There has been a great war raging throughout the centuries in the Western world, but it did not take place in any physical space, but within the human soul. On one hand, the human spirit enjoyed purity and innocence in childhood, usually envied as the state that brought humanity closest to God, as reflected in the myth of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden. On the other hand, just as in the myth, all must inevitably undergo a fall into Experience, replacing innocence with the suffering and self-awareness that comes with adulthood and increased consciousness. Some see this fall as a natural corruption of the human spirit - cast irrevocably into Evil and Sin, it forsakes the harmonious paradise it once knew in childhood. Others argue that this supposed corruption, while causing suffering, also brings about Experience, wisdom about oneself and one’s nature, allowing people to go from being relatively static, carefree children to being ever evolving, chaotic adults. William Blake, a poet of singular imagination and vision (not to mention perhaps a little bit of madness) understood this raging duality of the human soul; and this dark conflict lurks behind the relatively simple exterior of his poetry. For a long time, his work was taken as straightforward narrations, and the whole other world of mystical theory and symbolism behind them was often overlooked. However, as clearly evident in his counterpart works, “Songs of Innocence” and “Songs of Experience”, Blake was obviously taken by the transformation of spontaneous and joyous children into self-aware and suffering adults. Within his poetry, Blake suggests that the fall from Innocence to Experience was not mere sin, but less classifiable than that, and indeed, although it did bring suffering, was both a necessary and fortunate fall for the development of the human soul. Firstly, Blake shows that even in times of innocence and apparent joyous harmony, darkness and suffering will inevitably creep in, showing that a fall into Experience is necessary and fortunate because it serves to emphasize the true beauty of innocence. Secondly, Blake sharply criticizes the Church for condemning the Fall into Experience as sinful instead of necessary and fortunate; and for suppressing the new kinds of knowledge that came with Experience, such as love and increased awareness and curiosity of the world. Finally, Blake showed that the Fall into Experience is necessary and fortunate because greater consciousness brings greater wisdom and self-awareness about the world and one’s place in it. Blake shows that the fall from Innocence into Experience is necessary and fortunate, by showing that even in times of innocence, darkness and suffering will inevitably creep in; by critiquing traditional religion for condemning the fall as sinful, and by showing that with Experience comes greater wisdom and understanding. 

Blake’s “Songs of Innocence” on the surface seem to be precisely that – in fact, they hide a much more complex agenda; his determination to show that the human soul’s descent into Experience is not only sinful, but necessary and fortunate. He shows that even in these poems of laughter and joy, darkness and suffering will unavoidably lurk at the edges, the contrast only emphasizing how beautiful the state of innocence is. Even in the “Introduction” to the book, an apparently merry lark, all is not well. In lyrical, joyous style, the poem narrates of a piper “piping songs of pleasant glee” (Blake 2) for the entertainment of a child, who laughs and begs the musician to play again: “So I sung the same again / While he wept with joy to hear.” (11-12) The child’s reaction is not one of pure joy and innocence, but one associated with sorrow, a mixture of Innocence and Experience at once. Blake not only shows how some shade of darkness will always be present even in the sunniest of times, but by contrast how this darkness also emphasizes how thrillingly joyous innocence can be. The child’s joy, in order to inspire this strange, adult sadness, comes off in comparison as even more powerful and beautiful. More signs of an underlying darkness are evident further along in the poem as when the piper picks a reed in order to write his songs down: “And I pluck’d a hollow reed… And I stain’d the water clear.” (16-18) The word “hollow,” which has a connotation of emptiness and dire lack, contrasts sharply with the repetition of the word “happy” earlier in the poem
. His description of how he had to “stain” the pure water in order to write his songs also resounds with a darker implication, of how someday this apparent innocent happiness that the child presently enjoys will also be rendered “hollow” and “stained.” However, by mentioning this inevitable darkness, the fall from a state of grace into one of consciousness, Blake only emphasizes how picturesque and lovely the rest of the poem is. Therefore, he shows that the descent of a soul into Experience is necessary and fortunate, because it is only with hints of darkness that the beauty of innocence can be truly appreciated. The darkness of Experience also lurks on the outskirts of Innocence in another poem from the same work, “The Echoing Green.” In the first two stanzas, the poem describes the merry, carefree sport of the children, free