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SUMMARY

The physical appearances and specific behaviour of
the characters in Tiriel, even the subtly ironical choice
of names, suggest Blake's persistent opposition to the
prevalent materialist-determinist philosophy of his day
and to any form of dogmatism. This opposition accounts
for the imaginative assimilation of originally unrelated

literary material within a new symbolic context. iiuman

misery does not originate from innate limitations or from

a primordial fall from Divine Grace. It is caused by the
immanent phenomenon of legalism in thought, ethics and
aesthetics. Physical, intellectual and emotional .
oppression, deformation and corruption begin in childhood
and are primarily perpetrated and perpetuated by repressive
methods of education. Har and Tiriel are self-centred
promulgators and, together with the other members of their
family, warped products of Natural Law and hatural Religion.

Tiriel's quest demonstrates that an increase in empirical

knowledge is not necessarily accompanied by spiritual
progress, nor does it improve the human condition. The
complex vagueness of aspects of the poem contributes
toward a more definite shaping of Blake's thought and

symbolism in his later 'prophecies.’



Portions of The Book of Urizen may be read as satire
directed against the vhilosophic premises of seventeenth
and eighteenth—-century rationalism in general, and of
Locke's theory of knowledge, in particular. Theme,
structure and symbolism of the poem reflect this oppos-
ition and implicitly affirm Blake's own idealist meta-
physics of reality. Abstracted from Eternity, Urizen's
monolithic world has no extrinsic cause. It is a
projection of his limited self-awareness. However, his
golipsism fails to resolve the persistent contradiction
between ideality and reality, thought and thing, subject
and object. Los imposes temporal order and physical
form on Urizen's disorganised thoughts. The limited
anthropomorphic universe, produced by this intervention,
is a prison for mind and body, thought and desire. Hence-
forth, sensation and reflection determine the will to act.
Man has rendered himself dependent on the figtitious
‘substance' of matter, and on an equally mysterious remote
deity. Both are only known by their 'accidents.' NKatural
science and Natural Religion are their respective ration-
alised forms of worship. Both the pursuits of knowledge

and of happiness require the suspension of desire.

In The Song of Los Blake adopts a supra-historical
perspective. Representative personages from biblical

history, the history of religions generally, philosophy

and science are associated by their common failure to



sustain their visionary powers. Blake incorporates into
his poetic typology of decline, structural elements
derived from biblical, classical and modern conceptions
of history, without adopting their respective rhiloso-
phical backgrounds. The notion of scientific progress
and the advance of civilisation, concurrent with linear
historical process, are dismissec. The achievements of

empirical science, organised religion and autocratic

government--synonymous with intellectual and physical
oppression--kindle Orc's "thought creating fires.”
Despite its apocalyptic connotations, his violent outburst

is of a highly ambivalent nature.

The Four Zoas adumbrates the spiritual history of
mankind. The poem is also a complex epic phenomenology
of the human mind. Eden is an aspect of ideal reality
where natural and human organisms are identified, and
where life is sustained by loving self-sacrifice. After
the Man's Fall elemental uproar reflects the mind's
regression to the level of a perturbed oceanic conscious-
ness which can no longer integrate the dissociated pheno-

mena of the generative world into a living human form,

thriving on love and understanding. Nature is transformed
into a self-engendering monster. The human mind is
englobed by the illusion of reality conceived as external

and material, and by a fatalistic view of temporal process.




Nevertheless, both misconceptions impose a degree of
stability and order on the anarchic forces released by

the cosmic catastrophe.

Man's Fall 1s due to the dissociation of reason and
affection. "Mental forms" are externalised and idolised.
Eventually, under Urizen's control, imaginative energy
is forced into rigid geometric form and regular motion.
The beautiful illusion of the pseudo-Platonic "Mundane
Shell®™ reflects the essential structure of Urizen's
intelligence. Lowever, it does not provide a lasting
solution to the human dilemma after the Pall. After the
collapse of his creation, Urizen explores his alien
environment by empirical means. he is a prisoner of his

own restricted conception of reality.

Unexpectedly, in Night VII(a), the Spectre of Urthona

and Los are transformed into labourers of the Apocalypse.
Regeneration starts with the annihilation of ‘self.’' Aware
of his responsibilities, Los builds Golgonooza, the city
of art. Emulating Christ's self-~sacrifice, visionary

activity is a form of self-denial. Time becomes a function

of imaginative creativity. The imaginative world created
by Los incorporates visionary time and space. Natural
existence is realised as being endowed with regenerative
qualities. Los no longer rejects Orc but sublimates his

energies. Orc's destructive powers become an integral

aspect of the Last Judgment.



Throughout Night VIII the providential and redemptive
character of mortal life is stressed. PFPlunging into "the
river of space™ is a baptismal, if painful, experience.
Although guided by Divine Providence, individual man has
to woxrk for his own salvation. In Night IX prophetic and
apocalyptic views are fused as Los acts in a temporal
context when tearing down the material, social and meta-
physical barriers to vision erected by Urizen. The
symbolism of Revelation is employed to adumbrate the
artist's ultimate task in history. History is not beyond
human control. Submission to the "Divine Vision" is an
active ethical achievement capable of generating a powerful
social dynamic, rather than tentatively removing it.
Tyranny is overthrown because once the visionary poet has
revealed its deceptions, mankind follows his example and
removes it physically. This optimistic vision of the Last
Judgment is an affirmation of the poet's absolute faith
in the power of inspired vision to regenerate and humanise

all aspects of life in this world.



INTRODUCTION

Blake's opposition to rationalism, materialism and
positivistic historiography is well-documented. This
study is not primarily concerned with the unearthing of
philosophical 'sources' or with placing Blake's thought
within the context of the history of ideas. Although

this discussion proceeds from the hypothesis that the

poens selected are critical of specific schools of philo-
sophical thought, my approach will not be strictly deduc-
tive. Tiriel and The Book of Urizen, and parts of The

song of 1.os and The Four Zoas will be discussed in some
detail. Emphasis will be placed on analysing the manner

in which Blake's critique of specific epistemological,
ethical and aesthetic concepts and of notions concerning

the function of time and the nature of change are integrated

into themes, symbolism, narrative structure and even the

language of his poetry. Inevitably other equally important

aspects will have to be neglected or completely disregarded.
The delicate question of aesthetic quality will be

studiously avoided.

