biblical watercolours and the provenance is unclear. This is another iteration of 
the motif of Christ as bowman and does not add to understanding Blake’s Christ beyond the related subjects 
discussed in Section ii. 
384 Blunt, The Art of William Blake: 66.  
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advocate for the sinner. George Goyder, who owned the work, suggested that it may 

depict Bunyan’s The Work of Jesus Christ as an Advocate Clearly Explained (1688). These are 

all plausible ‘prompt’ texts, but none refer to Mary Magdalene and thus the final subject 

is probably Blake’s invention.  

 

Christ stands at the centre of the composition with his arms open in a cruciform gesture; 

on the right is the Father, seated as judge and surrounded by flames; on the left is Mary 

Magdalene, bowing before the Father and surrounded by angels. The subtitle given to 

the picture (as far as I can trace, by Butlin) suggests a reading of the Father as judge and 

Christ arbitrating for Mary Magdalene – a soteriology which would seem to conflict with 

Blake’s conception of apocalypse as a process engendered by the individual, and of 

Christ, rather than the Father, as the pre-eminent person of the deity. I propose that an 

alternative reading is possible. Christ literally connects the two sides of the image with 

his open arms; he looks towards the Father but his mouth is closed and therefore the 

nature of his mediation is ambiguous. I venture that he is not pleading for Mary Magdalene 

(as in the attributed subtitle) but pointing her to the Father, making him not an arbitrator 

but a facilitator, who enables Mary Magdalene to recognise and renounce her own error, 

as represented by her standing bowed before the Father (see Chapter 7.iii on Blake’s 

depictions of Magdalens). The Father then, may be read not as a tyrannical law-giver but 

as an emblem of the self-judgement which Christ engenders – the theme that Blake 

elaborates in his Last Judgment pictures.385  

 

In his depictions of The Last Judgment, Blake altogether displaces the Father with Christ. 

He produced several versions of the subject between 1805 and his death in 1827: three 

extant watercolours (The Day of Judgment from The Grave, Fig. 206; Butlin 639, Fig. 208; 

Butlin 642, Fig. 209); two sketches (Butlin 643-44), a finished drawing (Butlin 645, Fig. 

210), a tracing (Butlin 646), and up to three lost versions (Butlin 640, 647, 648). He 

also wrote two descriptions of the subject, one in a letter to Ozias Humphrey describing 

the Petworth version (E552-54, Fig. 209), the other in a series of passages in his 

                                                           
385 Cf. Blunt reads the picture as representing the Incarnation uniting God and man (ibid.: 66-67), and Bindman 
thinks it represents the triumph of Christ’s mercy whilst ‘the Father retains the scepter of office to preside over 
the affairs of man until the Last Judgement’ (Blake as an Artist: 124-25). 
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notebook, framed as ‘For the Year 1810. Additions to Blakes Catalogue of Pictures &c’ 

(E554-66) which describes the lost monumental painting which Blake worked on until 

the end of his life (Butlin 648). The latter text was apparently intended to expand upon 

the ideas presented in the Descriptive Catalogue, and indicates an (apparently unrealised) 

ambition to exhibit the work, perhaps as part of another or expanded version of the 1809 

show. Indeed, these designs and descriptions develop the notion of ‘types’ of humanity 

representing spiritual states in the 1809 Descriptive Catalogue. Here, the ‘types’ are 

explicitly figured in relation to Christ, who is at the centre of these compositions and 

descriptions as the locus on which the vision turns and the one in whom apocalyptic 

transformation is engendered.  

 

The first version, for The Grave, was executed in watercolour in 1805 (Grave-W 12, Fig. 

206)386 and engraved by Schiavonetti for the 1808 publication by Cromek (Grave-E 28). 

This is a direct representation of a passage describing the Day of Judgement, and is 

faithful to details in the poem such as the ‘brazen trump’ and the rousing of ‘sleepers 

into life’ (Grave-T 28). The composition is based on Michelangelo’s Sistine Last 

Judgement (which Blake knew through engravings), arranged in three horizontal sections: 

Christ in Heaven at the top, Hell below, and figures rising to and falling from Christ in 

the central portion. Blake also follows Michelangelo in depicting the figures naked – 

stripped of rank by death – but many of the individual figures are his own, including his 

depiction of Christ enthroned with a book on his lap rather than standing, as in 

Michelangelo’s fresco. Blake does not include Mary at Jesus’ right hand, nor the saints 

that are in Michelangelo’s design. The figures rising include men, women and children 

of all ages – a device frequently used by Blake which, as seen elsewhere, represents the 

all-encompassing nature of this vision. Their graceful rising contrasts with the grotesque, 

contorted figures of those falling. In the context of The Grave designs, the design can be 

read as a summation of other subjects in the series which depict the differing fates of 

various figures, including the family who meet in Heaven (Grave-W 17; Grave-E 9, 

Bindman 467), the ‘strong wicked man’ (Grave-W 8; Grave-E 12, Bindman 469), and 

the ‘good old man’ (Grave-W 14; Grave-E 30, Bindman 474). By synopsising these 

                                                           
386 Cf. footnote 125. 
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related subjects and putting Christ at the centre, The Day of Judgment presents him as the 

one through whom these various fates are engendered, pointing back to the frontispiece 

to the poem which depicts Christ Descending into the Grave. Thus, Christ is presented here 

as leading individuals through the passage of death, and according to their various states, 

they will rise to meet him or fall away from him. 

 

The position of Christ enthroned in Heaven is not suggested by Blair’s description of ‘the 

Son of God’ as ‘Deliverer of mankind’ (Grave-T 28); he is described in more peripatetic 

activity:  

 
Twice twenty days he sojourn’d here on earth,  
And shewed himself alive to chosen witnesses…  
He mounted up to Heaven. Methinks I see him  
Climb the aerial heights, and glide along  
Athwart the severing clouds… (Grave-T 28-29) 

 

This voyage culminates in ‘Heaven’s portals wide expand[ing] to let him in’ (Blake’s 

depiction of which was discussed in Chapter 5.ii). Blake’s choice to depict Christ 

enthroned in what Blake later calls ‘the Throne of Judgment’ (E552) and ‘Judgment 

Seat’ (E556) – particularly since it is not demanded in the text – seems to be in conflict 

with Blake’s emphasis on Jesus’ acting from ‘impulse not from rules’ (MHH 23-24, E43) 

and on mercy rather than vengeance. A similar motif occurs in the roughly 

contemporaneous biblical watercolour, Christ Girding Himself with Strength (c.1805, Butlin 

464, Fig. 211), which depicts Psalm 93. As Johnson highlights, this image should be read 

alongside Mercy and Truth are Met Together (c.1805, 463, Fig. 118), which depicts Psalm 

85:10;387 there, it is the Father in the Judgement Seat, depicted as a stern figure, looking 

down from his throne at Christ as the personification of Mercy, who embraces a figure 

who must be the personification of Truth. The Christ of Girding Himself with Strength by 

contrast, has a gentle facial expression, and he is framed by a pair of angels, implying that 

his is a Mercy Seat (a reading reinforced by his identity with Mercy in Mercy and Truth).388 

As in The Magdalene at the Sepulchre (Fig. 169), he is older than Blake’s usual figure of 

                                                           
387 Mary Lynn Johnson, ‘David’s Recognition of the Human Face of God in Blake’s Designs for the Book of 
Psalms’, in Blake and His Bibles, ed. David V. Erdman (West Cornwall, CT: Locust Hill, 1990), 117-56: 144.  
388 Ibid. 
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Christ, which here emphasises that he is inhabiting a role normally associated with the 

Father.  

 

The Christ of The Day of Judgment is not quite the mild figure of Christ Girding Himself, but 

nor is he as formidable as the Father of Mercy and Truth (Schiavonetti’s engraving makes 

him more severe than in the watercolour, as seen in Figs. 206a-07),389 and, like Christ 

Girding Himself, he is framed by a pair of angels, making his a Mercy Seat. This Christ is 

not looking at the figures rising and falling before him, nor at the book, nor at the viewer, 

but slightly away to the right of the design. As seen elsewhere, in Blake’s designs, such 

apparent impassivity on Christ’s part indicates that he is not dictating the action around 

him, but is that which allows human activity to take its course. The figures rising and 

falling are not being saved and condemned by Christ; rather, the good are rising to union 

with him and the wicked are falling away from him. This effect is more striking in the 

later versions of The Last Judgment, in which Christ is similarly impassive, and to which 

Blake adds successively more figures (Figs. 206, 208-10; according to J.T. Smith, the 

lost tempera contained over a thousand figures, BR 617). The accretion of figures creates 

a greater sense of movement in the composition, and an ever-expanding community of 

life in the Divine Body. The effect of this contrast between the dynamic, moving circle 

of figures and the static figure of Christ is that, as Raine puts it ‘[a]ll mankind is shown 

as if cells flowing and circulating within the one life of the cosmic Christ, the one in many 

and many in one’.390 Those rising are becoming ‘Members of the Divine Body’ (compare 

Figs. 206, 208-10). 391 It is notable that children are prominent among those rising, and 

                                                           
389 Johnson notes a contrast between the books of the Christs of the biblical watercolour and The Grave design; she 
thinks that that in the former ‘seems to be on the verge of turning into a scroll, so that it does not appear to be as 
formidable an emblem of judgment as his Father’s imposing tome or the book Blake gave him in “The Day of 
Judgment”’ (ibid.). Johnson would not have been aware of The Grave watercolour when writing this essay (1990) 
since these designs were only rediscovered in 2001. 
390 Kathleen Raine, Blake and the New Age (London, George Allen and Unwin: 1979): 56. 
391 Goldsmith, Rowland and Sklar all read the diamond shape formed by the trumpeting angels in the Petworth 
version (Fig. 209) as vaginal, an interpretation which reinforces a reading of the design as depicting a kind of re-
birth into the Divine Body (Steven Goldsmith, Unbuilding Jerusalem: Apocalypse and Romantic Representation [Ithaca 
and London: Cornell University Press, 1993]; Rowland, Blake and the Bible: 229-30; Susanne Sklar, ‘Erotic 
Spirituality in Blake’s Last Judgement’, in Helen P. Bruder and Tristianne Connolly, Sexy Blake [Basingstoke: 
Palgrave, 2013]: 125-40). Rowland proposes a connection with John 3 in which Jesus discusses the notion of 
eschatological rebirth with Nicodemus, and the possible influence of Moravian spirituality which imagined 
Christ’s wounds as a vulva; Sklar also takes up the latter theme and suggests links with iconography associated 
with Hindu fertility cults. The entire heavenly portion in the upper and central portion of this design could be 
read as womb-like. 
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none are seen falling, reflecting Blake’s conception of celebration of child-like vision as 

a state of Imagination, which I explore in detail in Chapter 7.ii.   

 

Blake’s placing Christ in a ‘Throne of Judgment’ does not make him a formidable law-

maker, but subverts such a conception of God; that throne becomes the Mercy Seat and 

the book of Law becomes the Book of Life (Revelation 20:15). The association with the 

Mercy Seat is further reinforced in the later versions of the design by adding, above 

Christ enthroned, the menorah and shewbread, which God commanded to be situated 

in His presence in the sanctuary in the Temple (Exodus 25:23-40) (E562). Together 

with the cherubim, the presence of the Temple paraphernalia around Christ once again 

present him, rather than the Father, as the site of God’s presence, and unlike the Father, 

Christ is not enclosed in the Holy of Holies, but is at the centre of this vision which is 

opened up before the viewer in these designs. This is, as Blake highlights in his notebook 

description, a result of Christ’s tearing the curtains which enclosed the sanctuary (Mark 

14:28, Matthew 27:51).392 The Divine presence is opened up in Blake’s vision and the 

whole world – including that of the viewer, who is invited to ‘Enter into these Images 

in his Imagination’ (E560) – is transformed by the radical presence of Christ.  

 

The universal potentiality of Christ’s transforming mercy is reinforced in later versions 

of the design by the inclusion of Adam and Eve, the archetypal sinners, before the throne 

of Christ. This point would have been particularly evident in Butts’ collection, which 

included The Fall of Man (1807, Butlin 641, Fig. 212) as a pair to his copy of The Last 

Judgment (Fig. 208). On the verso of the design is the inscription:  

 
The Father indignant at the Fall – the Saviour, while the Evil Angels are 
driven, gently conducts our first parents out of Eden through a Guard of 
weeping Angels – Satan now awakes Sin, Death, & Hell, to celebrate 
with him the birth of War & Misery: while the Lion seizes the Bull, the 

                                                           
392 In his notebook description of the composition, Blake refers not only to the Temple paraphernalia but also 
apparently to the Temple itself, standing ‘on the Mount of God’ from which the River of Life flows. None of the 
extant versions of the subject feature a Temple building (although the Washington drawing depicts the menorah 
and shewbread within a gothic niche) which raises the question of whether or not the lost version described by 
Blake did. Alternatively, Blake might intend the whole area surrounding Christ to be read as the Temple, thus, as 
in the watercolour The River of Life (see Section v), emphasising Christ as the Divine Human, rather than the 
rituals and material of religion (the menorah and shewbread then are emblematic of divine presence, rather than 
performing a ritual function in Blake’s image). 



172 
  

Tiger the Horse, the Vulture and the Eagle contend for the Lamb. 
(transcribed in Butlin 641) 
 

According to this description, the design depicts Christ showing Adam and Eve the 

terrible consequences of their Fall, and the Father enthroned above points towards a 

scene of Judgement. Although Butlin states that the inscription is in Blake’s hand, Grant 

has highlighted that it is inaccurate in a number of details and argues that it is by an 

explicator who wanted to make the design correlate with traditional theological tropes, 

consequently presenting a distorted description. The inaccuracies Grant identifies are: 

the Father is not ‘indignant’; the moment depicted is not ‘at the Fall’ but after the event; 

the Saviour is being led by the Holy Spirit, rather than himself being the conductor of 

‘our first parents’; only two of ‘Sin, Death, & Hell’ have been awoken by Satan. The 

fallen Adam and Eve are certainly the central subject of the design, but Grant proposes 

the more optimistic title ‘Prospects of Divine Humanity’.393  

 

Like Blake’s Last Judgment paintings, the design comprises three horizontal sections: the 

Father in Heaven directing his attendants to prepare for the Crucifixion; Christ, with the 

dove hovering above, leading Adam and Eve away from Eden (which is depicted in the 

distance); the pit of Hell below. Although Blake does not depict a route for Adam and 

Eve other than towards Hell, as Grant argues, the viewer can ‘imagine that an unforeseen 

way out… will present itself’.394 I read the ‘way out’ as over the pit, for Christ is not 

looking down into Hell, but out of the picture (see Fig. 212a), as if leading Adam and 

Eve directly into the viewer’s space (thus, I disagree with Grant’s reading that Christ is 

being led by the Holy Spirit: he is not looking to the dove for guidance, and, even 

considering Blake’s eccentric use of scale and perspective, the dove is tiny relative to 

Christ’s head and therefore if anything appears to be further away from the viewer). This 

reading can be supported with reference to The Judgment of Adam and Eve in the Paradise 

Lost series (Butlin 529.10; Butlin 536.10, Fig. 213), a subject which, as J.M.Q. Davies 

                                                           
393 John E. Grant, ‘Prospects of Divine Humanity: A Vision of Heaven, Earth, and Hell’, in Re-envisioning Blake, 
ed. Mark Crosby, Troy Patenaude and Angus Whitehead (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 130-43: 132-
34. 
394 Ibid.: 139. 