from any care or worry in the world, decorated in symbols of joy and new life such as the Sun, Spring, ringing bells and singing birds. The last stanza however, takes a turn into whole new territory, as it describes the scene once the cheerful games are over: “the little ones, weary / no more can be merry/ The sun does descend,/ And our sports have an end.” (21-24) This seems to be a direct reference to the fall of the human soul, when the children go from being innocent and playful to “weary” and unhappy adults; even the skies overhead darken once the games are all over. Blake intones prophetically that “sport [is] no more seen/ On the darkening Green” (29-30) – the Green itself, once a paradise, has now been cast into the shadow of Experience. However, by including this rather prophetic conclusion to an otherwise sunny Song of Innocence, Blake shows how it is almost impossible to keep the darkness of Experience from creeping up upon the green and light-filled world of Innocence. The sun and games described earlier in the poem only sound the more sweeter once contrasted with the conclusion – therefore, Blake shows the fall into Experience is in fact fortunate and necessary, for it highlights the beauty of innocence. Similar conclusions can be taken from “The School Boy”, whose melancholic tone is only the more surprising considering it was placed among “Songs of Innocence.” Indeed, it is only the first stanza where the titular protagonist seems truly happy, where again he may enjoy such symbols of innocence and new birth such as the morning and the “sweet company” (5) of singing birds. Then, however, the mood is decidedly darker and more melancholic, as he describes the atmosphere within the schoolroom: “O! It drives all joy away / Under a cruel eye outworn,/ the little ones spend the day / In sighing and dismay.” (7-10). Finally the schoolboy himself concludes that only after experiencing such misery and suffering can he appreciate the beauty of his innocence, and concludes the poem wondering how he may “bless the mellowing year / when the blasts of winter appear?” (29-30) He only realizes the need he feels to appreciate the beauty still within his life once he has had his first tastes of darkness and Experience within the schoolroom. Therefore, Blake shows that even though the fall from Innocence into Experience is hard and causes great suffering, it is fortunate and necessary in that it will inspire appreciation for the beauty of innocence in the world. 

While Blake believed that this fall of the human soul into consciousness was not necessarily a fall into evil and sin, there were many higher institutions that did not agree, the most relevant of them being the Church, which Blake sharply criticized within his poetry. While of course the passage from Innocence into Experience is inevitable, for children have no choice but to lose their spontaneity and inherent joy to the agonized self-awareness of adolescence, this did not stop the Church from condemning the fall as sinful, as the Original Sin of humankind for which all are eternally damned. Blake, in criticizing this viewpoint as oppressive and wrong, shows his belief that the Original Sin, the fall from a state of purity into a state of consciousness, was in fact a fortunate and necessary one. In his poem “The Garden of Love,” Blake brilliantly manages to convey the sort of sweet gifts that can be gained with the transformation of Innocence into Experience, while potently accusing the Church of repressing them as sinful, all in three verses of indelible power. First, Blake immediately points out what the most fortunate advantage of gaining Experience is – the Garden of Eden, a harmonious and relatively pure place, is exchanged for the Garden of Love, knowledge of sexual pleasure and joy. It is described as “the Garden of Love / that so many sweet flowers bore”, (7-8) flowers being symbolic of the many new types of sensual pleasures and desires that the gaining of adult consciousness fertilizes. However, Blake then goes on to blackly condemn the Church for attempting to repress these joys and delights that new Experience will bring, as he lyrically describes how the Church invades his Garden of Love with rules and repression: “A Chapel was built in the midst…And the gates of this Chapel were shut / And ‘Thou shalt not’ writ on the door.” (3-6) As he continues seeking the “flowers”, or the sensual delights, he is only confronted with even more of the Church’s efforts to convince him that this new consciousness of love is sinful and wrong, describing how, “ I saw it was filled with graves,/ And tombstones were flowers should be.” (9-10) The enjoyment that one should take in expressing adult love is literally killed by the Church, who replace the flowers, symbols of beauty and joy, with symbols of death. Blake harshly criticizes the Church for it’s intents to “kill” the sexual desires and pleasures that come with Experience, declaring them dirty, wrongful acts instead of beautiful ones of love. The transformation of children into adults, Blake believed, certainly caused a great deal of suffering due to this new knowledge of sexuality that they learned. However, it should be hailed as necessary and fortunate, not as a sinful fall of the human soul as did the Church. 