The selection of the four poems is not arbitrary.
They share a common theme: as a result of the Fall all

aspects of life appear to be governed by dualistic



principles. Driven by his desire to control his own
destiny and that of others, fallen man spends his life
searching for knowledge of his environment and, ultimately,
of himself. The complex vagueness of aspects of Tiriel
contributes to a more definite shaping of Blake's thought

and symbolism in his later ’‘prophecies.' The Book of

Urizen is a mature expression of Blake's convictions
concerning the nature and causes 0f the fallen human
condition., 1Its central theme 1is integrated within the

considerably wider scope of The Four Zoas. The same

applies to The Song of Los. Attention will be drawn to
other poems dealing with the same or similar problems.
Milton and Jerusalem will be mentioned mainly by way of
cross—-reference, rarely for the sake of clarification of

obscure points.



TIRIEL

The illuminated poern Tiriel oses numerous problems,

textual and otherwise, which can only be solved tentat-
1ve1y.1 The poem was never engraved or nrinted by B3lake,
and there is only one copy of the unfinished manuscript
extant. Tnis manuscript consists of eight leaves com-

rrising fifteen pages of text.2

Of the twelve drawings
described in some detaill by Rossetti, four have not been
traced since the 1863 sale at Christie's.3 The complicated
relationship between text and drawings will concern us
only marginally.‘ We are not concerned with the _juestion
of whether Blake ever intended to publish the poem, and

> Also the problem of dating

if so, why he never did.
Tiriel is of minor importance. Both external and internal
evidence support the assumption, generally held by
scholars, that the poem was written about 1789, probably
during the period separating the etching of the Songs

of Innocence and of the Songs of Exg__e_rience.6 Tiriel
deals with aspects of innocence and experience, with the
transition from one state to the other, and with the
causes and effects of this transition especially with

regard to man's conception of himself and of reality.

In the context of Blake's poetic canon, it may be con-

sidered as an early dramatisation of the perennial theme



of man's confrontation with a strange and hostile
environment. Man, who attempts to come to terms with
himself and with his social and natural environment,

is pictorially and poetically depicted by Blake as a
wanderer in search of knowledge of the external world
and, unwittingly, of himself. The poem is an expression
of the poet's own arduous search for truth, and one of

the means leading to its gradual recognition.

The narrative of Tiriel is in many places obscure
and difficult to interpret. Nevertheless, a number of
themes relevant to our chosen topic are touched upon.
They will be taken up again and further developed in
the later 'prophecies.' Kathleen Raine insists that
this "phantasmagoria on the theme of the death of an

aged king and tyrant—-father may be--indeed, must be--
7

read at several levels.” At one extreme, Ellis and
Yeats read the poem as "a treatise on 0ld Age written
in the form of a myth, with the purpose of showing the
decline of life as it appears in the mirror of symbolic
poetry, and of using senility in its turn, as itself a
uymbol.'a Erdman, on the other hand, reads Tiriel as
an historical allegory. He suggests that "the pattern
of Tiriel's ‘'madness and deep dismay' parallels that of

King George's and his agony anticipates that of Albion's

Prince."9 Erdman correlates the loss of the American

colonies during the reign of George III and the King's

later madness with Tiriel's claim "I am Tiriel King of
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the west” (8:4) after he has been driven out of his

kingdom_IO Up to a point the poem supports both
interpretations. Kathleen Raine significantly modifies
Erdman's conclusions by pointing out that "Blake's use
of myth gives history a spiritual context, relates it
to the human soul and the daimonic powers . . . that

11

move mankind to action.”® There are also numerous

parallels with literary 'sources,' as for instance with

Oedipugs Tyrannus, Oadipus at Colonus, and King Lear, as

well as echoes of Swedenborg, Cornelius Agrippa, and
12

Jacob Bryant. Bentley finds "the most tantalizing

analogue with Tiriel . . . in the story of Joseph in

Genesis."13

No single critical approach or method of
interpretation can cover the whole range of potential
meaning. For our purpose an inductive approach, though
selective in the choice of aspects considered, is the
most appropriate one. Additional pieces of information

will be drawn from sources other than the text of the

poenm, 1f they strengthen or clarify our argument.

Tiriel's name may provide a first clue to his

14

character and identity. According to Damon, the names

of Tiriel and that of his brother Zazel are "taken from

the tables in Cornelius Agrippa‘'s Occult Philosophy . . .

Here Tiriel is called the Intelligence of Hercury.'ls

Obviously, in Blake's poem, Tiriel resembles Agrippa's

"unfortunate ‘'Mercury,'”™ personifying, up to a point,
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16

"the principle of a .~lind materialism,”™  or "the

17 These latter

nental error or belief in matter.”
identifications by Raine and by Ellis and Yeats.

respectively, are too narrow to do complete justice
to the poetic character Tiriel. Nevertheless, they

point in the right direction.

John Beer, too, gives a valuable lead, particularly
applicable to this passage, when he suggests that "the

ultimate key to the poem lies . . . in its many refer-

18

ences to paradise and the serpent.” On close examin-

ation the references contained in the poem's final
passage go a long way toward revealing aspects of Blake's

interpretation of Genesis at the time of the writing of

9

Tiriel.l They also anticipate, and contribute to a

better understanding of, his convictions concerning this

subject, which he elaborated in his 'prophetic' books.