173 
  

notes, is thematically related to the so-called Fall of Man.395 The episode follows the Fall 

and precedes the Expulsion, but in Blake’s rendering, is, as Davies proposes, ‘less 

concerned with the consequences of the Fall than with their resolution’.396 Whilst Sin 

and Death rain down destruction from above, Christ, Adam and Eve are protected by a 

band of cloud which separates them from these forces unleashed by the Father. Thus, 

this Christ is redeemer rather than judge, in a similar role to his leading Adam and Eve 

away from the fires of Hell in The Fall of Man.  

 

To return to the Butts pair of watercolours, the benevolent Christ of The Fall of Man (Fig. 

212) is contrasted with what Grant calls the ‘twin’ figures of the Father in Heaven and 

Death in Hell who sit enthroned, directing their attendants with outstretched arms.397 

Sitting alongside this image, The Last Judgment (Fig. 208) presents Christ, rather than the 

Father, in the throne of Heaven, thus reasserting his more merciful Judgement. The 

pairing also presents a contrast between Adam and Eve kneeling before the throne in The 

Last Judgment and being led by Christ in The Fall of Man, a juxtaposition which cautions 

the viewer against complacency that we will be blindly led to union with Christ; it also 

requires self-recognition – to reject error and embrace truth.  

 

 

v. Visions of Heaven  

 

In most conceptions of the Apocalypse, the turmoil of the overthrow gives way to the 

paradise of Heaven. In Blake’s idea of apocalypse as the individual realising his/her true 

spiritual state, paradise is the community of Imagination, the Divine Body, which is 

inhabited by those who achieve their apocalypse and embody the Human Form Divine. 

In the final chapter, I discuss how Blake presents biblical figures as types for participating 

in the Divine Body, but by way of conclusion to this chapter, I examine two key images 

which serve to summarise Blake’s conception of apocalypse as an individual’s 

                                                           
395 J.M.Q. Davies, Blake’s Milton Designs: 79. 
396 Ibid.: 77. 
397 Grant, ‘Prospects of Divine Humanity’: 142. 
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inauguration into life in the Divine Body of Christ: Christ as the True Vine in Night 

Thoughts and The River of Life in the biblical watercolours.  

 

In Section ii, I discussed how Blake used apocalyptic imagery to enact an apocalypse on 

Night Thoughts; NT IX.94 (Butlin 330.512, Fig. 214) operates in a different way, 

presenting an eschatological vision of the state beyond apocalypse. The subject of Christ 

as the True Vine is prompted by lines 1945-46: ‘In One agglomerated Cluster, hung, | 

Great Vine! On Thee: On Thee the Cluster hangs’. Young is referring to John 15:1-8 in 

which Jesus describes himself as the True Vine (15:1); we are the branches and can only 

bear fruit through him (15:4-5). In this passage, the poet is lamenting that his time is 

‘more Curious than devout’ (IX.91, l. 1884) and encourages Lorenzo to move beyond 

Reason to wonder (IX.92, l. 1907); the seeds of Reason are sown by ‘The Great 

Proprietor’, but ‘Beneath His genial Ray’ (IX.93, ll. 1919, 1921) they will flourish and 

‘exclaim, adoring, and aghast’ at the realisation that they are in the family of the vine 

(IX.94, ll. 1941-47). Thus, this passage expresses a view of humanity’s relationship with 

the divine which is closer to Blake’s own than that of many of the passages in Young 

which Blake depicted. Indeed, Blake himself invoked the notion of Christ as the vine 

several times in his writings – in Europe (iii.2-3, E60), the Descriptive Catalogue (E536, as 

discussed in the introduction to Part II), and the notebook description of the Last 

Judgement (E555).  

 

In the Night Thoughts design, Blake takes up the Johannine metaphor cited by Young by 

depicting Christ occupying the full height and width of the page so that, as with Christ 

as the Man of Sorrows in NT IV.12, the text becomes his body. He is surrounded by 

vine leaves and large clusters of grapes, and various groups of figures; there are no 

branches, reflecting the biblical metaphor that the people are the branches (John 15:2-

5). Immediately below Christ’s outstretched arms, a pair of figures and a single figure 

hover among the leaves and fruit, their bodies almost appearing to be an extension of 

Christ’s arms, curving round to connect to his legs. Below are a naked couple embracing 

and a mother cradling an infant with another child standing at her shoulder. These figures 

are branches which are flourishing and bearing fruit (cf. John 15:2, 4), representing the 
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convivial community of life in his Divine Body through the Johannine metaphor. As 

Hamlyn proposes, the naked couple can be read as Adam and Eve, and the family group 

as the Virgin and Child with John the Baptist.398 Simultaneously, as seen in The Virgin and 

Child and its companions in Chapter 2.ii, these figures are, like the biblical persons in the 

Last Judgement designs, universal ‘types’. Thus, the archetypal sinners represent the 

universal possibility of redemption, and the Holy Family are an emblem of familial union 

with Christ;399 their different forms of conviviality and their various ages demonstrate 

the diversity of life in the Divine Body. Around Christ’s head is a blaze of light and a 

circle of eight figures hovering around or towards him; these anonymous, almost 

faceless, figures reinforce the notion that the Divine Body is a space that anyone can 

enter. Thus, prior to the portentous closing designs discussed in Section ii, Blake 

provides reassurance that the viewer – and even Young’s text – can become a branch of 

Christ the vine, a member of his Divine Body.  

 

The River of Life (c.1805, Butlin 525, Fig. 215) is the final design in the sequence of biblical 

watercolours (it is also one of the later-produced designs), depicting Revelation 22:1-2:  

 
…a pure river of water of life, clear as crystal, proceeding out of the 
throne of God and of the Lamb.  
In the midst of the street of it, and on either side of the river, was there 
the tree of life, which bare twelve manner of fruits, and yielded her fruit 
every month: and the leaves of the tree were for the healing of the nations. 

 

This is an unusual subject and I have not found any precedents which Blake might have 

known. Wicksteed wrote a detailed reading of this design which examines the 

significance of each element in the design and argues it can be read as an allegory of 

                                                           
398 Hamlyn, Night Thoughts: 341. 
399 The (re-)union of families in Heaven is also found in two watercolours depicting The Meeting of a Family in 
Heaven: one from the late 1780s or early 1790s owned by Charles Augustus Tulk (not known to Butlin, the 
watercolour re-emerged in 2011 and was sold by Lowell Libson to a private collector in the USA in 2013) and a 
design for The Grave (Grave-W 17, Grave-E 9). Although Christ does not appear in these designs, he is central to 
the narrative of Blake’s Grave designs; the context for the Tulk drawing is not clear – it may also relate to The 
Grave or to Swedenborg’s 1768 Conjugal Love (Lowell Libson Ltd., British Paintings and Works on Paper [London: 
Lowell Libson, 2013]: 45-49). 
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Blake’s pictorial-poetic method.400 Although Wicksteed’s reading is over-laboured in 

places (including in its use of his unreliable left-right theory)401 his overarching idea is 

sound, and his discussion of some of the individual elements is illuminating.  

 

The river appears (contrary to Wicksteed’s reading402) to be flowing towards the viewer, 

with the sun as its source (it widens in the foreground and the ground rises in the 

background). Thus, the sun is the ‘the throne of God and of the Lamb’ – a visual play on 

Christ as Son and sun, resonating with Christ’s identification with the sun in designs 

discussed in Section ii and Death on a Pale Horse discussed in Section iii, and as an anti-

type to The Ancient of Days. However, there is also a group of figures moving along the 

river away from us, towards the sun, and if the sun is indeed the source of the river then 

these figures are moving against the river’s flow, yet they appear to glide effortlessly as 

if being carried by the current. This apparent paradox can be resolved if the central 

figure, holding the hands of two infants, is read as Christ (Chapter 7.ii discusses children 

as members of the Divine Body);403 he is at once the source, end, and means of navigating 

the River of Life. Thus, the image as a whole can be read as a visualisation of Blake’s 

notion of individuals as members of the Divine Body. Indeed, as Butlin notes, these 

figures are not mentioned in the biblical text, but, like the figures in the Night Thoughts 

image of Christ as the Vine, they embody a community of Divine Humanity. This is not 

a river which purges error, but a vision of the state inhabited by those who reject error 

and embrace truth. This celestial community includes figures of all ages, and, as the 

pipers in the foreground confirm, it is a place of art(s). Blake apparently also included a 

vision of the River of Life in his lost Last Judgment painting; he describes it flowing from 

the temple ‘with its Inhabitants walking up & down in Conversations concerning Mental 

                                                           
400 Joseph Wicksteed, Blake’s River of Life: its poetic undertones (Bournemouth: Sydenhams, 1949). Wicksteed 
engaged in extensive correspondence with Kerrison Preston about this pamphlet (Kerrison Preston Papers 
924/13. Westminster City Archives).  
401 Wicksteed proposed the theory in Blake’s Vision of Job (at 133-36); cf. Jennifer Davis Michael, ‘Blake’s Feet: 
Toward a Poetics of Incarnation’, in Prophetic Character: Essays on William Blake in Honor of John E. Grant, ed. 
Alexander S. Gourlay (West Cornwall, CT: Locust Hill Press, 2002): 205-24. 
402 Kerrison Preston challenged Wicksteed on this point but he was unwavering (Letter, Joseph Wicksteed to 
Kerrsion Preston, 25 February 1948. Kerrison Preston Papers 924/13/19. Westminster City Archives).  
403 Wicksteed proposed reading the figure as Christ, though without highlighting the problem of the flow of the 
river (Blake’s River of Life: 6-7). Although the face of the central figure in the river is not visible, and there are no 
stigmata on his feet (this is common for apocalyptic depictions of Christ), the context supports the identification. 
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Delights’ (E562). None of the extant Last Judgment compositions include a river, but the 

Washington drawing (which is closest to the description of the lost work) does feature 

figures ‘in Conversations’ in the place Blake describes; they themselves may embody the 

River of Life in the absence of a literal body of water.  

 

At the centre of the design is a figure swooping down in front of the sun; this must, as 

Wicksteed proposed, be John, 404  who represents vision and prophecy and is here 

depicted as a herald. However, it is difficult to see why Wicksteed thinks that the ‘simple 

and direct’ meaning of the herald is a warning to the mother with the babe in arms ‘that 

infancy involves not only pangs of childbirth but also deeper, lasting cares of 

experience’.405 John is pointing at one of the children being led along the river by Christ; 

the child is looking up at John, whose other hand points to the sun (strictly speaking, the 

gesture tends to an indeterminate point in the middle distance, but the sun is probably 

intended). For me, the ‘simple and direct’ message is that this child is entering the union 

of the divine sun, which is represented as a glorious communal body by the figures which 

surround it – winged cherubim, and pairs of figures embracing. The viewer too is invited 

into that union: Blake places us within the river, which gently descends and widens out 

towards us such that, like the Jordan in the Paradise Regained Baptism of Christ (Fig. 48; 

see Chapter 3), it appears to continue to flow into our space. Moreover, the figure 

bending down to scoop up water in the foreground is bending towards us, as if she is 

about to offer us the water of life. Thus, Blake’s picture can lead the viewer along the 

River of Life and into the union of the Divine Body. In the next and final chapter, I 

explore what being a member of the community of the Divine Body looks like by 

discussing a number of types of such individuals, as represented in figures from Jesus’ 

public ministry.   

                                                           
404 Ibid.: 18-19.  
405 Ibid. 
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CHAPTER 7 

 

‘Jesus & his Apostles & Disciples were all Artists’406 

 

 

In 1853, a group of Blake’s pictures from the Butts collection were sold at Foster’s.407 

Lot 71 was ‘Christ and the Little Children’, and Lot 96 was ‘The Church and Christ’ (cf. 

Butlin 432). According to Butlin, the provenance indicates that the painting now known 

as Christ Blessing the Little Children (Fig. 231) was Lot 96, ‘The Church and Christ’; the 

other painting is lost. The titles given to these pictures cannot be traced to Blake, but 

the confusion offers a way into thinking about how Blake represents members of Christ’s 

Divine Body. If Blake can be said to have an ‘ecclesiology,’ it is not an institutional 

Church, but consists in being members of this Divine Body.408 This chapter examines 

how Blake depicts four groups of figures from Jesus’ public ministry: patients of 

miracles, children (where I return to Christ Blessing the Little Children), Magdalens, and 

Apostles. I explore how Blake invokes and redeploys these types as exemplars of 

Imaginative activity, and thus as members of the Divine Body.  

 

Blake invites such a reading of his depiction of another New Testament figure in his 

c.1810-20 reworking of his engraving Joseph of Arimathea among the Rocks of Albion 

(Bindman 401, Fig. 216). First engraved in 1773 after a figure from Michelangelo’s 

Crucifixion of St. Peter in the Vatican Pauline Chapel, it was in this later state that Blake 

added the inscriptions which identify the figure as Joseph of Arimathea, and:  

 

                                                           
406 Laoc., E274. 
407 Viscomi, ‘A “Green House” for Butts?’: 4. 
408 Both Butlin and Myrone argue that the subject can be read as an allegory of the Church (Butlin 419; Myrone, 
The Blake Book: 88).  
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This is One of the Gothic Artists who Built the Cathedrals in what we 
call the Dark Ages Wandering about in sheep skins & goat skins of whom 
the World was not worthy such were the Christians in all Ages.  

 

The melancholic figure copied by Blake is traditionally read as a self-portrait of 

Michelangelo 409  and thus, Blake’s engraving can be read as a portrait of Joseph of 

Arimathea as a type of the artist, and also as a kind of self-portrait of Blake.410 Here, a 

biblical figure becomes a type for the artist and thus a type for members of the Divine 

Body. 

 

That Blake’s notion of being members of the Divine Body is related to his conception of 

Jesus’ public ministry is, as noted in the Introduction, briefly discussed by Eaves in his 

account of Blake’s theory of art. Eaves argues that Blake conceives of his own relationship 

with his audience as a ‘Society of Imagination’ which is modelled on and through Christ. 