Blake further criticizes the Church for it’s cruel oppression of the new types of knowledge that came with Experience in the poem “A Little Boy Lost.” Here, the type of Experience that the Church oppresses is not increased consciousness of sex, but increased awareness and curiosity about the world. The poem opens in the middle of a philosophical discussion a wise child seems to be having with a priest; in which the boy questions certain norms of the world around him, wondering aloud “And Father, how can I love you / Or any of my brothers more?” (5-6)  How, he demands, is it possible to love and respect one man more than another, simply because of a title? The boy decides, rather unorthodoxly, that the love he gives to Priest is the same as that which he gives to something as simple and inferior as “the little bird / That picks up crumbs around the door.” (7-8) The little boy is clearly challenging and questioning the already conceived and accepted notions of the world around him. Although technically he is still a child, he serves as Blake’s messenger that the ability to curiously explore and question accepted beliefs in one’s environment is another one of the great gifts that Experience brings when it replaces Innocence. However, as evident further along in the poem, such Experienced seekers of knowledge are also actively persecuted and oppressed by the Church as sinners. A typical reaction of the Church against such questioning is harshly summed up in the following: “The Priest sat by and heard the child / In trembling zeal he seized his hair.” (9-10) Blake is clearly painting the priest as unsympathetic, not only in depicting his violent response, but in using the words “tremulous zeal” to criticize the self-righteous fanaticism of the Church’s reaction against any challenges of already accepted ‘knowledge’. By going on to ironically describe how “all admired the Priestly care” (12) (which is precisely what the priest is not doing in seizing the boy), Blake implies the Church takes great care in doing what it does best – violently suppressing those who seek new knowledge of the world, believing such an act is sinful and should be oppressed as rapidly as possible. They insist that the fall from Innocence to Experience makes humans into sinners, but Blake continues to insist it is in fact advantageous. Accordingly, the increased consciousness gained by the fall should not be condemned as wrong when put to use, as the little boy attempts to do in the poem. The priest goes on to further damn the child: “’Lo! What a fiend is here!’ said he / One who sets reason up for judge / Of our most holy Mystery.’” (14-16)  Hence, Blake criticizes religion for calling those who have already passed into Experience as nothing more than sinful ‘fiends’ when they question the world around them. The Church then continues it’s violent and swift oppression, ignoring “the weeping child [who] could not be heard,” (16) and symbolically imprison him within their accusations when “They strip’d him to his little shirt / And bound him in an iron chain.” (19-20) By the last verse of the poem, Blake’s fiery criticism of religion for persecuting those who explore the gifts of Experience is lyrically concluded – the child is put to death, “burned in a holy place / Where many had been burned before,” (21-22) and demands passionately why such atrocities are allowed to continue in England: “Are such things done on Albion’s shore?” (24) Within this short, simple piece, Blake manages to bitterly and colorfully indict the Church for claiming that the most important transformation the human soul will ever undertake in it’s lifetime is sinful and wrong. The little boy becomes lost once he dares to open his mouth in front of the Priest; he is symbolic of how those condemned by the Church as sinners, are really only guilty of possessing Experience’s increased awareness and curiosity of the world. Hence, Blake sharply criticizes the Church for condemning the Fall into Experience as sinful and for suppressing the new kinds of knowledge that came with Experience, indicating his belief that the fall was in fact necessary and fortunate.

Finally, Blake showed that the fall into Experience is necessary and fortunate, because greater consciousness brings greater wisdom and self-awareness about the world and one’s place in it. Children, while they certainly do not have to deal with the pains and troubles that come with adulthood, are to a degree limited within their Innocence that adults are not. This is clearly evident in the differences between Blake’s two works, “Songs of Innocence” and “Songs of Experience.” In the first, the poems to some degree suffer from their simplicity – they majestically recreate the laughter and spontaneous joy that so marks childhood, but they sacrifice exploring deeper emotions or illuminating wisdom as   shown in “Songs of Experience.” Yet this was precisely Blake’s intention, to show that in Experience comes greater wisdom and understanding that is simply not accessible in the realms of Innocence. This is clearly evident when the two Introductions to each respective work are compared – the two of them share the same purpose, to introduce the group of poems that follow, yet could not have more different subject matter. The Introduction of “Songs of Innocence” is a relatively carefree frolic between a piper and a child; it’s counterpart assumes a much darker tone and subject matter, dealing directly with the fall of the human soul. The “lapsed Soul”, (6) that is, the soul that has already fallen from grace, is obviously in great pain and suffering as a result of it’s new consciousness, “weeping in the evening dew.” (7)  However, Blake gives many indications throughout the poem that the soul will go on to even greater wisdom and understanding as a result of it’s descent into Experience, particular through his symbolism of light. The speaker cries out, “fallen, fallen light renew!”,(10) as well as describing how “night is worn / and the morn / rises from the slumberous mass.” (13-15) New light is waiting beyond the immediate darkness; light being a symbol for the literal “illumination” of new wisdom and understanding, and the arrival of morning after the end of night also symbolizes the dawn of new awareness about the world that comes from Experience. Hence, Blake shows that even after a soul has fallen, such an event was in fact necessary and fortunate, for it will bring greater wisdom and understanding. The comparison of another two poems from the separate works, both entitled “Holy Thursday,” also communicate how new wisdom is gained after undergoing the fall from Innocence. Holy Thursday refers to the religious holiday that celebrates the day Christ ascended to Heaven, it supposedly is a day in which charity should be given as a reflection of God