Both the materialistic-rational aspect, suggested
by Tiriel's name, and the moral aspect, conveyed by the
biblical references, are brought together in Tiriel's
final speech. His own comprehensive, if uncharacteristic,
account of the formative influences on human life from
infancy to death, which he directs at the aged Har, the
"weak mistaken father of a lawless race," provides the
most obvious and explicit clue to Tiriel's character and
to the apparently esoteric meaning of the encounters

20

depicted in the poen. This account is dramatically,
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though not psychologically, consistent with Tiriel's
character as portrayed throughout the poem; and it is
indispensable to the reader's appreciation of the poem
as a coherent symbolic entity, as it reveals the
psychological and philosophical issues involved in the
complex poetic configurations. Once the reader has
become aware of the specific nature of the educational,
philosophical and moral doctrines which are being
explicitly rejected, and of those which are being
implicitly advocated, he has found an important clue to
some of the obscurities of the poem, especially to the
principle of association underlying Blake's apparent

eclecticism,

Why is one law given to the lion & the patient Ox

And why men bound beneath the heavens in a reptile
form

A worm of sixty winters creeping on the dusky ground

The child springs from the womb. the father ready
stands to form

The infant head while the mother idle plays with
her dog on her couch

The young bosom is cold for lack of mothers
nourishment & milk

Is cut off from the weeping mouth with difficulty

& pain

The little lids are lifted & the little nostrils
opend

The father forms a whip to rouze the sluggish senses
to act

And scourges off all youthful fancies from the
new-born man

Then walks the weak infant in sorrow compelld to
number footsteps

Upon the sand. &cC

And when the drone has reachd his crawling length

Black berries appear that poison all around him.
Such was Tiriel

Compelld to pray rep.ignant & to humble the immortal
spirit




- 14 -

Till I am subtil as a serpent in a paradise
Consuming all both flowers & fruits insects

& warbling birds
And now my paradise is falln & a drear sandy plain
Returns my thirsty hissings in a curse on thee O Har
Mistaken father of a lawless race my voice is past

He ceast outstretchd at Har & Hevas feet in awful

Of the two questions in lines 9-11 the first, ostensibly
enquiring into the causes of legal monism, may be
elucidated, without danger of distortion, by a line

which originally followed and which was deleted by Blake:
"Dost thou not see that men cannot be formed all alike?"21
The imposition and functioning of a universally valid

law presupposes an equally universal uniformity of human

aspirations. This presupposition is declared false in
22

the deleted line and, implicitly in line 7. Line 7

and the deleted line also anticipate and clarify the

implicit connection  line 9 with the rest of Tiriel's

speech.

Lines 10-11 play on the introductory formula of

traditional theodicy. But no attempt is made to "justify

23

the ways of God to men.” Instead, dismay about the

human condition and its causes is expressed in the form
of a complex question which touches upon several vital

issues. For instance: Why does man have to live "beneath”

the heavens and not in them? Why are his physical

appearance, his mentality, and mode of motion those of a
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"worm” and not of the "human tormdivine?“z4 Why 1is

his life span of limited temporal duration? who

imposes the limitations upon mankind?

Any reader familiar with biblical tradition will
feel inclined to vaguely associate Tiriel's questions

with man's Fall in Eden, as related in Genesis and

Paradise Lost. Seduced by the serpent, Adam and Eve
transgressed the Creator's command and were duly
punished for their disobedience. They were expelled
from the Garden of Eden into the dreary world of the
reader's own familiar existential limitations. Genesis
and Paradise Lost place this mythical event at the

beginning of human history proper.

In his uncharacteristic speech, reverberant with

23 Tiriel

Blake's own "voice of honest indignation,*”
does not blame man's mortal condition and "reptile form"®
on a specific and unique event which occurred in the

remote past. Such a unique and, at the same time,

universal 'lapse' would provide man with a convenient
excuse for his very personal and definite shortcomings.
Blake, speaking through Tiriel in these lines, shows no
inclination of becoming yet another apologist in the
traditional Christian sense, neither on behalf of God
nor of man; and he refuses to regard man's fallen
condition, his notion of being "wrapped in mortality,'26

which is as much a physical as a mental state, as a
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restriction of human o>otential beyond man's responsibility,

Instead, he gives, in concrete terms, an account of an

educational procegs which i8 at once timeless and yet

specifically representative of the principles governing

the acquisition of a certain kind of knowledge and
furthering the advancement of learning, as advocated by

such 'enlightened' philosophers as Bacon, Locke and Hume.

Tiriel's repraesentative 'father' is the incarnation

of the father¥£1gures in Songs of Experience, and the
27

type of Dickens' Gradgrind. The child's upbringing

is one protracted process of repressive conditioning.

First, the child is isolated from motherly love and care

which play such an important part in the Songs of Innocencse.
The father's symbolic forming of the "infant head" is

vividly presented in terms which suggest that the child

is trained to rely exclusively on his sense organs for
his "finite organical perceptions® of the only reality
there is for them to perceive under the direction of the

28 At the same time,

father: the external material world.
the father "scourges off" the more immediate mental
reality of "youthful fancies from the new-born man.”
In other words the child is reduced to the level of

'natural' man, as described by Blake in There 1is No

Natural Religion (a), "a natural organ subject to Sense’

who "cannot naturally Percieve. but through his natural

bodily organs.” Nor does he have any "notions of moral
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fitness but from Education®” (El). Tiriel thus implicitly,

yet unambiguously, denounces two basic tenets of Lockean

philosophy of which There is No Natural Religion (a and b)
and All Religions are One are epigrammatic refutations.