He notes that in the Gospels, Jesus generated social order through ‘the works of art’ of 

parables and miracles, which Eaves reads as less rehearsals of morals than acts of identity; 

they are Christ and create a community of Imagination in his Divine Body.411 In this 

chapter, I expand upon Eaves’ conception of Jesus’ ministry as engendering social order 

in two respects: first, by focusing on ‘the conceptual content that can be mined from 

[Blake’s]… designs’,412 which Eaves does not examine; second, by considering other 

aspects of Christ’s ministry – not only the parables and miracles which Eaves cites. 

Indeed, whilst miracles do play a significant role in a variety of Blake’s works, the only 

depictions of parables are The Wise and Foolish Virgins watercolours, the ‘Good Farmer’ 

sketches (both encountered in Chapter 6), and the Good Samaritan in NT II.35 (Butlin 

330.68; cf. footnote 430). This might seem surprising in light of Blake’s conception of 

                                                           
409Myrone, Body Building: 305.  
410 Joseph of Arimathea also appears in Joseph of Arimathea Preaching to the Inhabitants of Britain (c.1796, Butlin 
262.6), where he is a prophetic figure; and The Body of Christ Borne to the Tomb (c.1799-1800, Butlin 426) and two 
versions of The Entombment (c.1799-1800, Butlin 427, Fig. 162; c.1805, Butlin 498, Fig. 160), in which, as 
attendant to the burial of Christ, he plays a similar role to the Apostles, discussed in Section iv, of a prototype 
member of the community of Christ’s Divine Body.  
411 Eaves, Blake’s Theory of Art: 195-96. 
412 Ibid.: 3-4. 
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Jesus as an artist, but for Blake, ‘art’ is not limited to ‘the arts’, but includes any act of 

Imagination.413 

 

In Blake’s depictions of Jesus’ public ministry, Jesus himself is often relatively inactive: 

sometimes the respondent to the activity of others and elsewhere almost impassive – it 

is simply his presence which points to Imagination at work in the activity of the central 

figures. The four types discussed here are not exhaustive of the figures from the Gospels 

who act as members of the Divine Body in Blake’s images; we have already encountered 

others, such as the Baptist (in Chapter 3) and Joseph of Arimathea, and Blake often 

includes unidentifiable attendant figures who stand for universal witness to and 

participation in the community of the Divine Body. Moreover, whilst my focus here is 

on figures in Jesus’ public ministry, there are numerous other figures in Blake’s poetry 

and designs who are exemplars of imaginative activity – figures in Blake’s own 

mythology such as Los, Albion and Jerusalem, for example – which would merit further 

study. The figures discussed here – patients of miracles, children, Magdalens and 

Apostles – are particularly prevalent in Blake’s images; each appear in several of Blake’s 

pictorial projects, and I show how some of these figures can be related to social issues 

and debates in Blake’s time, thus reinforcing my reading of these biblical persons as types 

for Blake’s audience becoming members of the Divine Body.  

 

 

i. Patients of miracles 

 

Jesus could not do miracles where unbelief hinderd... The manner of a 
miracle being performd is in modern times considerd as an arbitrary 
command of the agent upon the patient but this is an impossibility not a 
miracle neither did Jesus ever do such a miracle. 
 

Annotations to Watson’s Apology for the Bible (1796, E616-17) 
 

                                                           
413 Frye recognises this point: ‘Everything worth doing and done well is an art, whether love, conversation, 
religion, education, sport, cookery or commerce. Because the world is fallen we think of art as ornament 
succeeding necessities; but all life moves upward to achieve ornament, for ornament is free and necessities are 
necessary’ (Fearful Symmetry: 89-90). 
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Blake depicted Jesus’ miracles in a variety of projects across his career: from vignettes 

of Lazarus-like raisings in ‘The Divine Image’ (Fig. 217) and ‘The Chimney Sweeper’ 

(Fig. 218) in Innocence (1789) and There is No Natural Religion (c.1788/c.1795, Fig. 220), 

to designs for Night Thoughts (c.1795-97, Figs. 97, 219, 225) and the Butts biblical 

pictures (1800-05, Figs. 222-24, 226-27). This section focuses on Blake’s images of 

healing and raising miracles; he does depict three other miracles – the miraculous 

draught of fish (Butlin 330.488, Fig. 250) and the wedding at Cana in Night Thoughts 

(Butlin 330.534), and the feeding of the multitude in the Butts temperas (Butlin 416, 

Fig. 252) – but these are a different kind of miracle in which the focus is less on the 

individual patient, and so I discuss them in Section iv, on the Apostles. I argue that 

Blake’s images of healing miracles place the same emphasis on the belief of the patient as 

he expresses in his annotations to Watson. This idea has its origin in Jesus’ statements to 

his patients that it is their faith which heals them (e.g. Luke 8:48), and reflects Blake’s 

own emphasis on the role of the individual in embodying Imaginative perception, such 

as his comment to Trusler that ‘As the Eye is formed such are its Powers’ (E702). This 

reading of Blake’s depictions of miracles calls into question Bindman’s claim that in these 

subjects, ‘Blake wished to emphasise the intervention of the Holy Spirit in human 

affairs’.414  

 

Blake’s comments on miracles in the Watson annotations are a direct, albeit private, 

engagement with contemporary debates about miracles. Watson’s Apology was published 

in response to Paine’s Age of Reason (1794, 1795),415 which challenged the ‘Fabulous 

Theology’ of institutional Christianity and the authority of the Bible; Paine’s scepticism 

led him to reject the very notion of miracles. Paine’s treatise came out of a climate of 

scepticism in the eighteenth century; perhaps the most notable critique was Hume’s ‘Of 

Miracles’416 in his 1748 Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding which rejected miracles 

                                                           
414 Bindman, Blake as an Artist: 125. 
415 Thomas Paine, The age of reason… (‘Paris’ [i.e. London?]: printed by Barrois, 1794); idem, The age of reason. 
Part the second. A third part was published in 1807.  
416 David Hume, Philosophical Essays Concerning Human Understanding (London, 1748): Section X. Cf. Stephen 
Buckle, Hume’s Enlightenment Tract: The Unity and Purpose of An Enquiry concerning Human Understanding (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 2001): 238-72; John Earman, Hume’s Abject Failure: The Argument Against Miracles (Oxford: 
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based on an argument from credibility, on the basis that, according to Hume, the 

evidence against a miracle will always outweigh the evidence for it. Woolston’s proposal 

in a series of publications in the late 1720s to read the biblical accounts of miracles as 

allegorical narratives rather than violations of the laws of nature was also controversial.417 

At the same time, early Methodists (among others) were reporting contemporary 

miracles, which John Wesley defended in The principles of a Methodist farther explained 

(1746) 418  and in a letter in response to Conyers Middleton’s denial that miracles 

continued to occur beyond the events recorded in the New Testament (1749).419 Like 

Middleton, Swedenborg denied that miracles still occurred, his rationale being that he 

thought that miracles compel belief, and would therefore take away man’s spiritual 

freedom, turning him to a mere ‘natural Agent’ and destroying his capacity to have faith 

through the Word;420 the manifesto of Swedenborg’s New Church, which the Blakes 

signed in 1789, included among its resolutions ‘Miracles do not occur’ (BR 52). In this 

section, we will see that Blake denies the occurrence of miracles which compel belief, 

but thinks that belief can compel miracles.  

 

There were eighteenth-century precedents for images of Christ healing. Such subjects 

were considered appropriate for display in hospitals, and the Foundling (opened 1741) 

and Bart’s (founded 1123; underwent extensive building from the 1730s) became 

important cultural venues and public art spaces. At Bart’s, Hogarth painted The Pool of 

Bethesda (1736) and The Good Samaritan (1737). In The Pool of Bethesda, his emphasis is 

very much on the healing rather than the miraculous element of the event. This could 

simply be a consequence of the location of the work, but Paulson detects ‘traces of Deist 

satire’ which, together with the emphasis on the medical afflictions of the figures, point 

                                                           
Oxford University Press, 2003). Earman provides a useful account of the eighteenth-century debates on miracles 
(at 7-11, 14-30). 
417 Thomas Woolston, Moderator between an Infidel and an Apostate (London, 1725); A discourse on the miracles of our 
Saviour (London,1727); the Second Discourse was published the same year, the third to fifth in 1728 and the sixth in 
1729. Cf. William H. Trapnell, Thomas Woolston: Madman and Deist? (Bristol: Thoemmes Press, 1994): 100-31.  
418 John Wesley, The principles of a Methodist farther explain’d (London, 1746): esp. 54. 
419 Conyers Middleton, A Free Inquiry into the Miraculous Powers (London, 1749). Cf. Ted A. Campbell, ‘John 
Wesley and Conyers Middleton on Divine Intervention in History’, Church History: Studies in Christianity and 
Culture 55.1 (1986): 39-49. Wesley’s letter is reproduced in John Telford (ed.), The letters of the Rev. John Wesley; 
Vol. 2, May 17, 1742 to January 4, 1749 (London: Epworth Press, 1931): 312-88.  
420 Emanuel Swedenborg, True Christian religion (London, 1781), Vol. 2/2: 123 (#501). 
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towards a Woolstonian position of the biblical miracles as allegory. 421  Conversely, 

West’s Christ Healing the Sick exhibited at the Royal Academy in 1781 was part of the 

scheme for the Royal Chapel of Revealed Religion, and thus was precisely intended to 

promote the orthodox position (Erffa-Staley 334-35).422 There were also numerous 

examples exhibited at the Royal Academy and British Institution during Blake’s lifetime.  

 

Blake’s earliest depictions of healing miracles are the vignettes which resemble the 

raising of Lazarus in the ‘The Divine Image’ (Fig. 217) and ‘The Chimney Sweeper’ (Fig. 

218) in Innocence. That in ‘The Divine Image’ is most closely linked to the final two 

stanzas of the poem which it sits alongside, enclosed together in a loop in the flame:  

 
Then every man of every clime,  
That prays in his distress,  
Prays to the human form divine  
Love Mercy Pity Peace.  
 
And all must love the human form,  
In heathen, turk or jew.  
Where Mercy, Love & Pity dwell,  
There God is dwelling too (E13) 

 

The arrangement of image and text implies that the man being raised is one ‘in distress;’ 

his raised arm suggests a ‘prayer’ to ‘the human form divine,’ which signifies his belief 

in this divinity. I have not found a precedent for Lazarus adopting such a gesture 

(although the figure is similar to Michelangelo’s Adam); images of Jesus’ miracles tend 

to emphasise his action, usually with his hand extended in a gesture of blessing, and the 

patients of the miracles are usually deferential, with onlookers watching in amazement 

or adoration. Blake uses various devices to give his patients more active roles, and the 

onlookers show a variety of responses, reflecting their own states of perception. The 

text of ‘The Divine Image’ does not explicitly state that the prayer is answered, but the 

design affirms that ‘Love Mercy Pity Peace’ answer distress. ‘The Divine Image’ of the 

                                                           
421 Ronald Paulson, Hogarth, Vol. 2: High art and low, 1732-1750 (Cambridge: Lutterworth Press, 1992): 89-91; 
cf. Aston, Art and Religion in Eighteenth-century Europe: 144-52.  
422 West’s painting is thought to have been destroyed following damage in WWII, but there is an oil study in the 
Fitzwilliam Museum, and an engraving by Benjamin Smith. West returned to the subject several times between 
1811-15 (Erffa-Staley 336-38). 



184 
  

title is displaced in the text by ‘the human form divine’, emphasising the divinity in 

mankind, and so the figure of Christ here can be read both as Jesus, the supreme 

embodiment of the Human Form Divine, and as the Human Form Divine in any man. In 

Night Thoughts, when Blake came to depict the line: ‘To Whom, for sure Redress, the 

Wrong’d may fly; The Vile, for Mercy; and the Pain’d, for Peace’ (NT IX.100, Butlin 

330.518, ll. 2060-61, Fig. 219), the attributes Blake identifies with the Divine Image 

are again associated with Jesus’ healing ministry, displacing the sovereign deity which 

Young is here describing. ‘The Chimney Sweeper’ (Fig. 218), which features a similar 

vignette, is a commentary on contemporary oppression of children; the chimney 

sweeper dreams that his fellow-sweepers are locked in coffins, but an angel appears and 

‘open'd the coffins & set them all free’. This is the subject of the vignette, but the figure 

doing the raising is very Christ-like, and the poem can be read as an allegory for the 

liberation by Christ of the oppression of the Divine Image in any individual.  

 

Blake used the Lazarus motif again as the frontispiece to There is No Natural Religion (Copy 

L, c.1795, Fig. 220) invoking the subject against the deists’ denial of miracles, and, as 

seen in Chapter 4.ii, it appears in Night IV of Night Thoughts, depicting line 689: ‘That 

Touch, with charm celestial, heals the Soul Diseas’d’ (NT IV.39, Butlin 330.148, Fig. 

97). This passage describes being ‘touched’ by the cross (l. 679), which is called 

‘sovereign, through the whole | Long chain of miracles which hangs | From heaven...’ 