. Within “Songs of Innocence,” the holiday is viewed as precisely this – a glorious day in which all “the thousands of little boys and girls raising their innocent hands” (8) are beautiful and radiant outside Saint Paul’s Cathedral, as they inspire pity in the hearts of all “the aged men, wise guardians of the poor.” (11) However, it’s counterpart work in “Songs of Experience” has obviously gained a much darker point of view towards Holy Thursday, having realized that the world is much more complex and troubled than it seemed in Innocence. Instead of viewing the poor children who receive charity as joyful and pure, with “their innocent faces clean” (1) or decked in bright colors of “red and blue and green”, (2) the speaker now comprehends in fact they are “reduced to misery / fed with a cold and usurous hand.” (3-4) As depicted in Innocence, the children were “flowers of the London town” (5) implying they were joyfully able to blossom under all the charity and kindness they received. In Experience, however, the speaker seems to have a new understanding that such beauty would be impossible – in fact, Blake describes how “their sun does never shine/ …their ways are filled with thorns / It is eternal winter there.” (9-12) The speaker no longer sees the children as recipients of charity, but as victims of a cold, dark and indifferent world around them. This shows how, in passing into Experience, one gains a new wisdom and understanding of the world which was not accessible in Innocence; hence illustrating that the fall was in fact fortunate and necessary. 

That which on the surface appears to be superficial is often deceptively so; the sparse and simple poetry of William Blake is no different, hiding a fascinating and unparalleled exploration of the passage of the human soul from Innocence into Experience. Just as the myth of Adam and Eve was in fact a recount of the mysterious and incomprehensible passage of the human mind into consciousness, Blake’s poetry also tackles this question of the transformation of merry, spontaneous children into adults. Children may frolic naked in the garden unaware of the consequences of their actions, just as Adam and Even did, yet once after undergoing the journey into Experience, they become agonizingly aware of their nakedness. As in the myth, all human beings, after passing into adulthood, become doomed to wander expelled from their gardens, lost in their lives, in doubt and suffering.  With such an apparently bleak end to the story, it is no wonder that for years many painted the passage from Innocence into Experience as the Original Sin, a natural corruption of the human spirit that should be oppressed and condemned as much as possible. Blake, a visionary in many ways, did not share the same point of view, seeing it instead as a fortunate and necessary fall from grace, and brilliantly expressed this ideal in his poetry. First, Blake showed that even in times of innocence, darkness and suffering will inevitably creep in, and the contrast will only emphasize how truly beautiful the short and sweet period of Innocence is. Therefore, since the darkness of Experience is necessary in order for Innocence to have its value, the passage of the human soul from one to the other is in fact necessary and fortunate. Blake also illustrates this belief in his critique of traditional religion for condemning the fall of the human soul as sinful. Experience brings with it great gifts not achievable in Innocence – the knowledge of love and desire; as well as increased awareness and curiosity about the surrounding world. The Church, in actively oppressing these gifts as sinful and wrong, claiming that Experience is therefore sinful and wrong, very much inspires Blake’s ire, indicating that his belief was the contrary, that it was necessary and fortunate. Finally, Blake illustrates his belief that the fall was necessary and fortunate by showing that with Experience comes greater wisdom and understanding – humans have better access to illuminating consciousness, as well as new comprehension of the darkness of the world, something not achievable if they stayed forever static in a state of Innocence. In a way, Blake’s poetry, despite being almost 300 years old, still serves as a stinging wake up call. For years humanity was fed lies about the true state of the war over their souls – they were taught by higher institutions that anyone who dared take a bite out of a forbidden apple would be ostracized, condemned and damned; wisdom was to be feared, knowledge only brought suffering. However, as Blake must have certainly felt, to leave Paradise with the knowledge of what has been lost, is preferable to leaving in indifference. This capability of human beings, to suffer, fail, and die, but to understand and create their own reasons why they do so, is what separates them from animals, nature and even from Gods. 
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The essay is exemplary.  My comments, in general, are minor. You’ve written an intelligent and mature review of one of Blake’s ideas – good job!  You might wish to consider expanding your formal writing next semester to include more academic criticisms, looking at and compilating the work of others into something of your own.  
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