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                                                    Introduction

         “ Poetry is a mirror which makes beautiful that which is distorted”- Percy Bysshe Shelley, English Romantic poet said.

           It is obvious that poetry distorts surrounding us world and reality. According to opinions many critics its role is such exactly. That was mostly the way it was within the space of centuries. Even if poetry reflected given reality, it was frequently very exaggerated. It was connected with the fact that each epoch was a different challenge for poets.

          The Romantic Period, in which William Blake lived and wrote, also had its own peculiar features  having connection with historical, political and social events on that time.
                                                        Chapter I 
                                             The Romantic Period 
1.1. The biography of William Blake

         William Blake(1757-1827), English poet and painter.
Blake, the son of hosier, was born November 28, 1757, in London, where he lived most of his life. He left it for only three years (1801-1804) when he was engaged by his patron William Hayley in Sussex to illustrate his book .                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            Long self-taught, he was, however, widely read , and his poetry shows the influence of the German mystic Jacob Boehme and Emanuel Swedenborg. As a young boy he was apprenticed to an engraver and in 1778 became student at the Royal Academy. Two years later his first pictures were exhibited there. From the very beginning, however, he opposed the orthodox ways of art taught there. Blake studied briefly at academy, but he rebelled against aesthetic doctrines of its president, Sir Joshua Reynolds who was a neoclassicist that took a very academic approach to the study of art. Blake preferred to draw from his imagination. At the Royal Academy he did, however, establish friendship with such artists as John Flaxman and Henry Fuseli, whose works may have influenced him. His poetic gift also developed early. ”The Poetical Sketches” in 1783 mark the beginning of his literary production.

             Blake’s life gained greater stability when in 1782 he married Catherine Boucher, daughter  of a market gardener, and two years later set up a print shop. His wife helped him print the illuminated poetry for which he is remembered today.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    William Blake was the only English poet who produced his own books. He did this by a special printing process of his own invention which integrated elaborate designs with text on a single etched copper-plate. He engraved his own poems and illustrated them with pictures which elaborated on their poetic themes.
                                                                                                                                        
           Blake was a poet and artist who earned his living by engraving illustrations for books. He illustrated many works of English writers, such as Goeffrey Chaucer’s “Canterbury Tales”, Robert Blair’s poem “The Grave” and Edward Young’s  “Nights Thoughts”.                                                                                                                                                  
 Blake’s final years, spent in great poverty, were cheered by the admiring friendship of a group of younger artists. He died in London, August 12, 1827, leaving uncompleted a cycle of drawings inspired by Dante’s “The Divine Comedy”.

         William Blake wrote many poems but “Songs of Innocence” (1789) and “Songs of Experience”(1794) belong to the most outstanding works of this author.
 
1.2. A profile of epoch and a place of William Blake in Romantic literature                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      

            The Romantic Period (1798 – 1832), when William Blake lived and wrote was a time of political upheavals and intellectual turmoil in Europe. The American War of Independence demonstrated the possibility of abolishing the old political system and implementing  the new democratic principles in the New World. Then the French Revolution, which began in 1789, overturned the political and social order in the name of the intoxicating ideas of liberty, equality and fraternity. Revolutionary France was first looked up to as the great hope of the world that managed to do away with tyranny.                                                                                 Moreover, it exercised an enormous influence upon the imaginations of young idealists throughout Europe. In England there were poets that were under a great influence of the French Revolution as well. William Blake was among them together with William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge. These poets were named the first English Romantics. But, Blake remained faithful to the revolutionary ideas in his poetry till the end of                                                                                                                                                                                                              his life. Although most Blake’s works were written in the 18th century Blake belongs more   truly to 19th century and must be upon as the first Romantic poet.                                           
         The political turmoil in 18th century accompanied the changes in the intellectual and 

aesthetic beliefs of the Augustans, which had been taking place since the middle of the 

century. When the new ideas were matched with the changes in the artistic medium, i.e. when                                                                                                                                                     
the changes affected the language of poetry, it was obvious that a new age in English 

literature later called “ The Romantic Period” come into being.

Romanticism was marked by a great intensity in literary activities, with poetry as its most

important medium. Lyrical poetry ruled the scene and achieved such levels of imaginative 

richness and beauty that later ages could only dream of.
         