(ll. 684-86). Instead, Blake shows Christ literally touching a Lazarus figure, indicating a 

rejection of the notion that it is the crucified Christ who cures the diseased soul, and 

emphasising his earthly ministry. The figure being raised is the poet, so the design can 

be read as a symbolic depiction of Blake’s project – by correcting Young’s text where it 

is erroneous, Blake is curing its disease. Blake used two proof engravings of this design 

in Vala/The Four Zoas (1796-c.1807). Preceding the first proof on FZ45, FZ44 (Fig. 221) 

features a drawing of the figure Tharmas emerging from his elemental watery form 

towards achieving human form, in a pose resembling the figure being raised in the Night 

Thoughts engraving on the following page.423 Blake seems to be indicating that it is in 

Christ that Tharmas will become wholly formed; he has not yet reached this state, but 

                                                           
423 Magno and Erdman, The Four Zoas: 50. 
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the engraving acts as an assurance that his plea will be answered. As Magno and Erdman 

argue, the second time Blake uses this engraving, on FZ97, it answers ‘a more utterly 

desperate situation,’ and anticipates Enitharmon’s injunction on the following page for 

Los to ‘Lift up’ and awake from his sleep.424  

 

In these early images of Lazarus, Blake is invoking this event as a model for belief in 

Christ. In the Butts biblical designs, Blake depicts a further three raisings. In Christ Raising 

Jairus’ Daughter (c.1799-1800, Butlin 417, Luke 40-42, 49-56, Fig. 222) Blake 

emphasises the girl’s role in her raising by depicting Christ and the girl looking directly 

at one another. Moreover, their outstretched arms creating a loop which resembles the 

arabesques in Blake’s illuminated plates (e.g. Figs. 217-18), with Christ’s arm reaching 

to form an arch between himself and the girl’s parents, thus also including them in this 

act; his physical body enacts the community of the Divine Body. The composition is 

similar to a bas-relief by Flaxman exhibited at the Royal Academy in 1723 for a memorial 

to Emily Mawbey. According to Cunningham, Flaxman exhibited another work of that 

subject in 1797 (the RA catalogue for that year lists a Flaxman ‘from the New 

Testament’),425 so it is plausible that Blake took his composition from this earlier relief 

by Flaxman, or that Flaxman later borrowed Blake’s composition.426 Two watercolours, 

Christ Raising the Son of the Widow of Nain (c.1803-05, Butlin 483, Luke 7:11-15, Fig. 223) 

and The Raising of Lazarus (c.1805, Butlin 487, John 11:43-44, Fig. 224),427 do not 

                                                           
424 Ibid.: 50, 75; cf. Peter Otto, ‘From the Religious to the Psychological Sublime: The Fate of Young’s Night 
Thoughts in Blake’s The Four Zoas’, in Prophetic Character: Essays on William Blake in Honor of John E. Grant, ed. 
Alexander S. Gourlay (West Cornwall, CT: Locust Hill Press, 2002), 225-62: 254-61. 
425 Allan Cunningham, The Lives of the Most Eminent British Painters and Sculptors, Volume III (London, 1830): 321; 
Algernon Graves, (ed.), The Royal Academy of Arts: a complete dictionary of contributors and their work from its 
foundation in 1769 to 1904 (London: H. Graves & Co. Ltd, 1905-06), Vol. 3/8: 123. 
426 The similarity is noted in the British Museum’s online collections record for a sketch by Flaxman for the later 
monument. (The British Museum, ‘drawing [BM 1900,0824.213]’. The British Museum. Collection online. 
Accessed: 04/09/2015. 
http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectId=747575&
partId=1&searchText=flaxman+jairus&page=1). 
427 This is a very different treatment of the subject than the versions discussed above, and the composition bears 
striking resemblance to elements of a painting by Rembrandt (Christ’s raised arm and facial expression, the 
startled onlookers, the positioning of Lazarus across the bottom of the frame with his head on the right, and the 
cave setting). The original painting was in Germany and Switzerland in the late-eighteenth century, but there 
were copies of the work and it is possible that Blake may have seen such a painting; the Getty Provenance Index® 
records works of this subject attributed to Rembrandt sold in London in 1783, 1784, 1791, 1795 and 1798 
(search via http://piprod.getty.edu/starweb/pi/servlet.starweb?path=pi/pi.web on 04/09/2015). Such a 
borrowing might seem surprising given Blake’s critical remarks about Rembrandt (E528, 529, 540, 550, 575, 

http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectId=747575&partId=1&searchText=flaxman+jairus&page=1
http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectId=747575&partId=1&searchText=flaxman+jairus&page=1
http://piprod.getty.edu/starweb/pi/servlet.starweb?path=pi/pi.web


186 
  

emphasise the belief of the recipient so dynamically, although, like Jairus’ daughter, both 

figures are looking directly at Christ, in contrast to the figures around them who are 

shocked, even scared by the events they are witness to (apart from Mary in The Raising 

of Lazarus who, as we will see in Section iii has special status for Blake). That the boy and 

Lazarus are Christ-like is also implied by their white garments, contrasting with the 

coloured clothing of the other figures.  

 

Blake also created images of the woman with an issue of blood and Christ healing 

Bartimaeus – two narratives in which there is a particularly strong emphasis on the belief 

of the patient.428 Blake first depicted Christ healing the woman with an issue of blood 

(Luke 8:43-48) in NT IX.03 (B330.421, Fig. 225), depicting line 38: ‘To know 

ourselves diseas’d, is Half our Cure.’ In this passage, the poet is telling Lorenzo that his 

continued boasting is a sign of his disease; he is told that the sick in body readily seek aid, 

but the sick in mind covet more disease, and at their worst, think themselves well (ll. 

35-37). Young could have been alluding to the biblical notion that faith heals; certainly 

Blake’s invocation of this theme is appropriate. Luke’s narrative places a particularly 

strong emphasis on the woman’s faith in her cure: she merely touches the hem of Christ’s 

garment; he does not even see her because of the crowds. When Blake returned to this 

subject in a watercolour for Butts (c.1803-05, Butlin 482, Fig. 226), he combined the 

composition of the earlier version and another image from Night Thoughts, Christ as the 

‘Great Philanthropist’, surrounded by people of all ages (IV.34, Butlin 330.143, Fig. 

95). Depicting the biblical narrative more closely than in the Night Thoughts version, in 

the Butts watercolour Blake places the woman among the crowd and specifically among 

the children, who look at Christ with bright-eyed eagerness; the adults, by contrast, are 

sorrowful – apparently unable to see past the woman’s affliction. Thus, Blake implies 

that her reaching out to Christ is child-like, a mode of perception which Blake associates 

with Imagination, as I discuss in Section ii. Blake might have found this idea within the 

biblical narrative: this miracle occurs when Jesus is en route to Jairus’ dying daughter, 

                                                           
579, 661-62), but Blake could be invoking the composition ironically: the style is entirely Blake’s, with flattened 
perspective, and simple lines and colouring, as if Blake has expunged the errors of Rembrandt’s use of colour and 
shadow (of which Blake was critical) from the composition. 
428 Butlin also notes a lost tempera of the healing of the lame man at the pool of Bethesda (Butlin 419). 
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and Luke parallels the woman and the girl: the girl is twelve and the woman has been 

afflicted for twelve years, and Jesus addresses the woman as ‘daughter’. There is no 

obvious visual connection between this image and Blake’s painting of Jairus’ daughter 

(Fig. 222), but later sales records suggest that there may have been another depiction of 

Jairus’ daughter (Butlin 418), which could have belonged to the watercolour series and 

thus acted as a pair to Butlin 482.429  

 

Finally, Christ Giving Sight to Bartimaeus (c.1799-1800, Butlin 420, Mark 10:46-52, Fig. 

227) is a particularly powerful representation of the patient healing his way into the 

Divine Body. Following Mark’s text closely, Bartimaeus is casting off his garment and 

rising to Jesus, and Jesus simply answers that his faith has healed him (Mark 10:50-52). 

Whilst artists have more commonly favoured the narratives in which Jesus heals the blind 

by touching their eyes (Matthew 9:28-30, 20:30-34) or anointing them with spittle and 

dust (Mark 8:22-25, John 9:1-7) (e.g. Fig. 228), the Bartimaeus narrative allows Blake 

to depict the healed as the chief actor. Blake’s Bartimaeus reaches towards Christ in a 

gesture mirrored by Christ himself. As seen in Chapter 6, casting off error is a central 

notion in Blake’s apocalyptic worldview, stating in his Vision of the Last Judgment that ‘All 

Life consists of these Two: Throwing off Error & Knaves from our company continually 

& recieving Truth’. He also depicts figures casting off garments to symbolise their 

rejection of error, such as Milton taking off ‘the robe of the promise’ in Milton 13, 

representing his ‘ungird[ing] himself from the oath of God’ (14:13) – the Thirty-Nine 

Articles to which one then had to subscribe for admission to the University of Cambridge 

(Fig. 229). Bartimaeus is an active figure, emphasising that it is his agency which heals 

him; his athletic pose recalls that of Isaac in the tempera Abraham and Isaac (c.1799-1800, 

Butlin 382, Genesis 22:9-13, Fig. 230). Blake makes Isaac – rather than Abraham, as in 

Genesis – the one who discovers the ram offered by God in his place; thus, the two 

athletic figures both have roles relating to perception. However, whereas Abraham is 

not yet responding to what his son shows him, Christ and Bartimaeus interact and 

partially mirror one another in mutual recognition, and in this moment, Bartimaeus is 

                                                           
429 The lost work was sold with a collection of temperas, leading Butlin to conclude that this is the more likely 
medium; however, as Butlin also notes, it would have been curious (though not unprecedented) for Blake to 
depict the same subject twice in the same series. 
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healed. Below the outstretched arms of Christ and Bartimaeus, two trees lean towards 

each other, echoing the gestures of healer and healed, and implying that this miracle is 

in harmony with the natural order. This detail could be a critique of contemporary 

definitions of miracles as violations of nature, and reflects Blake’s Christological 

cosmology (discussed in Part I) in which any individual can become a member of the 

Divine Body by internalising Imagination.430  

 

 

ii. Children 

 

... My Visions… Particularly… have been Elucidated by Children who 
have taken a greater delight in contemplating my Pictures than I even 
hoped. Neither Youth nor Childhood is Folly or Incapacity Some 
Children are Fools & so are some Old Men. But There is a vast Majority 
on the side of Imagination or Spiritual Sensation 
 

To Revd. Dr. Trusler (23 August 1799, E703) 
 

In Part I, I discussed the passage in Blake’s letter to Trusler in which he describes the 

world as a ‘World of Imagination and Vision’; he goes on, in this later paragraph, to 

identify Imagination with children. This idea can be found in a variety of Blake’s works, 

including, most famously, in the Songs (1789, 1794), and, as I discuss here, in images of 

Jesus’ public ministry. Childhood represents for Blake, a state of unfettered, instinctual 

vision; in identifying it with Imagination, he suggests that it is a Christ-like state.431 When 

                                                           
430 Another related image is NT II.35 which depicts Jesus as the Good Samaritan; this is a healing, though not a 
miracle. Here, Jesus is depicted in a role of agency, and the wounded man appears to be surprised by the aid. 
This image need not confute my argument that Blake shifts agency from Jesus himself; rather, in depicting the 
Samaritan as Jesus, Blake implies that the Samaritan’s activity is Christ-like. This image has divided 
commentators: Margoliouth, Essick and La Belle, and Grant are all troubled by supposedly sinister aspects to 
Christ’s appearance and the cup he proffers; Heppner challenges these readings, offering an interpretation which 
is more consistent with the positive vision of Christ which prevails in Blake’s works. (H.M. Margoliouth, ‘Blake’s 
Drawings for Young’s Night Thoughts’, in The Divine Vision: Studies in the Poetry and Art of William Blake, ed. Vivian 
de Sola Pinto (London: Victor Gollancz, 1957): 193-204; Robert Essick and Jenijoy La Belle [eds.], Night 
Thoughts, or, The complaint and the consolation: illustrated by William Blake [New York, Dover, 1975]: 37; Grant, 
‘Jesus and the Powers That Be’: 79; Christopher Heppner, ‘The Good [In Spite of What You May Have Heard] 
Samaritan’, BIQ 25.2 [1991]: 64-70; idem, Reading Blake’s Designs [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1995]: 161-70). A proof of this design is recycled in FZ129.  
431 This notion of childhood as a sacred state is paralleled in the work of Blake’s German contemporary, Philipp 
Otto Runge (1777-1810), which, as Rosenblum puts it, elevates the child ‘to Blake-like realms of heavenly, 
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Blake includes children in his images of Jesus, their presence is often not demanded by 

the biblical text; they represent the appropriate way to respond to Jesus, often standing 

closest to him, leading the way before adults, and sometimes even being gathered into 

his embrace, almost becoming physically integrated into his Divine Body.  

 

The eighteenth century saw a widespread interest in children and childhood. Children’s 

literature emerged as ‘a distinct and secure branch of print culture’,432 and in art, there 

was a proliferation of depictions of children adopting a variety of roles.433 Rousseau’s 

1762 Émile was of key importance in changing attitudes to children, arguing that children 

were corrupted by education, and possessed distinctive characteristics and insights which 

could offer something to adult onlookers.434 A shift is evident, for instance, in comparing 

Barbauld’s Hymns in Prose (1781) 435  with Watts’ Divine Songs (1715); 436  both are 

collections of educative children’s poems, but Barbauld is much less didactic than Watts, 

calling for the child’s instinctual engagement with the world as the basis for shaping his 

or her mind.  

 

Blake’s own celebration of child-like vision emerges from this context, but is distinctive 

for not simply celebrating childhood as a state in itself, but rather conceiving of 

Imagination as a mode of perception in which one inhabits a kind of eternal childhood. 

In the Songs, Blake responds to contemporary educational ideals which emphasised the 

instruction of children in moral and religious ideals,437 satirising the popular genre of 

                                                           
quasi-religious innocence, a creature as unpolluted as the ambient vision of nature’ (Robert Rosenblum, The 
Romantic Child: from Runge to Sendak [London: Thames and Hudson, 1988]: 21). 
432 Matthew Grenby, The Child Reader: 1700-1840 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011): 1. 
433 Cf. Rosenblum, The Romantic Child: 9-10; James Christien Steward, The New Child: British Arts and the Origins of 
Modern Childhood, 1730-1830 (Berkeley: University Art Museum and Pacific Film Archive, 1995): passim. 
434 J.J. Rousseau; tr. ‘The Translator of Eloisa’, Emilius and Sophia, or A New System of Education (London, 1762), 2 
Vols.; cf. Steward, The New Child: 16. Cf. Dennis M. Welch, ‘Blake and Rousseau on Children’s Reading, 
Pleasure, and Imagination’, The Lion and the Unicorn 35.3 (2011): 199-226.  
435 ‘A.L.B.’, Hymns in Prose for Children (London, 1781). Blake might have met Barbauld at Mrs. Mathews’ 
‘cultural conversaziones’ in about 1783; according to J.T. Smith, Blake sang his own poems at these occasions 
(Stranger 74n; BR 29-30).  
436 Isaac Watts, Divine Songs attempted in Easy Language for the use of Children (London, 1715).  
437 Cf. Stanley Gardner, The Tyger, The Lamb and the Terrible Desart: Songs of Innocence and of Experience in its 
times and circumstance (London: Cygnus Arts, 1998); Zachary Leader, Reading Blake’s Songs (Boston, London, 
Henley: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1981): 1-36; Lincoln, Songs: 9-24, 141-203; Vivian de Sola Pinto, ‘William 
Blake, Isaac Watts, and Mrs. Barbauld’ in The Divine Vision: Studies in the Poetry and Art of William Blake, ed. Vivian 
de Sola Pinto (London: Victor Gollancz): 67-87.  
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educational hymns for children like those of Watts and Barbauld.438 Blake produced 

engravings for four children’s books between 1780 and 1793,439 types of which are 

echoed in the Songs and elsewhere (for instance, images of mothers reading to their 

children, as seen in the Innocence frontispiece). The Songs reject instructional models of 

education, instead celebrating intuitive, Imaginative vision, as in the letter to Trusler. 

Innocence and experience are not alternatives, but ‘contraries’ which are in dynamic 

tension – experience should not destroy innocence, but nor should it be avoided (as seen 

in Blake’s images of Christ’s own childhood which allude to his Passion in Chapter 4.iv). 

Innocence was first published in 1789 and the combined Innocence and Experience in 1794, 

but Blake continued to reprint it until the end of his life (Copy X may be as late as 

1827), 440  changing the ordering and colouring in different copies, indicating their 

ongoing presence in his thought.  