Book I of Locke's An Esgay Concerning Human Understanding

sets out to prove that neither '~rinciples,' practical
or speculative, nor 'ideas' are innate; that the 'ideas’
of God, of Divine, Moral, and Natural Law, of reward and
punishment are acquired by education and retained by

memory. 'Ideas' originate in sensation and reflection.29

Our observation, employed either about external

sensible objects, or about the internal operations
of our minds perceived and reflected on by

ourselves, 1s that which supplies our understandings
with all the materials of thinking. These two are
the fountains of knowledge, from whence all ideas

we have, or can naturally have, 4o spring. (II,1,2)

Had he accepted the rationalist premise that all our know-
ledge is derived from experience, Blake would have had

to agree with Locke's conclusion: 'naturally' there are
no innate 'ideas.' However, Blake's radical anti-

rationalism throughout his career as an artist, led him

to quarrel with that very premise which renders "Mind

.
& Imagination" dependent on "Mortal & Perishing Nature.
In the early tractates, There is No Natural Religion and

All Religions are One, his position is systematically

and effectively outlined. 1In There is No Natural Religion (b)

for instance, he states categorically that
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Mans perceptions are not bounded by organs of
perception. he percieves more than sense (tho'
ever 80 acute) can discover. (E2)

Blake, speaking through Tiriel in his final s cech,
infers that man is not born a 'natural' man. Innate
'ideas' do exist because "perception is /not/ the first

operation of all our intellectual faculties," as Locke

believes, nor is it, by Tiriel's own implicit admission,

31 Only the

"the inlet of all knowledge in our minds.”
suppression of "youthful fancies" produced by extra-
sensual perception can lead to exclusively 'natural’
experience. According to the deistic view, religious
faith, Blake's 'Natural Religion,' is founded on such
'natural' experience and not on innate ‘'ideas' or on

revelation. Any notion of "moral fitness,” therefore,

has to be instilled into the child's mind by education.

Prevented from indulging in unproductive play, and
with its child-like self suppressed, the child's view
of life changes from innocent enjoyment to painful
experience until the whole environment assumas the
character of hidden hostility and poisonous decelit.

The "Black berries . . . that poison all around him”
suggest the poisonous yet tempting properties of the
deadly nightshade and recall the fatal fruit of the

tree of the knowledge of good and evil in the Garden

of Eden. At last, "the weik infant" walks "in sorrow



compelld to number footsteps / Upon the sand." It has
learned to live by imposed rules, its scope being hope-
lessly limited by requlations, prohibitions, and fear.
The mechanical procedure of numbering "footsteps / Upon

the sand” ingeniously suggests in one complex image a

fatal combination of eighteenth-century rationalism with
orthodox interpretations of 014 Testament mythology and
conformity with moral dogma. The dust the cursed biblical
serpent is compelled to eat when crawling on its belly

is correlated with the traditional desert of this world
of material appearances in which Adamic man wanders,
physically and mentally, during his life's journey. This

condition is summarised in There is No Natural Religion (a) :

VI The desires & perceptions of man untaught by
any thing but organs of sense, must be limited
to objects of sense. (E1)

Though accumulating experience all the time, he fails to
gain the kind of knowledge that would enable him to
transform the desert back into a garden. It is, therefore,
only a question of time until man literally returns to

the dust he was originally made 01.32

Having given this general and seemingly objective
acgount of the process of human conditioning, Tiriel

reveals its relevance to his own upbringing. He thereby

provides an essential link in what may be termed the

w33
poem's internal structure or “chronology of motivation,
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as distinct from its narrative chronology or external
structure. Tiriel's statement, "Such was Tiriel,"
indicates that during his life he has been in both
positions, that of the child and of the father. As an
infant he was "Compelld to pray repugnant & to humble

34 the one element in his human

the immortal spirit,”
nature which elevated him beyond the merely material
and reasonable, his link with the Divine, the super-
natural and non-temporal. Having learned to suppress
his imaginative notions he does not become an ordinary
hypocrite but "subtil as a serpent in a paradise /
Consuming all both flowers & fruits insects & warbling

birds.”

In Genesis, the subtlety of the serpent is directly
connected with temptation: "Now the serpent was more
subtil than any beast of the field which the Lord God

had made. And he said unto the woman, Yea, hath God

said, Ye shall not eat of every tree in the garden?'35
Yet, Tiriel's twofold use of the indefinite pronoun
removes the denotative quality from the comparison.
Although the familiar associative complex connected with
serpent, paradise, the specific event of man's temptation
and fall in an ahistoric past is retained, it is also
being invested with new connotations. While seemingly
relating to a general pattern of behaviour, these

connotations are particularised by the immediate poetic
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context, when Tiriel gives his account a sharp turn
toward his present personal dilemma: "And now my
paradise 1is falln."” The personal and impersonal, t:e
general and the specific are thereby fused. If the
reader may have felt inclined to sympathise with Tiriel
80 far, he has to realise now that by doing so he
sympathises with both the dissembling serpent and with

his unfortunate victims.

Tiriel's correlation with a serpent recalls Satan's
metamorphosis as described in Paradise Lost. Yet, there
is an important difference. In spite of his changes of
external appearance, Milton's Satan does not and cannot
alter his essential identity which is constantly revealed

36 .nd in adopting

by his evil actions and sufferings;
the shape of the serpent he merely finds the adequate
physical equivalent of his essential spiritual corruption.
Tiriel, one gathers, is not corrupt from birth. His

corruption takes place in the course, and as a result,

of the educational process already described. His

physical decay, his 0ld age and blindness reflect the

progressive degradation of the faculty which once

produced "youthful fancies." Implicitly he acknowledges

this symbolic correlation between outward appearance and
spiritual depravity when attributing to himself the

guile of the serpent, the creature traditionally
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identified with the negation of absolute divine
authority, who is held responsible for the acquisition

of the fatal knowledge of good and evil by man.