                                                        Chapter II                                                                                                                                                     
                William Blake – a precursor of Romanticism in English literature
                                        2.1. William Blake as a Pre-romantic
                William Blake’s poetry was strongly connected with Pre-romanticism that refers to the period which occurred between the Augustan age and the area of Romanticism, covering the years from approximately the middle of the 18th century to the early 1790s. In this period rigid notions about style and the absolute authority of religion a science began to yield  to  an emphasis on personal thoughts and feelings, often triggered by observation of nature.
The search of meaning led within, to the probing of the mind and a focus on the inner self, and to an individual, personal interpretation of the world. While controversy has abounded in many aspects of discussion of Pre-romanticism, there are some areas of general agreement, including subject matter. A list of favourite topics of the Pre-romantics includes country pleasures, time of the day, seasons of the year and such abstractions as fancy, solitude, sleep, death-inviting description, evoking feelings, tempting the moral comment.

Pre-romantic poets used the invocatory form of the verbs. The tendency to apostrophize and implore were as characteristic of that period. The Pre-romantics also highly stressed the idea of originality in writing. Many poets of that period felt restricted by the precedents established by classic works of the past and the attitude that the greatest literature had already been written. Moreover, the Pre-romantics emphasized the ideas of originality and sincerity.

Nature served an important role in Romantic poetry. The poets experienced the world primarily through their senses and eventually came to realize their part in it. It was a new self-consciousness in regard to nature. Here was beauty, no longer an abstract conception of fitness of organism to its use, but a joy, brought home through the senses, which stir feelings and mild reflection. The Pre-romantics believed that the person who sought self-knowledge would become  more sympathetic to the suffering of others. Feelings were placed to such an extent that man began to relate to nature and animals on a different level than in previous time, to actually feel akin to them and sympathize with them.
                                                                                                                                                                                

What distinguishes William Blake from Pre-romantic writers of 18th century is his conception of imagination, his view of nature and his use of symbol and myth as central devices in his poetic style. “one power alone makes a poet: Imagination, the Divine Vision”, he wrote.
For the 18th century poets, imagination meant merely the ability to visualize things; for Blake it is a means of knowledge, a creative power by which man gains insight into reality.

He was a mystic and a visionary who saw angels in the trees and believed the invisible world to be the only reality. The external world was merely a symbol of this reality: “Mental things are alone real”. Blake’s view  of nature stands in opposition to the mechanistic concept of Newton. His universe is constructed not as a machine but as a organic whole.
Moreover, by being both a poet and a painter Blake foreshadows the new concept of the artist and partly realizes the romantic dream of the synthesis of all arts. His poetic works and paintings are so closely linked that a full appreciation of his poetry is possible only in conjunction with a knowledge of his pictures.

Also strong is the association of his poems with music. He used to sing his lyrics to tunes he had himself composed. A sense of melody permeates all his best poetry an the musical effect of such songs as “Songs of Innocence and  Experience” that are still widely read and make an important contribution to European Romantic literature although Blake was never a popular writer and had to wait till the end of the 19th century for a fuller appreciation.

                  2.2. Innocence and experience in William Blake’s poetry
                   Innocence and experience were the main subjects of  Blake’s poetry. “Songs of Innocence”, etched and published by poet in 1789, the year which can be regarded as the beginning of Romanticism in England, were followed by “Songs of Experience” four years later. In 1794 both collections were issued together and their theme was described by the poet in the extended title: “Songs of  Innocence and Experience Showing the Two Contrary States of Human Soul”.

“Songs of Innocence” show the world seen through innocent eyes, the world in witch man is able to love and to trust. “Songs of Experience” depict the world seen by a man whom experience has taught to hate and to doubt, a world full of evil and suffering. The songs fall into pair and these in the first volume have their contraries in the second.
                                                                                                                                                   
“Songs of Innocence” mainly consists of poems describing the innocence and joy of the natural world, advocating free love and closer relationship with God. Directly contrasting this, “Songs of Experience” instead deals with the loss of innocence after exposure to the material world and all of its mortal sin during adult life. These poems are darker, concentrating  on more political and serious themes.                                                                                  Innocence and experience, joy and sorrow as the pairs opposing feelings are these which belong to peculiarities of Pre-romantic poetry. Contrast was a specific feature of poetry connected with that period in English literature. William Blake presented it in his poetry.