 

I now turn to examine how children act as members of the Divine Body in Blake’s images 

of Jesus’ ministry, beginning with Christ Blessing the Little Children (1799, Butlin 419, Fig. 

231), mentioned above, which takes us to the biblical origins of Blake’s elevation of 

child-like vision. 

 

The synoptic Gospels all record a narrative in which Jesus tells his disciples: ‘Suffer the 

little children to come unto me... Whosoever shall not receive the kingdom of God as a 

little child, he shall not enter therein’ (Mark 10: 14-15; cf. Matthew 19:13-15; Luke 

18:15-17). In Blake’s painting, Christ sits under a tree, with children gathering to him. 

The design recalls the first plate of ‘The Ecchoing Green’ in Innocence (Fig. 232); the 

song tells of children playing joyfully and shows parents sitting under a tree like that of 

                                                           
438 Connections have also been noted with John and Charles Wesley’s Hymns and Sacred Poems (London, 1742), 
although these were not specifically addressed to children. 
439 William Enfield et al., The speaker (London, 1780): 4 plates after Stothard; Rev. C. G. Salzmann, Elements of 
morality, for the use of children (London, 1791): 45 plates after Chodowiecki; Mary Wollstonecraft, Original stories 
from real life (London, 1791): 6 designs by Blake; John Gay, Fables (London, 1793): 12 plates after William Kent 
and John Wooten. Cf. BR 816-17; Robert N. Essick, William Blake, printmaker (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1980): 49, 69, 138; Essick I, XXIII, XXVI; Leader, Songs: 4, 211-12 nn.12-13. 
440 Morris Eaves, Robert N. Essick, and Joseph Viscomi (eds.), ‘Songs of Innocence and of Experience’. The William 
Blake Archive. 2003-12. Accessed: 04/09/2015. 
http://www.blakearchive.org/exist/blake/archive/work.xq?workid=songsie&java=no.  
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Little Children, giving the children freedom to play but also letting the tired children rest 

at their knees. The same composition is reiterated in the first design in the Job sequence 

(Fig. 233). The broad canopy of the tree shelters the figures sitting under it, and in turn 

the parents and Christ protect the children at their knees,441 but in the Job design, the 

tree has become a place to hang musical instruments, representing Job’s setting aside 

true vision for complacent piety. Little Children shows Christ as protector of children, 

but not stifling them with his care – he gathers them to himself as they come to him. 

These children, like many in Blake’s designs, have the bodily proportions of adults. 

Portraits of children frequently depicted them as miniature adults, but Blake’s figures 

are quite unlike the austere children such as those painted by Hogarth (e.g. Fig. 234) and 

Zoffany which deny the childishness of the sitters, instead emphasising their status and 

hierarchy. 442  Rather than turning the child into what Wordsworth described as a 

‘monstrous… dwarf man’ (The Prelude, 1805, Book V, lines 295-98),443 Blake’s ‘adult-

children’ seem, as Rowland argues in relation to Christ’s Entry into Jerusalem (Fig. 36), to 

represent children as embodying spiritual adulthood, and at the same time can be read 

as child-like adults – adults who inhabit the child-like state of Imagination.444 These 

adult-children are often the ones who lead the way to Christ in Blake’s designs and are 

therefore another viewer-response device; we see ourselves in them and follow them to 

Christ.  

 

On the right, a woman is coaxing some of the children towards Christ; her expression is 

caring but she may be too maternalistic, rather than allowing the children to freely 

discover Christ and she might be the cause of the upset of the child stooped with its face 

in its hands. On the left, another woman holds a baby which leans towards Christ, but 

she is turning away, towards an old man who raises an admonishing finger. Such aged 

bearded figures are often ambiguous in Blake, for they can represent Urizen, the bard, 

or Job (in either captivity or creative liberation); it is not clear whether this man is 

                                                           
441 Bindman, Blake as an Artist: 123. 
442 Cf. Erika Langmuir, Imagining Childhood (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006): 188-214. Langmuir notes 
that Zoffany is distinctive for more playful portraits in which, although the children are shown with the 
demeanour and dress of adults, they are surrounded by childish attributes (at 207-14).  
443 William Wordsworth; ed. J. Wordsworth, M.H. Abrams and S. Gill, The Prelude (New York and London: W. 
W. Norton and Company, 1979): 166. 
444 Rowland, Blake and the Bible: 222. 
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admonishing the child’s attempt to turn to Christ or the mother’s suppression of it. 

Christ’s expression is oddly distant, neither engaged with the figures in the design, nor 

with the viewer – he seems to be looking deeper. In the background, there is a church 

and a temple, exiled from Blake’s humanity-focused vision of Christianity.  

 

Blake makes a similar point in another iteration of the theme of Christ and children, 

Christ Baptising (1805, Butlin 485, Fig. 236; Robertson called this work ‘Our Lord of 

Little Children’).445 This is an allegorical depiction of John 3:22 (‘...came Jesus and his 

disciples into the land of Judaea; and there he tarried with them, and baptised’), set 

anachronistically in a church. This seems surprising of Blake, but he converts the church 

into a place not of ‘priests... walking their rounds’ (‘The Garden of Love’, Experience, 

E26) but filled with people of all ages and centred on Christ himself. Christ is looking 

up to Heaven as a dove and blast of light descend from above, recalling his own baptism 

(Blake’s depictions of which are discussed in Chapter 3) and perhaps making this scene 

an allegory of it. Blake could be alluding to Paul’s statement that through baptism we 

‘put on’ Christ and become one in him (Galatians 3:26-27), although there is no 

suggestion of Paul’s notion that it is into Christ’s death we are baptised (Romans 6:3-6; 

Colossians 2:12), which is antithetical to Blake’s vision of Christ as life. Indeed, two 

children are holding hands around the font, seeming, as Robertson notes, to form part 

of its design, 446  so that they are participating in Christ’s ministry, symbolically 

incarnating the church of life into which people are here being baptised. 

 

Christ Blessing the Little Children also connects Christ’s welcome of the children with his 

role as the Good Shepherd through the inclusion of a flock of sheep in the near distance. 

Thus, the picture recalls the second plate of ‘The Little Black Boy’ in Innocence (Fig. 235) 

and Blake’s design for NT VIII.32 (Butlin 330.378, Fig. 188). These two designs are 

very similar in composition: in both, as in Christ Blessing the Little Children, Christ is sitting 

under a tree, but in profile, and has children at his knee and a flock of sheep around him. 

In ‘The Little Black Boy,’ the image of Christ the Good Shepherd recalls images of 

                                                           
445 Robertson and Preston, Blake Collection: 149. 
446 Ibid. 
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mothers instructing children at their knees from contemporary children’s books, types 

of which are invoked several times in the Songs, including on the first plate of this poem, 

in which the boy recalls his mother telling him about God. Although some have suggested 

that Christ is ignoring the black boy and the image is an ironic invocation of the 

traditional image of Christ, 447  I read Christ as representing an alternative to the 

instructional model inhabited by the boy’s mother (notwithstanding that the view she 

imparts, as Lincoln puts it, ‘subvert[s] the conventional view that those who lack the 

benefits of a Christian upbringing must dwell in spiritual darkness’). 448  Like ‘The 

Shepherd’ who appears earlier in Innocence, and who follows rather than herds his flock 

(E7), this is a benevolent Christ, and the boys come freely to him – an act frequently 

repeated by children in Blake’s images. The black boy refers to ‘our father’ but the design 

depicts Christ, which seems to indicate that he recognises that it is Christ, not the Father, 

who is the source of spiritual truth.   

 

When this composition reappears in NT VIII.32 (Butlin 330.378, Fig. 188), it is 

depicting a passage which examines the relation of virtue to pleasure; according to the 

poet, virtues are ‘the Fountain... of Joy’ and so the Legislator’s commands will bring 

delight (ll. 531-38). Instead of a Lawgiver, Blake depicts Christ as the Good Shepherd, 

repeating the move he made in ‘The Little Black Boy’ and in many of the Night Thoughts 

designs of replacing the Father with Christ. The sheep are more prominent here and the 

children are among the flock, appearing to emerge from it, implying that they have 

progressed from being members of an anonymous flock to individual recognition of 

Christ. Apart from the sheep at Christ’s side, the flock are grazing, their heads down, 

like Blake’s Newton (Fig. 237); the children, by contrast are stood upright, although their 

gazes tend in different directions: some look to Christ but others turn elsewhere and 

they have expressions of confusion – they have not yet fully embodied Christ-like 

perception.  

 

                                                           
447 Leader, Songs: 111-17; David Bindman, Mind-Forg’d Manacles: William Blake and Slavery (London: Hayward 
Gallery Publishing, 2007): 13-14. 
448 Lincoln, Songs: 149. 
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There is another echo of the Good Shepherd designs in NT IX.109 (Butlin 330.527, Fig. 

238), which depicts Christ as ‘Father of All’ (l. 2256) sitting in a burst of light with 

children flocking to him. This is, as Comyns Carr put it, ‘a vision of all the world become 

as little children;’449 some are adult-children, others have the bodies of infants – as Blake 

states in his letter to Trusler, neither children nor adults have a monopoly on 

‘Imagination’ or ‘Folly’ (E703). This passage in Night Thoughts describes the Father as 

the source and cause of all things, so the image represents these figures returning to their 

source, giving it a soteriological emphasis. This is a vision of union or reunion with 

Christ, and it appears that the figures closest to Christ are about to pass into his body. 

His face expresses delight, in contrast to the following design in the sequence (NT 

IX.110, Butlin 330.528, Fig. 239) which again takes place in a burst of light, but with 

adult figures bowing before him, and his expression is sad and vacant. This depicts lines 

2279-81: ‘… Father fond | (Far fonder than e’er bore that Name on Earth), | Of 

Intellectual Beings! …’. Blake’s design critiques this sentiment by displacing the Father 

with Christ and showing him to be not ‘fond’ of the intellectual piety of the figures 

bowing before him. NT IX.110 also contrasts with NT IX.95 (Butlin 330.513, Fig. 240), 

which similarly shows figures kneeling before Christ, but unlike the hunched adults of 

NT IX.110, NT IX.95 depicts children kneeling upright before Christ and looking at 

him; one is offering him a book, and he kneels down to them. This depicts line 1962 

‘Dread Sire! --- Accept this Miniature of Thee.’ The ‘miniature’ which Christ accepts in 

Blake’s image is not the book (as Butlin suggests) but the children themselves, gathered 

to himself. Blake also undermines Young’s ‘Dread Sire’ by showing Christ as a 

benevolent figure, among a flock of sheep, also recalling the Good Shepherd image of 

NT VIII.32. In these three designs from the end of Night Thoughts, Blake promotes child-

like vision over intellectual religion (thus critiquing Young’s Christianity). This recalls 

the Good Shepherd designs of NT VIII.32 and ‘The Little Black Boy’, and anticipates 

Christ Blessing the Little Children, Christ Baptising and other works such as The Raising of 

Jairus’ Daughter (Fig. 222; see Section i), Christ’s Entry into Jerusalem (Fig. 36; see Chapters 

2.i and 4.iv) and The River of Life (Fig. 215; see Chapter 6.v) in which children represent 

                                                           
449 Joseph Comyns Carr, Essays on Art (London: Smith, Elder, and Co., 1879): 70; Carr describes this as ‘one of 
the most perfect’ of the Night Thoughts designs (at 69).  
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a state of perception that is not merely Christ-like but is a participation in Christ himself, 

in his Divine Body, the Imagination.   

 

 

iii. Magdalens 

 

Mary Magdalene, or variations on her type,450 appears at least ten times in Blake’s biblical 

designs: in four watercolours of Jesus’ public ministry (Butlin 486-89, Figs. 224, 241-

43), five in the Passion-Resurrection sequence (Butlin 427, 497-98, 503-04; Figs. 114, 

160, 162, 169), and in the extra-biblical Christ the Mediator (Butlin 429, Fig. 205; see 

Chapter 6.iv). In this section, I offer a detailed reading of The Woman Taken in Adultery 

(1805, Butlin 486, Fig. 243) from the biblical watercolours, setting this design in the 

context of Blake’s other depictions of the Magdalen. For Blake, much as in traditional 

interpretations, the Magdalen represents Christ’s forgiveness:451 he does not condemn 

her, but offers her new life; he welcomes her into his circle of friends, and she has 

privileged roles, including, as seen in Chapter 5.ii, being the first to see the resurrected 

Christ (Matthew 28:1-9; Mark 16:1-10; John 20:11-14). 452  More than this, Blake 

presents her as Christ-like; as a type and even counterpart of Jesus.  

 

In eighteenth-century England, the term ‘Magdalen’ referred to prostitutes, who were 

a visible presence on the streets of Blake’s London. This association of the prostitute 

with her pseudo-biblical type was perpetuated through the circulation of sentimental 

narratives presenting these women as penitent victims (London’s Magdalen Hospital, 

which opened in 1758 for the reformation of prostitutes was particularly prominent in 

this endeavour). Thus, ‘Magdalens’ became objects of social change, infantilised and de-

                                                           
450 Since Gregory the Great, various Gospel narratives in which Jesus encounters a female ‘sinner’ or a woman 
called Mary have been conflated into the single persona of Mary Magdalene as a penitent prostitute. Blake 
assumed this tradition, calling the woman taken in adultery Mary in EG (E521) and depicting the women in his 
images of these narratives with similar appearance. My use of the term refers to this pseudo-biblical figure.  
451 Cf. Jeanne Moskal, ‘Forgiveness, Love, and Pride in Blake’s “The Everlasting Gospel”’, Religion & Literature, 
20.2 (1988): 19-39; idem, Blake, Ethics, and Forgiveness (Tuscaloosa and London: The University of Alabama 
Press, 1994): 32-42 
452 In Luke, the three Maries are the first to learn of the Resurrection (24:1-10), but it is two of the disciples who 
first see him, at Emmaus (24:13-31). 
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individualised. Blake’s own reference to the contemporary Magdalen in ‘London’ 

presents her as a victim but rejects any sentimentality: ‘the youthful Harlots curse’ is a 

cry of horror, and, as Paulson puts it, a ‘symbol of innocence oppressed, curbed, and 

perverted by the church that denied sexual freedom.’453 The curse is also a reference to 

venereal disease, which makes the harlot an agent of death – who ‘blights with plague 

the marriage-hearse’ (indeed, many scholars have assumed that disease is Blake’s literal 

meaning, despite the curse’s being ‘heard’).454 As Paulson argues, Blake’s harlot has 

more in common with Hogarth’s satirical indictment of society in Harlot’s Progress 

(1732); he reads Hogarth’s Harlot as a parody of the narratives of the Virgin and Christ, 

invoked to attack the society of which she was a victim but which branded her a sinner.455 

‘London’ similarly criticises the society which engendered the harlot’s plight, but in 

contrast to Hogarth’s secular parody of sacred narratives, Blake emphasises the divinity 

and dignity in all humankind.456 So too in images of the pseudo-biblical Magdalen, Blake 

focuses not on her sinfulness, but on her dignity, and on the intensity of her faith.  