Even before its fall, Tiriel's paradise was not
the mythic garden of innocent joy as described in
Paradise Lost. The possessive pronoun indicates that
Tiriel's paradise was an exclusive and private affair,
and that it had little in common with popular mnemonic
fictions or nostalgic pastoralism. In a sense it was
a parody of the Lord's Garden of Eden. Entering this
very special 'paradise’' entails the loss of innocence
for Tiriel's victims. His "Consuming all both flowers
& fruits insects & warbling birds" signifies the des-
truction of anything that might operate as a stimulant

for "youthful fancies," or that might serve to satisfy

any desires, mental or physical, beyond his control.
As the stress is placed on the phenomenal and thus

cognitive rather than the moral aspects of perception,

the reduction of material appearances of natural objects
to rationally conceived categories may be inferred. By
forcing them into the narrow limitations of his rational
categories, Tiriel deprives them of their tangible
qualities by which they stimulate the senses to discover

"the infinite in every thing" and the human mind to
37

Creative activity.
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In his private garden, his kingdom "in the west,"”

Tiriel was able to satisfy his selfish, uninspired and
repressive desires. There he was the lord and maker,
the father of children whom he exploited and oppressed,
whose "immortal spirit” he attempted to stifle from
birth--until they rebelled. Their rebellion, which will
be discussed later, indicates that Tiriel's sons have
perceptions and desires which are not limited by their

organic perceptions, and the reflections based on these,

after all.

Tiriel unites in his personality the characteristics
of a creator and a spoiler. His own once energetic
powers and "youthful fancies" have degenerated into a
'fatherly' attitude. He asserts himself by imposing

specific man-made codes of behaviour on his creatures.

The poetic character of Tiriel is not the portrayal of
a fully developed complex human being. He may be
described as the somewhat abstracted presentation, in
anthropomorphic terms, of the "symptom of the decline
of individual and social life within the great culture."30
On a similarly symbolic level of interpretation Tiriel

may well repraesent "the ancient religion of Law empovwered

by the Curse now rapidly aging towards death,” as Damon

believes; "a system of thought concerning material things,

that once brought some amount of liberty to mankind, but
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now 1is outworn.“39 More specifically, Tiriel's outward
appearance is the key to his mental constitution. Late
in his life Blake once described in a letter to George

Cumberland, hisz own condition:

I have been very near the Gates of Death & have
returned very weak & an Old Man feeble & tottering,
but not in Spirit & Life, not in The Real Man The

Imagination which Liveth for Ever. In that I am,
stronger & stronger as this Foolish Body decays.

With regard to Tiriel, no such differentiation is made
between the outward appearance which is subject to decay,
and the spiritual constitution. Indeed, as has already
been pointed out, Tiriel's physical decay symbolises his
spiritual corruption. The passage of time has a disin-
tegrating influence on both body and mind. Bearing this
fact in mind, mush of the poem becomes meaningful,
particularly if the very first episode and Tiriel'’s

second confrontation with his sons are considered together.

Examination of the images employed to depict
different localities and Tiriel's relationships with
other personages will promote an understanding of the
principle of association governing the poem's symbolic
texture, It will also clarify the nature and the cause
of Tiriel's failure. In her brief discussion of the Zorm

of Tiriel, Kathleen Raine points out its resemblance with
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Swedenborg's "memorable relations™ of happenings
seen in the spiritual worlds. In those worlds

each mental state creates its appropriate
surroundings; and a change of state changes these
surroundings. This insubstantial and shifting
texture of images which correspond to their symbolic
content is precisely what we have in dreams. The
landscape of Tiriel is dreamlike: the forests and
deserts over which he passes, the animals, personages,
and events which he encounters, are all‘rpprOPrlate
to his mental state, by correspondence.

Furthermore, one may safely assume that the various
changes in Tiriel's fortune, expressed in vivid material
terms, are complementary symbolic expressions of the
complex mental state personified by Tiriel. 1Insight into
his character and an adequate understanding of what he
stands for can only be obtained through careful analysis
of the numerous references and connotations, apparent and
concealed, provided by the four introductory lines and

the poetic context as a whole.

The first few lines of the poem take the reader 'in

medias res.’

And Aged Tiriel. stood before the Gates of his

beautiful palace
With Myratana. once the Queen of all the western

plains

But now his eyes were darkend. & his wife fading
in death

They stood before their once delightful palace.

(1:1-4)

The changes wrought by the passage of time are depicted

in these lines in terms suggesting changes in Tiriel's
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physical appearance, in his powers of visual perception,
and in his status.‘z He even has lost all pleasure in
his palace, the still beautiful material symbol of his
former regal power, which he and his dying wife no longer

inhabit.

Bentley argues convincingly that "it may not be
fanciful to see a deliberate contrast between the
description of the palace as 'beautiful'’ and as 'once
delightful.'” However, Bentley's subsequent explanation--
"for as he corrupted himself Tiriel may have altered his
palace from one of eternal delight to one of cold beauty"--
ig too perfunctory to do justice to the complexities of
the text.‘3 Neither the text nor any of the drawings
indicate that the external appearance of Tiriel's palace
has been altered. It may, therefore, hbe presumed to be
the same beautiful edifice he erected in the nrime of
his power. The first drawing shows heavy unornamented
columns which may represent the entrance to a temple-like
building in classical style.“ The impression of regular
mathematic proportion is enhanced by the Egyptian pyramid
in the background. The text does indicate, however,
that Tiriel and his dying wife Myratana have ceased to
derive any pleasure from the view of "their once delight-

ful palace” which they no longer inhabit. One may conclude

that although no objective material alteration in the

appearance of the palace has taken place, Tiriel's
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subjective appreciation of his former domicile has
changed. This, together with his loss 0of sight and the
death & his wife, indicates some deeply rooted defect

or failure on Tiriel's part.