               2.3. The analysis of poems “Infant Joy” and “Infant Sorrow”
               The poems “Infant Joy” and “Infant Sorrow”, published in 1794, belong to the volume “Songs of Innocence and Experience”.

Infant Joy
“I have no name, 

I am but two days old.”

What shall I call thee?

“I happy am,

Joy is my name.”

Sweet joy befall thee!

Pretty joy!

Sweet joy but two days old,

Sweet joy I call thee;

Thou dost smile, I sing the while-

Sweet joy befall thee.

                                                        Infant Sorrow
My mother groan’d! My father wept.

                                                                                    Into the dangerous world I leapt,

                                                                               Helpless, naked, piping loud;
                                                                            Like a friend hid in a cloud.

                                                                                           Struggling in my father’s hands, 

Striving against the swaddling bands;

                                                                                  Bound and weary I thought best

                                                                                    To sulk upon my mother’s breast.

                  “Infant Joy” it  is a poem that has  generally a light, upbeat, pastoral feel and is typically written from the perspective of a child and written about him. “I am but two days old” – these words confirm above-mentioned statement. In this poem innocence in Blake’s                                                                                                                                                     
world is not only the state in which man lives when he is without sin , but first of all it is the state in which he is instinctively responsive to vision. It is a source of joy and it causes that the man can smile. In Blake’s opinion the joy is “sweet”. Moreover, innocence is naturally associated with the child and infancy in “Songs of Innocence” appears as one of the typical themes of Romanticism which will recur in the poetry of the next century.     

                       In “Infant Sorrow” Blake concentrates on serious and dark  sides of life which are presented  by him in the verse: “My mother groan’d! My father wept.” The verse; “Into the dangerous world I leapt,” includes more political and serious aspect of human existence.
Experience corrupts man and distorts his view of the world. What’s more, his innocence cannot be regained in its original form. It is only through the struggle of the two states that harmony and ultimate wisdom come be achieved.

                    These poems seem to be simple poems for children, but in fact they present, in a symbolical way, Blake’s radical view of European civilization as characterized by repression and moral hypocrisy. The violation of freedom, perceived as the essence of humanity, was to Blake -  the Romantic a source of all evil observed on the political, social and personal level in the human world.

                     Generally, the poems appearing in Blake’s “Songs of Innocence”  have a counterpart in “Songs of Experience” with opposing perspectives of the world. The disastrous end of the French Revolution caused Blake to lose faith in the goodness of mankind, explaining much of the volume’s sense of despair. Blake also believed that children lost their innocence through exploitation and from a religious community which put dogma before mercy. He did not, however, believe that children should  be kept from becoming experienced entirely. In truth, he believed that children should indeed become experienced but through their own discoveries, which is reflected in a number of these poems. Moreover, Blake believed that innocence and experience were “ two contrary states of the human soul”, and that true innocence was impossible without experience.

                    In “Infant Joy” and “Infant Sorrow” Blake presented a typically romantic mode of thinking that was expressed by contrast. “Without contraries is no progression”, he wrote in his another work: “The Marriage of Heaven and Hell”. “Attraction and repulsion, reason and energy, love and hate, are necessary to human existence.” Innocence and experience, joy and sorrow belong to these contrasting concepts as well.

                                                            Conclusion

                    English poet William Blake has been called a Pre-romantic because he rejected neoclassical literary style and modes of thought ( Romanticism).
 Blake can be treated as the precursor of what was to become a typically romantic mode of thinking. He was not only a poet but a painter as well, who created an unusual form of illustrated verse. His poetry, inspired by mystical vision, is among the most original, lyric and prophetic in the language.

His favourite tenet was that “all things exist in the human imagination alone.” In his graphic art, too, he shunned 18th - century conventions and felt that ideal forms should be constructed not from observations of nature but from inner visions. According to the main principles of Romanticism Blake as a Pre-romantic rejected previous models in literature and tried to express his own emotions and feelings. In his poetry, man is presented as an individual whose  feelings and emotions are the most important. William Blake as a Pre-romantic had found a diction almost perfect in its simplicity, aptness and beauty. Moreover, he used them with consummate art. His passion to freedom, was akin.

                   The final note of Blake’s career is not one of tragedy. His own works and the record of others show that he had subdued the world to his own unconquerable spirit.            He died singing.
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