 

In Section i, we saw how Blake picked up on Jesus’ statements to his patients that their 

faith healed them to represent miracles as acts of embodying Imagination. Jesus makes a 

similar statement to the ‘sinner’ who washes his feet in the house of the Pharisee: ‘Thy 

faith hath saved thee; go in peace’ (Luke 7:50), and when he has dinner with Martha and 

Mary in Luke 10:38-42, Jesus tells Martha that she is too cumbered with serving and that 

Mary, who sat with him, ‘hath chosen that good part’ (7:42). These episodes inform 

Blake’s idea of the Magdalen as particularly Christ-like and Christocentric in her vision. 

In The Raising of Lazarus (Fig. 224; see Section i), Blake contrasts her focus on Christ with 

her sister’s looking at Lazarus and the onlookers’ fright. In The House of Martha and Mary 

(c.1805, Butlin 489, Fig. 241), Christ is looking at Martha but gesturing to Mary, 

indicating that she is the model for ‘serving’ him (Luke 10:42); this subject might have 

appealed to Blake’s disregard for social and religious rituals – for Blake, as in Luke, 

                                                           
453 Ronald Paulson, Hogarth’s Harlot: Sacred Parody in Enlightenment England (Baltimore and London: The John 
Hopkins University Press, 2003): 331. 
454 Cf. Susan Matthews, ‘Impurity of Diction: The “Harlots Curse” and Dirty Words’, in Haggarty and Mee, Blake 
and Conflict: 65-83. 
455 Paulson, Hogarth’s Harlot: passim. 
456 Ibid.: 347. 



197 
  

knowing Christ is more important than serving dinner. In Mary Magdalene Washing Christ’s 

Feet (c.1803-05, Butlin 488, Fig. 242), the contrast between action and inaction is 

subverted: although Martha is here sat at the table, mirroring Christ’s pose, it is Mary 

who more closely resembles him, wearing a similar white garment and, like Blake’s 

Christ, has red hair. Martha’s hair is covered, and her head bowed, as if she is the one in 

need of Christ’s aid. Mary’s act provokes discord among Blake’s diners, which may 

represent Luke 7:39 in which a Pharisee is appalled that Jesus allows a sinful woman to 

anoint his feet, or, in line with Butlin’s identification of the scene as John 12:4-8,457 the 

upset could be Judas’ protest that Mary’s lavish anointing of Jesus is a waste of money 

(or the design may be a conflation of both narratives). Blake’s Jesus does not engage in 

the confrontation, which is characteristic of his role as unifier – a theme which is also 

central in Blake’s depiction of The Woman Taken in Adultery (Fig. 243).  

 

Blake’s watercolour of the narrative of John 8:1-11 depicts the moment when Jesus has 

told the accusers of the woman, ‘He that is without sin among you, let him first cast a 

stone at her’, and as he stoops to write in the ground for the second time, the accusers 

exit the Temple, leaving Jesus alone with the woman (8:7-9). This is a narrative about 

the Law: the Temple elders try to test Jesus by bringing the woman before him, hoping 

to catch him breaking the Law, but instead he holds up a mirror to their accusations, 

showing the charge to be hypocritical, and he does not condemn her. This theme recalls 

two of Blake’s early watercolours of English history, The Penance of Jane Shore (c.1779, 

c.1793, Butlin 67-69; Fig. 244) and The Ordeal of Queen Emma (c.1793, Butlin 59). Queen 

Emma was the mother of Edward the Confessor, who accused her of adultery and tested 

her guilt by forcing her to walk across red-hot ploughshares; she did so unscathed, thus 

proving her innocence. Jane Shore was a mistress of King Edward IV who after his death 

was accused of being a harlot and was made to do public penance at St. Paul’s Church, 

but behaved with such modesty that she won the people’s approval. Blake was probably 

familiar with Nicholas Rowe’s play, The Tragedy of Jane Shore, which premiered in 1714 

and continued to be performed regularly in London into the early nineteenth century. 

                                                           
457 Martin Butlin, ‘The Blake Collection of Mrs. William T. Tonner’, Philadelphia Museum of Art Bulletin 67.307 
(1972), 5-31: 21. 
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Rowe cast Jane in terms reminiscent of the woman of John 8, as a victim of political 

wrongdoing, and Blake’s depiction of her with long, curly hair recalls representations of 

the Magdalen. 458  Moreover, Blake may link the Magdalen with Jane Shore in The 

Entombment (c.1805, Butlin 498, Fig. 160), where Mary Magdalene has Shore’s attribute 

of a taper. Both Shore and Queen Emma are vindicated of accusations of adultery; 

although Shore, like the woman of John 8, is an adulteress, her dignity shines through 

and unmasks her accusers, just as Jesus unmasks the hypocrisy of the elders in John 8 

(Blake’s negative attitude to accusers is represented in the print The Accusers of Theft, 

Adultery and Murder, 1805-10, Bindman 402, Fig. 245).459  

 

As both Heppner and Rowland argue, The Woman Taken in Adultery should be read 

alongside the contemporaneous watercolour God Writing Upon the Tables of the Covenant 

(c.1805, Butlin 448, Fig. 246):460 both God and Christ are writing with their fingers, and 

there is a long interpretive tradition that what Christ was writing in the dust was his new 

law.461 I would like to take this further by considering the form of the figure of Christ, 

which has not been given close attention by previous commentators. Although Heppner 

highlights that it is a strong, athletic pose and not a very comfortable position to hold 

whilst writing (he invites his reader to test this point), he does not note that the arc of 

Christ’s figure is a direct echo of the arch above him – the doorway of the Temple, 

through which the elders are departing. 462 This arch is in turn doubled with another, 

closed arch adjacent to the door, above the figure of the woman; this pair of arches 

                                                           
458 Cf. J. Douglas Canfield, Nicholas Rowe and Christian Tragedy (Gainesville: University Presses of Florida, 1977): 
163-65; Brett D. Wilson, A Race of Female Patriots: women and public spirit in on the British stage, 1688-1745 
(Lewisburg: Bucknell University Press, 2012): 111-32.  
459 Erdman connects The Accusers with Jane Shore and Queen Emma, reading these pictures as dealing with ‘the 
exposure of royal and Episcopal hypocrites who cry whore to cover their own greedy whoredoms’ (Erdman, 
Blake, Prophet Against Empire: 47, 206-08). Blake included Jane Shore in his 1809 exhibition, which Susan Matthews 
has proposed is a response to the rapturous reception of Rembrandt’s The Woman Taken in Adultery, exhibited in 
London in 1807, and to the evangelical campaign to reform sexual morality (‘An Alternative National Gallery: 
Blake’s 1809 Exhibition and the Attack on Evangelical Culture’, Tate Papers 14 [2010]. Accessed: 04/09/2015. 
http://www.tate.org.uk/research/publications/tate-papers/alternative-national-gallery-blakes-1809-
exhibition-and-attack-on; Blake, Sexuality and Bourgeois Politeness [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011]: 
197).  
460 Christopher Heppner, ‘The Woman Taken in Adultery: An Essay on Blake’s “Style of Designing”’, BIQ 17.2 
(1983), 44-60: 52; Rowland, Blake and the Bible: 182. 
461 This interpretation goes back as far as Augustine though Blake would have been familiar with the idea from 
popular belief.  
462 Heppner, ‘The Woman Taken in Adultery’: 50. 

http://www.tate.org.uk/research/publications/tate-papers/alternative-national-gallery-blakes-1809-exhibition-and-attack-on
http://www.tate.org.uk/research/publications/tate-papers/alternative-national-gallery-blakes-1809-exhibition-and-attack-on
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echoes the shape of the tablets of the Law.463 The original Temple had housed the Law 

tablets, and although they were lost in the Babylonian conquest, Blake imagines the 

Second Temple as a physical manifestation of the Law which it existed to uphold.  

 

The tablets of the Law would have been a familiar sight in Blake’s London, where they 

were depicted in the reredos of many Anglican churches (an extant, albeit repainted, 

example is St. Giles in the Fields, Fig. 247).464 Blake refers to this ecclesiastical furnishing 

in For the Sexes (?1825), contrasting the ‘forgiveness’ of Paradise with the ‘Accuser’ of 

the Law written by ‘Jehovah’s Finger’, asking why Christians ‘rear’ the ‘corpse’ of the 

Law ‘on [their] Altars high’ (E259).465 Christ’s stooped figure, downward gaze, and the 

opening between his fingers also recalls Blake’s Newton, first executed in 1795, and 

reprinted in about 1805 (Fig. 237), contemporaneous with The Woman Taken in Adultery. 

Whether Newton is read, as has been commonplace, as an emblem of ‘single vision’ (To 

Butts, 22 Nov. 1802, E722), concerned merely with mapping the laws of nature, or, as 

Trodd argues, as an anti-Newtonian prophetic figure who ‘bring[s] to light 

knowledge’,466 the figure of Christ displaces the Law-bound Newtonian worldview, 

either in opposition to, or as another iteration of the Newton of the print.  

 

Blake’s play with the architectural space of the Temple could have been influenced by 

Romano’s painting (illustrated in an engraving, Fig. 248) which he would have seen at 

the Truchsessian Gallery (Truchsessian 598) in 1804 (Romano was an artist Blake 

admired; DC E528). Although depicting a very different temple from Blake’s, Romano’s 

design is also structured by its architecture, with Jesus and the woman standing in their 

own spaces, divided by columns from the departing accusers (the composition follows 

the Raphael cartoon of the healing of the lame man). As Heppner identifies, Romano’s 

design is also close to Blake’s image in the point in the narrative it depicts – the moment 

of the elders’ departure (although Romano’s Christ is already telling the woman ‘go and 

                                                           
463 The Law tablets also appear in: Moses Receiving the Law (c.1780, Butlin 111), All Religions are One (c.1788; 
frontispiece), The First Book of Urizen (1794; frontispiece); Milton (1804-c.1811; pl. 15).  
464 Cf. Aston, Art and Religion in Eighteenth-century Europe: 203-05. 
465 On the engraving on the Tables of the Law, cf. Eaves, The Counter-Arts Conspiracy: 113-17.  
466 Trodd, Visions of Blake: 129, 130; 114-32. 
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sin no more’; John 8:11). It was more common to depict the woman being brought 

before Christ,467 Christ in discourse with the elders,468 or Christ writing for the first 

time469 (or pointing to this writing).470 As Heppner notes, this narrative was discussed 

by Richardson in his 1725 edition of An Essay on the Theory of Painting as an example of 

how to select the appropriate point in a narrative to depict in a painting.471 Richardson 

recommends the moment when Christ pronounces ‘He that is without sin among you, 

let him first cast a stone’ (John 8:7) because at this point, Jesus is the central actor and 

he is not stooping (which would be ‘not so graceful, and noble’),472 nor is he left alone 

with the woman (which would leave the scene ‘disfurnished’).473 Blake is shy neither of 

depicting Christ stooping, nor to leave his design ‘disfurnished’; indeed, as is typical of 

Blake’s designs, he has omitted extraneous detail such as elaborate architecture and the 

facial expressions of the elders (Richardson highlighted the latter as affording the painter 

‘an opportunity of exerting himself, and giving an appealing Variety to the Composition’ 

which could be said of numerous versions of this subject, including Romano’s). 474 

Blake’s design focuses simply on the encounter between Christ and the woman.  

 

Standing opposite Christ, the woman acts as his pair; although their poses are different, 

Blake gives them similar features, wavy red hair, plain white garments and bare feet, in 

contrast to the brightly-clad, sandaled elders. We saw in Chapter 5.ii that Blake paired 

Christ and the Magdalen in the roughly contemporaneous watercolours of Christ in the 

sepulchre, and these Magdalens anticipate the eponymous figure of Jerusalem, who 

describes herself as Jesus’ Magdalen, an ‘outcast,’ and a ‘Harlot... sold from street to 

                                                           
467 e.g. Anon., published by J. Hinton, The Woman taken in Adultery (1803). 
468 As in Rubens’ painting, which circulated in prints, e.g. Philippe Joseph Tassaert, after Peter Paul Rubens, 
Christ and the woman taken in adultery (1756-1803).  
469 E.g. Anon., published by Bowles & Carver, Christ delivereth the Woman taken in Adultery (c.1790s).  
470 E.g. William Artaud, after P. Thomson, The Woman Accused of Adultery, from the Macklin Bible (1794). 
471 Jonathan Richardson, An essay on the theory of painting. The second edition, enlarg’d and corrected (London, 1725): 
53-55; Heppner, ‘The Woman Taken in Adultery’: 47. Although Blake himself is not known to have owned 
Richardson’s essay, it was readily available, and his friend Cumberland owned a copy which he might have 
borrowed (George Cumberland, ‘Catalogue of the Library of George Cumberland, collated in 1793’. 
Manuscript. GB 133 Eng. MS 420. The John Rylands Library). 
472 Richardson, Theory of painting: 53.  
473 Ibid.: 55. 
474 Ibid.: 54. 
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street’ (62:2, 4, 14; E212-13).475 Jerusalem is also identified numerous times as the 

bride of Jesus (12:41, 20:39-40, 27:6-7, 27:16-20, 27:65-68, 41[46]:27-28; E155, 165-

66, 171, 172, 173, 189; cf. Revelation 21:2); she is Albion’s Emanation and Albion is a 

kind of avatar of Christ. Thus, the Magdalen-Jerusalem in Jerusalem can be read as an 

Emanation of Christ – his female counterpart.476  Whilst Blake had probably yet to 

develop his concept of Emanations when he produced the biblical watercolours, the 

pairing of Christ and the woman taken in adultery conveys a similar idea that she is his 

counterpart. As Rowland notes, it appears that Christ is bowing before the woman as he 

bends to write,477 suggesting recognition of the divine in her. Christ’s finger does not in 

fact touch the ground and there are no marks in the dust, contrasting with the figure of 

God in God Writing (Fig. 246) who has already inscribed a letter on one of the tablets. 

The Hebrew character appears to be a י (yod),478 the first letter of ‘Jehovah’, suggesting 

that God’s writing the Law is an act of self-assertion.479 Christ’s ‘law’ is not inscribed in 

cold stone, nor in the dust, but is simply manifest in himself, embodied in the tablet-like 

arch of his figure (resonating with Jesus’ telling the Samaritan woman that worship 

should no longer be tied to holy places but in ‘spirit and truth’; John 4:20-24). He is the 

living law, and the woman, standing opposite him, is presented as his counterpart. Her 

hands are tied behind her back, which is quite the opposite of Christ’s athletic gesture, 

and prevents her from attempting to cover herself as the woman is usually concerned to 

do in depictions of this scene. Instead, her pose is dignified, and she is not trying to hide 

her crime, contrasting with her pretence at chastity in The Everlasting Gospel (although 

she does confess this hypocrisy; f:70-73, E522).  