Tiriel anticipates a central theme of The Four Zoas
in dramatising the devastating effects a mother's absence
has on the father and the child. Tiriel denounces his
"accursed sons" (1:7) as "Serpents not sons. wreathing
around the bones of Tiriel / . . . worms of death feasting
upon /their/ aged parents flesh" (1:21-22). From his
point of view they have drained their mother of "milk"™
and "mothers tears & cares" (1:26). When she dies she
leaves behind a husband with "eyes blind as the orbless
skull among the stones" (1:27). Myratana was "once the
Queen of all the western plains." Geographical and
inherent historical symbolism, this time associated with
the dying gqueen, provide the story not simply with
temporal and spatial dimensions, but with a degree of
topicality within those dimensions. Yet, the poem is
neither a straight “commentary on current political
events,"” nor does it allegorise them. It is, however,

.45
"an attempt to relate those events to a wider pattern,

thus giving "history a spiritual context."*®

Within rather narrow limits, the "western plains”

may be an allusion to the American colonies. From Tiriel's
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point of view they are a lost possession. Myratana was

the "Soul,"” "Spirit“ and "fire," the delight and
"inspiration” pervading his rule and inseparably linked
with his power.47 For Myratana, exile from those "western
plains” means gradual death. For Tirid's sons it means
liberation from physical, intellectual and moral oppression.
Their rebellion is a hopeful sign indicating that their
desires, their faculties of perception, and will to act
were not totally conditioned by Tiriel's repressive

education.48

Obviously, Tiriel believes that by turning
away from him, his children have rendered vain all his
previous educational efforts and other achievements. To
him they are serpents that have intruded on his private
paradise, destroying what was dearest to him. Tiriel's
voluntary exile indicates the failure of his physical

- and intellectual powers. In keeping with the poen's
symbolism, his age, his blindness, and his wife's death

are concrete symptoms of his loss of vision. His obsessive

hatred of his sons is another.

On one level of meaning, Myratana may represent the
pleasure Tiriel derived from his constructive activities
which produced his ‘offspring.' However, if Tiriel's
final speech, previously discussed, is anything to go by,
his children never enjoyed much of their mother's nourish-
ment. On another level of meaning, she may, therefore,

represent the inventive cunning displayed by Tiriel in



- 29 -

the course of his sons' upbringing. He accuses them
of ingratitude and curses them, claiming that their
rebellion against his tyranny was worse than his own
against Har long ago, and not merely a repet:.ition.“9
Despite his own rebellious past, he fails to understand
tha£ the notion or concept of a 'paradise' implies the
presence of the serpent, the subversive force directed
against any form of dogma and its promulgator. If one
chooses to read the story as satire on Genesis and
Paradise Lost, Tiriel is a 'creator' who refuses to be
pacified and who abandons his creation, not vice versa,
Read as political allegory, Tiriel, the o0ld king, was
dethroned by his children and his oldest son, Heuxos,

50

became the new king. Another possible complementary

reading is hinted at by Damon and followed up by Bentley.

Damon suggests that "Sons, to Blake, always represent

S51

accomplishments;" and in Tiriel "sons represent the arts

and sciences.“S2 This identification is especially

53

supported by the first drawing. One of the young men

facing Tiriel and Myratana is adorned with bay leaves

which, according to Bentley, “"could indicate either a

poet or a conqueror, but in the context poet seems far
54

more likely." In contrast with the cold, abstract
lines of Tiriel's palace, as depicted in the drawings,
their "houses™ (1:37) have “lofty towers"” (5:14).
According to Rossetti's description (1863) of the untraced

ninth drawing, they are also adorned with "some richly-
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33 The different architectural

sculptured columns.”
styles of Tiriel's palace and of his sons' houses surely
correspond with the contrasting mentalities of their

respective inhabitants. The same inference may be drawn

from their contrasting appearances in the drawings.

Furthermore, the sons' generous offer of hospitality to

their dethroned father contrasts favourably with his own
“cruelty” (1:35), self-righteousness, and hypocrisy.
Thus, from an ethical and an aesthetic point of view,
the sons' way of life may signify an advance over Tiriel's.
Indeed, from the different architectural styles associated
with Tiriel and his sons, may possibly be inferred Blake's
preference, even at this point in his artistic career,

for a stvyle he was later to describe as "Gothic"” which

26 In contrast, "Grecian is Mathematic

“"1s Living Form."
Form," and the style appropriate for expressing Tiriel's
mentality. However, as the sequence of events will
eventually show, any supposed advance or even superiority
on the sons' part over Tiriel is of a highly tentative
and precarious nature. There certainly is no indication
of necessary linear progress or evolution of the human
mind and of the perfectibility of achievement in
successive generations manifesting itself in politics,
philosophy, architecture, and the arts in general.
Nevertheless, the possibility of, or potential for,

development, irrespective of education, is implied.

Another conjecture appears equally likely. Apart from



the obvious contrast of two cultures and their respective

merits as manifest in their artistic expressions, the

confrontation between Tiriel and his sons involves the

problems of the origin and originality of art, of its

historicity and value. Already in All Religions are One
(about 1788) Blake insists that "all sects of Philosophy

are from the Poetic Genius adapted to the weakness of
every individual,® and that "The Religions of all Nations
are derived from each Nation's different reception of the
Poetic Genius" (E2). Art has essentially the same

universal, metaphysical and ahistorical ‘'origin,' as

Blake was later to stress in A Descriptive Catalogue
(1809) :

Poetry as it exists now on earth, in the various
remains of ancient authors, Music as it exists in
old tunes or melodies, Painting and Sculpture as
it exists in the remains of Antiquity and in the
works of more modern genius, is Inspiration, and
cannot be surpassed; it is perfect and eternal.
. « the finest specineons of Ancient Sculpture
and Painting, and Architecture, Gothic, Grecian,
Hindoo and Egyptian, are the extent of the human
mind. . . . To suppose that Art can go beyond
the finest specimens of Art that are now in the
world, is not knowing what Art is; it is being
blind to the gifts of the spirit. (E535)

The latter is also true if, on the strength of some
intangible authority, individuals, nations or cultures
claim philosophical, religious, artistic or, most commonly,
political predominance to the detriment of others. This
applies to Tiriel who is literally blind to the gifts of
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the spirit--his own and that of others. Both Tiriel's
"once delightful palacé“ and the ornamented "houses”

of his sons are "specimens of Art" and thus material
manifestations of the human mind, no more, no less.
However, pressed into the service of some ideology, art

becomes corrupted. In this sense, too, Tiriel's palace

is not the same as it was.