                                                           
475 This passage immediately follows Blake’s retelling of the infancy narrative, in which Jesus’ mother is a harlot 
(Jerusalem 61, E211-12) and seems to be conflated with Jerusalem (62:34, 47-52), thus adding another layer to 
the association between Jesus, Jerusalem and the harlot.  
476 Cf. page 78.   
477 Rowland, Blake and the Bible: 181-82. 
478 Heppner, ‘The Woman Taken in Adultery’: 52. The Blake Archive identifies the character as ל (lamed), the first 

letter of the sixth commandment, ‘thou shalt not kill’ (Exodus 20:13), which would usually appear at the top of 
the left tablet in representations of the Decalogue (Morris Eaves, Robert N. Essick, Joseph Viscomi [eds.], 
‘Editors’ Notes: God Writing Upon the Tables of the Covenant, object 1 (Butlin 448)’. The William Blake Archive. 
2012. Accessed: 04/09/2015. 
http://www.blakearchive.org/exist/blake/archive/editornotes.xq?objectid=but448.1.wc.01).  
479 There is a verbal echo of this detail in Blake’s account of this narrative in The Everlasting Gospel: ‘Cease, finger 
of God, to write!’ (EG f.23, c.1818, E521). Blake’s re-telling of the narrative draws out its antinomian aspects, 
and in this passage, he represents Jesus’ challenge to ‘Moses’ Law’ as a cosmic upheaval (EG.f.5-24, E521) (cf. 
Eaves, The Counter-Arts Conspiracy: 126-27; Rowland, Blake and the Bible: 181-90). 

http://www.blakearchive.org/exist/blake/archive/editornotes.xq?objectid=but448.1.wc.01
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The Woman Taken in Adultery seems to have a pair in Joseph and Potiphar’s Wife (c.1803-05, 

Butlin 439, Fig. 249) which is another scene of accusation of adultery. Joseph and 

Potiphar’s wife occupy the same places in the frame as Christ and the woman, 

respectively, but here, Potiphar’s wife is the accuser. In contrast to the quiet dignity of 

the Magdalen, Potiphar’s wife, the real culprit in this episode, waves her arms and legs 

voluptuously. She has abused her position of power, whereas the Magdalen has been 

abused by social structures of power. The binding of the accused woman’s hands shows 

her helplessness 480  and probably represents the Law and the Church’s rule-bound 

religion, as criticised in ‘The Garden of Love’ in Experience where the church is ‘binding 

with briars… joys & desires’ (E26).481 The pairing of the victim of the Law and Christ 

who displaces it indicates that being a member of the divine Body of Christ is not about 

following a legal or ethical code but simply (though more demandingly) being the 

embodiment of Christ the Imagination. Christ does not condemn the woman, but tells 

her ‘go, sin no more’ (John 8:11); as Rowland highlights, by pointing to the space the 

accusers have vacated, Christ gives the woman the Imaginative freedom to transform 

fully into his likeness.482 Thus, this victim of social oppression becomes a member of the 

Divine Body.  

 

 

iv. Apostles 

 

Imagination... in which we shall live in our Eternal or Imaginative 
Bodies... The Apostles knew of no other Gospel.  
 

Jerusalem 77 (1804-c.1820, E231) 
 

As a group of believers whom Jesus gathers to participate in and continue his ministry, 

the Apostles are an obvious point of reference for thinking about life in the Divine Body. 

It is not always possible to identify figures in Blake’s images of Jesus’ ministry as 

Apostles; there are numerous designs in which attendant figures may include some of 

                                                           
480 Heppner, ‘The Woman Taken in Adultery’: 49. 
481 Blake also comments against sexual repression in ‘The Sick Rose’ (Experience, E23) and VDA (E45-51). 
482 Rowland, Blake and the Bible: 182, 190. 
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the twelve, but often these groups include figures of all ages, both male and female, 

which resists giving the Apostles special status. It is usually only where their presence is 

demanded by the biblical text that figures can be firmly identified as Apostles in Blake’s 

designs. Often, Blake depicts them, like Jesus himself, as relatively inactive, simply 

acting as witnesses to events in which the focus is on other agents, as seen in The Ascension 

(Fig. 170) in Chapter 5.iii. It is only where they are central to the action that Apostles 

assume more active roles. However, even where they are relatively inactive, their 

presence should not simply be explained merely in terms of Blake following the biblical 

text and pictorial tradition; they represent ‘types’ of the community of the Divine Body 

in which the central subject is also participating. For example, we saw in The Raising of 

Jairus’ Daughter (Fig. 222), that three Apostles act as one frame of the composition, 

balancing Jairus and his wife, and, as argued in my discussion of this image, the parents 

are also paired with Christ; this double pairing identifies the parents at once with Jesus 

himself and with the community of his Divine Body symbolised by the Apostles. In 

Chapter 3, we saw that in Paradise Regained, Andrew and Simon Peter first appear 

stricken with doubt (Fig. 61), but reappear with confident expressions at the end of the 

series (Fig. 77), implying a process of transformation. In the title-page to Volume II of 

Night Thoughts (c.1795-97, Butlin 330.265, Fig. 156) and perhaps in Christ Appearing to 

the Apostles after the Resurrection (c.1795, Butlin 325-27, Figs. 151-53), Blake depicts 

Thomas doubting the resurrected Jesus (both discussed in Chapter 5.ii). In this section, 

I focus on three images in which the Apostles play more active roles: the miraculous 

draught of fish in NT IX.70, The Miracle of the Loaves and Fishes, and The Hymn of Christ and 

the Apostles.  

 

Luke’s narrative of the miraculous draught of fish is when Jesus commissions his first 

disciples (5:1-11), telling Simon Peter, James and John that they will become fishers of 

men (5:10). Blake depicts this episode in NT IX.70 (Butlin 330.488, Fig. 250) for lines 

1430-31: ‘As in a golden Net of Providence, | How art thou caught? Sure captive of 

Belief’. This passage is about being ‘Besieg’d’ by God in nature; when one opens oneself 

to him, one is caught in his net. Thus, Blake’s design is appropriate for this passage but 

adds a Christological emphasis not present in Young’s text. Blake rejects Natural 
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Religion, and, as discussed in Chapter 3, criticises the poet’s argument that one can 

reason to God from nature in his designs for Night VI, but here, the poet’s emphasis is 

on perceiving God in nature rather than reasoning to God from nature, which, as also 

seen in Chapter 3, Blake does believe is a means of encountering divinity. Blake depicts 

the disciples hauling human souls, rather than fish, thus representing the allegorical 

meaning of the narrative. This is an innovative treatment of the subject (I have not found 

a precedent), which is normally represented literally, as a catch of fish. For example, in 

Raphael’s cartoon of the subject (Fig. 251), from which Blake appears to have taken the 

shape of the boat and the appearance of Simon Peter in his design, all manner of fish 

squirm in one of the boats. Like Tharmas in FZ44 (Butlin 337.44, Fig. 221), the souls 

caught in the Apostles’ net are in the process of taking form, emerging from the water 

itself; this also echoes two images from earlier in Night Thoughts: the ‘Human harvest’ of 

NT VII.45 (Fig. 184; see Chapter 6.ii) and the children emerging from the flock of sheep 

in NT VIII.32 (Fig. 188; see Section ii). Thus, Blake represents the Apostles as having an 

active role in ‘capturing belief’, but the souls will themselves need to embody 

Imagination in order to become fully formed like the bulky figures of the Apostles. In 

this image, as seen in a number of the Night Thoughts designs, Blake places Christ behind 

the text so that the text becomes his body. Here, this device reinforces the identification 

of Christ as the ‘Providence’ described by the poet; by representing ‘Providence’ with 

the miraculous draught of fish, Blake implies its infinite scope to enable the individual to 

become a fully-formed member of the Divine Body of and through Christ.  

 

In The Miracle of the Loaves and the Fishes (c.1799-1800, Butlin 416, Fig. 252),483 Christ 

stands at the centre, with food in his left arm and his right hand raised in a gesture like 

that of Christ Blessing, discussed in Chapter 2.ii (c.1810, Butlin 670, Fig. 44). His palm 

and his gaze are directed towards the viewer rather than the food, thus engaging us in his 

act, emphasising the spiritual meaning of the miracle rather than (as Bindman contends) 

the material marvel of his power over physical matter.484 Blake uses several devices to 

                                                           
483 This tempera is badly damaged and most of the faces have been overpainted, which limits interpretation. 
Butlin identifies the design of Christ as the ‘Great Philanthropist’ for NT IV.34 (Butlin 330.143, Fig. 95; cf. 
Butlin 337.55) as an earlier version of this subject, but there is no food in this design and, as discussed above, its 
composition is later incorporated into Blake’s watercolour of Christ healing the woman with an issue of blood. 
484 Bindman, Blake as an Artist: 123.  
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indicate the infinite scope of this event: he has filled almost every available space with 

figures, and includes people of all ages, both male and female; on the right, John reaches 

past the mother and children sitting in this corner of the picture (who already have 

bread), passing Christ’s food beyond the frame. As in the miraculous draught image, 

Apostles are depicted as collaborators in Jesus’ ministry. On Christ’s left is the ‘lad’ who 

provides the loaves and fishes in John’s account of the miracle (6:9),485 an inclusion 

characteristic of Blake’s celebration of childlike vision, discussed in Section ii. The boy’s 

face and gesture both show delighted astonishment at Christ’s act, and he is naked, 

implying ‘Naked Beauty displayd’, a condition which Blake states is necessary for Art 

(Jerusalem 32:49, E179; Laoc., E275). Viewed from the rear, he represents the viewer’s 

way into the picture, inviting us too to delight in the infinity of Christ and to collaborate 

in his ministry. 486 

 

The Hymn of Christ and the Apostles (c.1805, Butlin 490, Fig. 253) is an apparently 

unprecedented subject in art487 which comes from the end of Mark’s account of the Last 

Supper: ‘And when they had sung an hymn, they went out into the mount of Olives’ 

(Mark 14:26; cf. Matthew 26:30). The title is a misnomer because, as Johnson 

highlights, the figures on either side of Jesus are female and thus not among the twelve.488 

However, contrary to Johnson’s reading that Mark’s narrative excludes women from 

the Last Supper,489 the text does allow for the presence of others at the assembly: Jesus 

first ‘sendeth forth two of his disciples’ to prepare the Passover (Mark 14:13-16; surely 

                                                           
485 Butlin inexplicably cites Matthew 14 as the source; the story occurs in all four Gospels but only John refers to 
the boy providing the food.   
486 Blake expressed a similar idea in his depiction of the wedding at Cana later in Night Thoughts (NT IX.116, Butlin 
330.534, John 2:1-11) for line 2397: ‘Takes His Delights among the Sons of Men’. Christ’s presence at a wedding 
feast is an appropriate subject for his taking delight among men, but his expression is serious, in contrast to the 
joyful astonishment of the servant beholding water turning to wine. Blake represents Christ’s ‘delight’ not as 
experiencing happiness in being in the company of ‘Sons of Men,’ but as the ‘delight’ among them – the Divine 

Body manifest in this celebration (i.e. in the union between the couple, and among the assembly celebrating with 
them) and in the miracle taking place. The servant is seeing water transform into wine as he pours it, whereas in 
the biblical narrative it is not until the ruler of the feast drinks what from the vessels filled by the servants that it is 
revealed to be wine. Thus, Blake places a stronger emphasis on the agency of the servant in the miracle. 
487 Mary Lynn Johnson, ‘Blake’s Mary and Martha on the Mount of Olives: Questions on the Watercolour 
Illustrations of the Gospels’, in Women Reading Blake, ed. Helen P. Bruder (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2007), 100-08: 100.  
488 Ibid.: 100-01. Johnson notes that Robertson cautiously states that the figures are ‘(apparently) female’ and 
Butlin describes them as ‘very feminine’ (Butlin 490) but they clearly have breasts.  
489 Johnson, ‘Martha and Mary on the Mount of Olives’: 102.  
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likely to be women), and then ‘in the evening he cometh with the twelve’ (14:17); Mark 

does not say that the two disciples had left, nor that there were no others present. Thus, 

Blake demonstrates an attentive reading of the biblical text.  

 

The subject has obvious appeal for Blake because it identifies Christ and the Apostles 

with an activity readily recognisable as artistic. Indeed, Blake often uses music as a 

symbol for imaginative activity, including in the Songs, and in Job’s conversion to music-

making (discussed below). Thus, this image is a clear manifestation of Blake’s statement 

that ‘Jesus & his Apostles & Disciples were all Artists.’ The subject must also have 

appealed to Butts, whose father (also Thomas) compiled a hymn book for John Wesley, 

Harmonia Sacra.490 Blake might also have been exposed to the Moravian culture of hymn-

singing via his mother. In terms of its biblical source, this subject belongs to the Passion 

sequence, but this context is not obvious in the image. Contrasting with the confusion 

among the Apostles in his earlier tempera The Last Supper (c.1799-1800, Butlin 424, Fig. 

254) and the violence of Judas Betrays Him (c.1803-05, Butlin 491, Fig. 255), this is a 

moment of harmony and unity before the betrayal by Judas and the Apostles’ denial of 

Jesus. Thus, this image might best be read as the last in the sequence of Christ’s ministry, 

rather than the first of his Passion, representing the completion of his public ministry as 

a creative act. Christ himself is not making music – it is happening all around him, but 

he is simply standing, his eyes raised to Heaven, as the locus for the activity taking place.  

 

The Hymn is echoed in the final design in Blake’s Illustrations to the Book of Job, first 

executed in watercolour, probably soon after The Hymn (c.1805-06, Butlin 550.21, Fig. 

256). In the first design in that series, musical instruments hang in the tree (Butlin 550.1, 

Fig. 233), recalling the act of the captive Israelites in Psalm 137, but in the final design, 

Job and his family are playing them. Blake’s version of Job recasts him as a figure in need 

of spiritual transformation; he has put aside music, but through the trials he experiences, 

he learns to make Imaginative activity his way of life, taking up the instruments, echoing 

                                                           
490 Thomas E. Butts (ed.), Harmonia-Sacra, or, A choice collection of psalm and hymn tunes (London, c.1753). Cf. 
Mary Lynn Johnson, ‘Newfound Particulars of Blake’s Patrons, Thomas and Elizabeth Butts, 1767-1806’, BIQ 
47.4 (2014): fn. 2.  
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the activity of Christ and his Apostles in The Hymn. Like the two Job designs, The Hymn 

of Christ might, as Johnson argues,491 have a pair in By the Waters of Babylon (c.1806, Butlin 

466, Fig. 257) which depicts Psalm 137. Babylon is a recurring trope in Blake’s writings, 

representing cruelty, imprisonment and the destruction of Imaginative art.492 The Hymn 

then, becomes a delivery, through Christ, of art. 493  As in the two miracle scenes 

examined above, Blake emphasises the infinite scope of the event, not only by including 

the female disciples, but also setting the event outside, rather than in the upper room (as 

implied in Mark), thereby indicating that this Divine Body of Apostles is open to anyone. 

Moreover, one of the disciples is seen from the rear; thus, at this, the completion of 

Christ’s ministry, Blake invites the viewer into the community of Apostles, to participate 

in the hymn, and to be members of the Divine Body of Imagination.  

 

Within the biblical watercolours, this is a fitting end to Blake’s depictions of Jesus’ public 

ministry, representing a community of Imagination engendered through Christ and into 

which the viewer is invited. This is, I have argued throughout this thesis, the central aim 

of Blake’s art. Jesus who lived, died and rose again is the ultimate type of the Human 

Form Divine, which is the true state that each of us should embody and thereby become 

a Divine Body of individuals, as seen here in the friends and followers of Jesus.  

  

                                                           
491 Johnson, ‘Martha and Mary on the Mount of Olives’: 106. 
492 Milton (9[10]:51, 18[20]:41, 33[36]:4-23, 38[43]:15-27; E104, 112, 132-33, 139); Jerusalem (24:23-35, 52, 
60, 74-75, 82, 84, 89; E169, 200, 210, 229-31, 239-40, 243, 248-49); FZ (25:31, E317); Virgil (E270); Laoc. 
(E274). Cf. Eaves, The Counter-Arts Conspiracy: 125. 
493 At the same time, as Johnson highlights, the disciples are here about to experience a form of spiritual 
alienation in the face of Jesus’ warning that one of them will betray him. Thus, their presence alongside him, and 
particularly the female lute-player’s continued playing (in contrast to the resting fingers of the other players) 
demonstrates that they ‘will not be scattered’ and continue to play ‘the Lord’s song’ (‘Martha and Mary on the 
Mount of Olives’: 106-07). 



208 
  

 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

 

This thesis has examined how Blake uses images as a medium to express his ideas on a 

specific topic, namely, his beliefs about Christ, which include his theology of art. Having 

done so, it is clear that we could better understand Blake’s Adam, Eve, Cain, Abel, 

Satan, Mary, Joseph and others besides by studying Blake’s depictions of these figures. 

Similarly, the relationship between Blake’s own mythological figures and his conception 

of Christ would merit further attention; as I have touched on briefly in a number of 

places, some act as avatars of Christ, others as antagonists.  

 

At the level of ‘minute particulars’ I have proposed new readings of some well-known 

pictures, and examined others which have been hitherto neglected. I have also made a 

number of suggestions about Blake’s pictorial sources in specific images. Both of these 

matters remain ongoing areas of investigation for Blake studies, in spite of the intense 

scrutiny which has already been devoted to interrogating Blake’s life and works.    

 

Beyond Blake studies, I hope that this investigation can act as a bridge to new avenues of 

inquiry for the study of the history of religious art in the Romantic period, and for 

contemporary theology of art.  

 

As noted in my Introduction, whilst it is now firmly established that religious art had a 

significant presence in the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth centuries, and various 

aspects of this phenomenon have and continue to be investigated, there remain 

significant gaps. Although Blake’s fusion of personal mythology and conventional 

Christian subjects make him a distinctive case, the modes of investigation pursued here 

could be applied to other artists of the period to examine at least two broader art 

historical questions. First, my mode of analysing the relationship between Blake’s 

religious ideas (not least his theology of art) and his visual works could be applied to 
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contemporaneous figures who worked extensively with religious subjects such as de 

Loutherbourg, West and Haydon; an investigation of how the ideas and beliefs of such 

artists shaped their works would enrich our understanding of religious art in the 

Romantic period. Second, an investigation of the figure of Christ (and other biblical 

personages) in Romantic art more broadly would address a notable lacuna in the 

scholarly literature on this period. One way of doing this would be to compare Blake’s 

depictions of Christ with those of contemporaneous British artists; another would be to 

spotlight and explain the critical connections between Blake and Caspar David Friedrich, 

the most important exponent of German Romantic painting. Friedrich’s Christocentric 

art, which which seems to have been intensified by his contact with Moravianism, is 

Blake-like in its attempt to re-energise Christian painting through the identification of 

inner experience as the source of all spiritual and artistic value. These are areas of 

investigation which I would like to examine in future work. 

 

This thesis has examined Blake’s theology of art and ideas about Christ; it is not a work 

of theology. Nevertheless, given that theology and the arts is currently a lively sub-

discipline within the field of theology and religious studies, I will briefly suggest how 

two aspects of my analysis of Blake’s theology of art could inform contemporary thinking 

in this field. First, I have shown that Blake seeks to engage his viewer in a particular mode 

of viewing his work, which I call a viewer-response aesthetic. This aspect of my 

investigation could be taken forward in two alternative ways: on the one hand, 

theologians of art could similarly investigate the particular modes of viewing intended 

by other individual artists in order to develop historically-grounded readings of specific 

works; on the other, Blake’s viewer-response aesthetic could inform a hermeneutic for 

reading religious art more generally, transcending historical context. Second, Blake’s 

concept of Christ as artist, and his life and works as his art, which I have investigated in 

detail here, could inform an expansive theology of art which embraces numerous art 

forms, from traditional biblical paintings, to contemporary practices such as 

performance art (which might be likened to Blake’s conceptualisation of Jesus’ ministry 

as art). These matters would involve engagement with bodies of scholarship and 

methodologies very different from those used here (not least the need to negotiate the 
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problem of the lack of internal coherence in Blake’s ‘theology’ as a whole), but I am 

confident that Blake could be an important voice in theology and the arts in these ways.  

 

I began with an image of division: The Ancient of Days. I close with an image of union: An 

Allegory of the Spiritual Condition of Man (1811?, Butlin 673, Fig. 258).494 This is not 

ostensibly an image of Christ, though he does appear as a tiny figure in the top right-hand 

corner (Fig. 258a). The dominant players in the composition are three groups of figures 

in the central column: three female figures standing at the bottom; (the same?) three 

women floating above, surrounded by children; above them, a woman kneeling, flanked 

by angels and a male and female figure; at the top border of the composition is a sun, 

from which the Holy Spirit is descending as a dove and which casts light on all the figures 

below. Running down and up the left and right sides of the composition are a series of 

vignettes depicting biblical episodes, beginning with Creation and culminating with 

Christ in glory (Fig. 258a). The setting (visible only in the lower portion of the design), 

is dwarfed by the giant figures standing in it: on the right is a rural scene, with trees, a 

river, hills and a flock of sheep tended by a shepherd; on the left is a city with a domed 

church resembling St. Paul’s Cathedral. The painting was owned by Butts but there is 

no record of its commission; the title can be traced to Rossetti (Rossetti I 224). It is 

possible that, like the similarly composed Epitome of James Hervey’s Meditations Among the 

Tombs (Fig. 145), it relates to a specific text, but such a source has not been identified. I 

read it as representing the spiritual apotheosis of humanity, as brought about by the 

biblical salvation history depicted in the scenes at either side of the picture.  

 

The female figures at the base of the design represent the theological virtues of Faith, 

Hope and Charity; the central group appear to be the same figures, accompanied by male 

and female children; in the uppermost group, I read the kneeling female figure as the 

apotheosis of humankind, and the flanking figures as Adam and Eve.495 The multiplicity 

of figures forming the composition can be read as a depiction of the Divine Body 

containing many individuals, and the biblical scenes surrounding the design indicate that 

                                                           
494 Rossetti I 224; Kerrison Preston, Notes on Blake’s Large Painting in Tempera: The Spiritual Condition of Man 
(London?, 1949); Robertson and Preston, Blake Collection: 96; Fitzwilliam 33; idem, Blake as an Artist: 170-71. 
495 Preston reads the flanking figures as Poetry and Inspiration (The Spiritual Condition of Man: 6). 
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it is through Christ that the apotheosis represented in the central column is engendered: 

scenes of Jesus’ life, Resurrection, Ascension and return in glory (in vignettes on the 

right) are presented as counterpoints to the Old Testament scenes of Fall (in vignettes 

on the left). This bringing together of scenes of Christ’s overturning of the Fall and 

allegorical figures for the traditional Christian virtues presents Christ’s own spiritual 

transfiguration through resurrection and return in glory as the archetype for all 

humankind to embody the elevated state of the Human Form Divine. As such, the design 

brings together many of the themes explored throughout this thesis in a single frame.  

 

In Part I, we saw that Blake depicts Christ as creator of, and incarnate and immanent in 

the world – a cosmology which embodies the Human Form Divine, in contrast to the 

tyrannical, rule-bound universe of The Ancient of Days. In Allegory, the Creator is a 

Urizenic figure, hovering over the world and turned away from the viewer. Opposite 

this scene is Christ in glory (Fig. 258a), in the same pose as the Creator, but facing the 

viewer. The intervening scenes on the left are associated with fall and captivity, 

culminating (at the bottom) in the Crucifixion seen from behind, representing, as 

discussed in Chapter 4, mankind’s assault on the Human Form Divine. On the right are 

scenes of redemption as represented by Christ, from the Resurrection to the Last Trump 

and Christ in glory. These scenes encompass many of the themes encountered in Part II 

of this thesis: overcoming the tyranny of the Crucifixion (seen in Chapter 4), the 

Resurrection as an emblem of the individual’s redemption of vision (discussed in Chapter 

5), and apocalypse as the overcoming of error to be united in Christ (explored in Chapter 

6). In short, the life of Jesus, the supreme embodiment of the Human Form Divine, 

provides a series of emblems or types for the individual embodying that state as a 

member of Christ’s Divine Body.  

 

The groups in the central column of the painting represent the individual achieving that 

state (as seen in different ways in figures from Jesus’ public ministry in Chapter 7). At 

the bottom, Faith, Hope and Charity appear in formal poses; as Bindman notes, Faith 

(left) and Hope (right) are contrasted, the former looking down at her book and the 

latter up to Heaven, whilst Charity (centre) looks towards the viewer, making a gesture 
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of blessing. However, again as noted by Bindman, this crowned figure does not 

correspond to the traditional representation of Charity attending to young children, as 

represented by Blake in one of the Butts temperas (1799, Butlin 428, 1 Corinthians 

13:13) and seen in the middle group of figures in Allegory.496 As Beer suggests, the three 

tiers can be read in terms of ‘levels of vision’497 or a hierarchy of states of being. Thus, 

the lowest group can be read as the virtues as enshrined in institutional Christianity (thus 

the formal poses) and the middle and upper groups as higher states of mankind’s 

‘Spiritual Condition.’ These groups can be read as the ‘letter’ which must be transcended 

by the ‘spirit’ (2 Corinthians 3:6; a notion Blake explored in his Illustrations to the Book of 

Job498). The lowest figures are not simply to be rejected – they are our starting point for 

rising to the higher states. Thus, the gaze and gesture of the central figure invite the 

viewer into the picture, and the children (who, as seen in Chapter 7, represent a Christ-

like state for Blake) in the middle tier are emerging from her radiance. The uppermost 

group cannot simply be read as the same trio of figures, for here there is a male and a 

female figure flanking the kneeling female. The latter can be read as a realisation and 

union of the attributes represented by the figures below, here represented in the highest 

state, kneeling over a pair of angels, evoking the Mercy Seat and thus indicating that this 

is the highest spiritual state. The flanking figures can be read as Adam and Eve redeemed, 

as seen in Blake’s depictions of The Last Judgment in which the archetypal sinners are first 

before the throne of Christ (Figs. 209-10; discussed in Chapter 6; cf. E556). And yet, 

the rather formal figure, kneeling, with her hands together in prayer is not what we 

would expect a Blakean figure in a state of spiritual apotheosis to look like. Perhaps this 

has to do with Butts’ preferences or an unknown text on which the painting is based. On 

the other hand, we have seen at various points throughout this thesis that Blake used 

seemingly conventional iconography in the manner of emblems which act as pictorial 

shorthand even where he is expressing unconventional ideas. Indeed, in a sense, the 

historical person Jesus is not particularly important for Blake; it is what he epitomises 

that matters: namely, the Human Form Divine, which any individual can embody as a 

member of the Divine Body. As Crabb Robinson famously recalled, asked ‘in what light 

                                                           
496 Ibid.  
497 John Beer, Blake’s Visionary Universe (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1969): 287.  
498 Cf. Lindberg, Blake’s Illustrations to Job: 194-95. 
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he viewed the great question concerning the Divinity of Christ [Blake] said – “He is the 

only God” – But then he added – “And so am I and so are you”’ (BR 421).  

 

Allegory epitomises Blake’s visual Christology. The life of Jesus represents the Blakean 

spiritual state of the Human Form Divine both abused (as in the Old Testament scenes 

and the Crucifixion on the left), and redeemed (as in the scenes of resurrection and 

apocalypse on the right). This theme of oppression versus flourishing of the Human Form 

Divine can be found throughout Blake’s works, from the Songs (1789, 1794) to Jerusalem 

(1804-c.1820), and, as we have seen throughout this thesis, in Blake’s depictions of 

Christ in a variety of pictorial projects. We have also seen that Blake represents other 

figures participating in the Christ-like state of the Human Form Divine, and who are 

likewise both abused and redeemed, such as the Magdalen, Moreover, I have argued that 

Blake’s images invite the viewer into the world of Imagination which they engender 

through various viewer-response devices. The figures in the central portion of Allegory 

are another representation of the individual embodying this state and thus becoming a 

member of the Divine Body. We can better understand Blake’s works by reading them 

as efforts to engender the same state of his audience; in the figure of Christ, Blake found 

myriad possibilities to pursue this mission in pictorial terms.  
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255. William Blake, Judas Betrays Him (c.1803-05). 36.7 x 30.3 cm. Ink, pencil and 
watercolour on paper. Tate, London. 
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256. William Blake, Job and His Family Restored to Prosperity, from The Book of Job 
(c.1805-06, ‘The Butts set’). 23.4 x 27.6 cm. Watercolour, pen and ink on paper. 
Morgan Library and Museum, New York.  

257. William Blake, By the Waters of Babylon (c.1806). 40.4 x 38.1 cm. Pencil, pen and 
ink, and watercolour on paper. Fogg Art Museum, Harvard University.  

258. William Blake, An Allegory of the Spiritual Condition of Man (1811?). 151.8 x 120.9 
cm. Tempera on canvas. Fitzwilliam Museum, University of Cambridge.  

  



 
 
 
 

Pages 262-481 (Figures) have been redacted from this edition of this thesis. 