As Tiriel cannot accept his own limitations, he
refuses to acknowledge the justification of a promising
new culture and, indeed, to be integrated into it. 1Its
acceptance would be a necessary step toward recapturing
an imaginative capacity he has lost. Instead, he chooses
"to wander like a Son of Zazel in the rocks" (1:38) of
barren materialism, rationalism, and 1ntrov§rted self-
contemplation, thus suffering the effects of the curse
of the victims he previously enslaved and condemned to
such ainmless wandering. As he fails to comprehend the
inevitability of his sons; rebellion, he vainly opposes
what 48 no more than a 'natural' repetition of events.

He denies his sons the right to develop their faculties

independent of his personal conception of right and wrong,

and of an autonomous existence free from the compulsions

of his rules. Blind to the needs of others and failing

to understand his own dilemma, Tiriel is filled with

destructive wrath. This state of mind is appropriately

expressed by the traditional image of wandering.
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At his wife's death Tiriel levels against his

defiant children what he believes to be the strongest

condemnation:

may the heavens rain wrath
As thick as northern fogs. around your gates.
to choke you up
That you may lie as now your mother lies. like
dogs. cast out
The stink. of your dead carcases. annoying man

& beast

Till your white bones are bleachd with age for a
memorial.

NO your remembrance shall perish. for when your
carcases

Lie stinking on the sarth. the buriers shall arise
from the east
And. not a bone of all the sons of Tiriel remain
Bury your mother but you cannot bury the curse of
| Tiriel (1:42-50).

A deluge of wrath shall kill his children, and their
bones shall remind posterity of their crimes and of
Tiriel's revenge. But then he changes his mind. Death
i3 not a severe enough punishment for these offenders
against his assumed authority. He wants every reminder
of his children's past existence erased from the face of
the earth. This seemingly minor aggravation of his
curse demonstrates the great importance Tiriel attributes
to memory, public and private. To him, the past, and
especially his own happy past, is all important. He
blames his sons for having effectively prevented him
from transforming into the present what now belongs to
the past and is lost. Their good intentions fail to

appease his hatred and envy. His wish to see his children--



- 34 -

and what they represent--wiped off tha face of the earth
and from memory altogether, demonstrates that he doeg not
grant them a past existence at all. Indeed, by denying
to his children their own past, not to mention a present
or future, Tiriel triaes to bereave them of what he

believes to be their entire existence.

There is more to human life than physical existence,
and more to human achievement than its material manifest-
ations, artistic and otherwise. Although Tiriel
eventually succeeds in corrupting his children's minds

and in destroying their bodies, he does not command the

power to undo what has already occurred. There is no
denying that his children once possessed the spirit of
independence. Tiriel fails to disrupt the inescapable
cycle of rebellion against established rules (Har's laws),
the subsequent establishing of a modified dominion
(Tiriel's realm in the West), and its degeneration and
end through a new rebellion (Tiriel's sons). Prompted
by the realisation that his educational efforts have
failed and that desires unlimited by organic perception
and reflection do exist, Tiriel's violent effort of
destruction, aimed at his children, represents a futile
negation of individual human aspirations and of time as
the vehicle of change. 1Ironically, he thereby merely
affirms time not only as the form of bhecoming, being,

and flux, but also of perishing, and therefore as the
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sum of past, present, and future events. By killing his
sons, Tiriel attempts to unmake what he himself created.
In this he partially succeeds. But he cannot restore
his former happiness. He ultimately fails, because he
merely perpetuates the cyclic pattern of rise and fall,
of growth and decay, equally applicable to natural and
human history, and to the aspirations of the individual

human being.

After Myratana's death, Tiriel unwittingly admits
his own spiritual limitations by proclaiming that "all

the time of grace is past" (6:11). "Grace" to him is

the vengeful toleration of activities which he is, for
a while, incapable of preventing, probably because of
his lack of comprenension of his sons' motivations and
because of his temporary inability to control their

powers of perception. His curse does not appear to

have affected his children i mediately. For five years

he and his wife "dwelt . . . in the desolate rock,”

waiting "all that time . . . for the fire to fall from
heaven / Or for the torrents of the sea to overwhelm”

them all (6:8-10). Only on his second, involuntary,

return to his old palace the forces of nature, "Thunder

&8 fire & pestilence"” (5:13), overwhelm his offspring.
Apparently, time is required to render his curse effective.

During their period of "grace" Tiriel's children must
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have undergone changes which now render them susceptible
to the effects of Tiriel's curse. In other words, they

may have become somewhat like Tiriel themselves.57

Hence, the delay in Tiriel's curse becoming effective
18 not necessarily due to a lack of ruthless power on
Tiriel's part, but possibly to the cunning restraint
axercised by Myratana. All they had to do was wait until
their sons' initially unimpaired imaginative powers, their
powers of resistance against Tiriel's inflexible standards--
affecting matters rational, ethical, and aesthetic--
gradually weakened in the course of time. On Tiriel's
gsecond return to his palace, these powers of resistance

58

have disappeared. One may even conjacture that not in

spite of their submission, but because of it, Tiriel's

victims are destroyed. They are literally overwhelmed

by destructive natural forces, associated with Tiriel's

power:

all the sons & daughters of Tiriel
Chaind in thick darkness utterd cries of mourning
all the night
And in the morning Lo an hundred men in ghastly
death
The four daughters stretchd on the marble
pavement silent all
falln by the pestilence the rest moped round in
guilty fears
And all the children in their beds were cut off

in one night
Thirty of Tiriels sons remaind. to wither in the
palace
Desolate. Loathed. Dumb Astonishd waiting for
black death (5:27-34).
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The moral, psychological and epistemological implications
of this passage are unmistakable. The pestilence inflicted
on Tiriel's children adversely affects their consciousness
of personal integrity and autonomy, their conceptions of
reality and their powers of perception. They lose sight
of the light of inspiration, their innate potential

exalting them beyond their egotistic and rational selves

in the same way as their father 4did before. 1In the words
of Damon, they suffer “"the Death from Eternity into Time;
the Fall, the closing of the senses from perception of
the Infinite; and the consequent degeneration of all

"33 If Tiriel's sons are to be regarded as

men's acts.
his accomplishments, it is only by their survival that
Tiriel may gain an afterlife in a temporal, material, and
metaphysical sense. By destroying the majority of his
sons and daughters, he deprives himself of the merit of

having contributed to a better future. All that is left

bearing witness to his efforts are the superstitious

60

"rest" who "moped round in quilty fears.” Having lost

all faith in themselves, Tiriel's thirty remaining sons

are obsessed with past imaginary sins and the fear of
punishment to come. Significantly, they "wither" in
Tiriel's palace where an irrational consciousness of
guilt dominates their present, rendering them unfit for

a future distinguished by spiritual proqress.61
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Tiriel's confrontation with his sons may be con-

sidered to be carrying strong psychological as well as
epistemological implications. Thedir rebellion subtly

reveals what Hirsch, following Coleridge's lead in

Biographia Literaria, calls "the central contradiction

in the Lockean-deistic position;"°2

and Tiriel's reaction
candidly discloses what Blake believed to be the insidious
aims of this position. Locke's claim that "in our 'ideas’
as well of 'spirits' as of other things, we are restrained
to those we receive from sensation and reflaction“63 is
congidered erroneous by Blake (and later by Coleridge)

since

None could have other than natural or organic
thoughts 1f he had none but organic perceptions

(There is No Natural Religion, El).

Under this premise, progression from sense data and
reflection on these (including observation of the operations
of the mind) to the 'moral sense' and the 'idea' of God

is a logical impossibility. Nor is there, under the same

premise, any scope for the notion of 'inspiration' and

its displacement into works of art. Yet, initially, the
attitude and achievement of Tiriel's sons are inconsistent
with their education which should have turned them into
materialists and deists right from the beginning. Thelir
rejection of Tiriel's doctrines leaves the old tyrant with

the alternative either to renounce his teachings or to
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assert himself and thereby disclose his true otivation.
Tiriel does the latter. Tiriel's behaviour throughout
the poem renders it virtually certain that he consciously
instilled in his own children the "notion of moral
fitness" for no highexr reasons than those of personal
and political expediency. The same utilitarian motiv-~

ation may be presumed to underlie his conceptions of art

and culture.

The only ‘quality' left to Tiriel's credit is his
old age. Generally, in Blake's symbolism, old age as
such deserves no merit nor is it to be venerated. In
'Tirlel and other poems it is not even a temporal spec-
ification free of value. On the contrary, it bears the
negative connotation of an existence insulated from
creative vigour. Tiriel has only acquired 'experience’
which in itself is no merit either. He leaves this
considerable experience an unrealised@ potential in the
imaginatively constructive sense. This failure 1is
summed up by Fisher who comments that Tiriel "has made
the mistake of hoarding that wealth which is the
experience of life with the memory of experience.”
Only the transformation or displacement of experience

in the course of time into imaginative achievement

deserves positive acknowledgement and acclaim.
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Tiriel's blindness may be approached on similar

lines to his o0ld age. After having cursed his sons for

the first time, though without any visible effect,
Tiriel

darkling oer the mountains sought his pathless
way

He wanderd day & night to him both day & night

were dark

The sun he f@t but the bright moon was now a
useless globe

Oer mountains & thro vales of woe. the blind &
aged man

Wanderd (1:51-2:4).

Tiriel's narrow-minded, irrational jealousy and his
physical decay, both representative of his decrepit
spiritual state, leave him with nowhere to go, literally
and figuratively speaking. Seeking "his pathless way"
indicates that there may be paths which Tiriel, in his
very real blindness, cannot find. Progress in such a
fortuitous quest is necessarily slow; and there is no
certainty whether, apart from death, there is any
destination for Tiriel to reach at all. Yet, feeling
the warmth radiated by the sun, Tiriel must be bitterly
aware that there is still life being generated from which
he 18 excluded because of his blindness. The richness

65
of life remains invisible to him in more than one sense.

The possible literary source of Tiriel's nane

provided the first clue to his character and thus to the
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symbolic meaning of his actions in the poem. The
limitations of Tiriel's scope and the nature of these
limitations have been adumbrated in epistemological,
ethical and aesthetic terms. The same procedure may

be applied with regard to several other members of his
family whom Tiriel encounters at the different stages

of his quest. Tiriel, Ijim, and Zazel are ‘'sons' of
Har in as far as they are the immediate descendants

of Har's impaired reception of the "Poetic Genius" and
its degeneration into Law. As 'brothers' they represent
three basic types of spiritual corruption resulting from
a "humbling” or "handling®™ of the "immortal spirit,” as
described by Tiriel in his final speech. While helping
to interpret Tiriel's blindness, their reactions to his
disability are conducive toward assessing their own
characters and clarify the symbolism associating them

with their apparent blood-relation.

Wwhen blindly groping "his lonely way" (4:1) from

the vales of Har, Tiriel encounters his mighty brother

FPuriously Ijim addresses

I3im who lives in the woods.

Tiriel:

who art thou Eyeless wretch that thus obstructst
the lions path
Ijim shall rend thy feeble joints thou tempter
of dark Ijim
Thou hast the form of Tiriel but I know thee well
enough
Stand from my path foul fiend is this the last of
thy deceits
To be a hypocrite & stand in the shape of a blind

beggar (4:5-9).
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Ijim cannot believe that this "dark fiend . . . in the
form of helpless age & eyeless policy” (4:16-17) is
Tiriel, because to Ijim "Tiriel is a king."™ (4:37) when
Ijim threatens to use him "like a slave" (4:24) and tells
him to hold his "glib & eloquent tongue"” (4:36), Tiriel
makes no attempt to resist "for Ijims words were as the
voice of Fate"” (4:26). Against his will Tiriel is
carried by his 'brother' back to his palace in the West,
to be confronted with the 'real' Tiriel and be revealed
as an impostor. Ijim is, rightly, convinced that he

has caught his elusive tormentor, <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>