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The two poems of William Blake – ‘The Garden of Love’ and ‘London’ are from his collection The Songs of
Experience that is the companion book to The Songs of Innocence (engraved in 1789).Both the books were
jointly published in 1794. Blake had a strong visual imagination, he was a poet but he was professionally
trained to be an engraver and printer, he published his works using the inspired technique of illuminated
printing, where the combination of illustration and text conveyed the meanings of the poems.

Before we start with ‘London’, here is a recapitulation of some of the ideas that we had worked through in
our class room study of ‘The Garden of Love’. The reading of this poem should have a cross reference to the
poem ‘Echoing Green’ from The Songs of Innocence, because  ‘ A Chapel was built in the midst,/Where I used
to play on the Green. This is the end of the first stanza of ‘Garden of Love’; the open green space has been
taken over by the Chapel , we read in the next stanza that the ‘gates of this Chapel were shut,/And “Thou shalt
not ”writ over the door. In the place of the garden is the graveyard, where, the last stanza tells us, ‘priests in
black gowns walking their rounds,/ And binding with briars my joys and desires’.

‘ The Echoing Green celebrates the simple shared  joys of a village community; the freedom/ spontaneity
and vitality, these are lost in ‘The Garden of Love’. Hence the title has ironic implications because a repressive
morality enforced in the name of institutionalised religion has become the controlling force. The chapel
represents the church and Blake was against all kinds of authoritarian tendencies in society. He admired the
compassionate divinity of Christ but rejected some of the Biblical orthodoxies, especially of the Old Testament.
He chose not to believe in ‘the doctrine of original sin’ as for him a sense of innate guilt damaged the psychic
wholeness of the individual. For him the human body was as holy as the human soul.

With some of these Blakean ideas in place let us move on to ‘London’. A reading of the poem makes you
realize that Blake is severely critical of London; his contemporary society. The city of London in the poem is not
just the physical space of the metropolis but a moral landscape that the poet traverses. London, in the poem
shows up all that the poet felt was wrong; increasing materialism, selfishness and hypocrisy. The tone of the
poem is both sad and angry because the poet (the bard) is fearful of the loss of innocence in the corrupt world
of experience.

The expression ‘charter’d’ streets and the ‘charter’d’ Thames in the opening lines of the poem brings out
the dominance of commerce and wealth that increasingly possess the city, curtailing access of common people
to what were earlier open natural spaces. The city of London does not offer anything positive to the poet’s
observation, ‘mark in every face I meet/ marks of weakness, marks of woe. The crux of the second stanza in
the phrase ‘mind forg’d manacles should help you extend your understanding of Blake’s opposition to The
repressive forces at work in society. Restraints imposed in the name of religion or other forms of authority, get
deeply internalized , unquestioned obedience to arbitrary ‘bans’ leads to constraining habits of collective
mindset.

With the third stanza the focus shifts to the suffering of the dispossessed, excluded from the
privileged ‘charter’d’ world of the wealthy. To Blake, ‘the chimney sweeper’s cry/ Every blackening Church
appalls, because even the Church was complicit in the exploitation of the unfortunate child. Likewise, ‘the
hapless soldier’s sigh/ Runs in blood down palace walls’, another grim spectacle of poverty and neglect.
Through ‘midnight streets --- the youthful Harlot’s curse’, completes the dismal picture of the city for the poet.
The ostracised, yet sexually exploited condition of the young girl forced into the flesh trade, is an indictment of
the  rampant depravity and hypocrisy in society. This is expressed in the strongly worded last line of the poem
‘And blights with plagues the Marriage hearse’.



To conclude in ‘London’ the poet shows the unhappy condition of moral decay in society. However this bleak
picture should not make us forget that Blake was a visionary, who had hope for the regeneration of mankind.
He believed in the divinity of man, for him reason and scientific progress were not infallible. For him
imaginative wholeness and compassionate bonding were essential for innocence to survive without being
exploited.

---------------------------------------------------------------------

Note for Students: I have tried to make the audio clips very comprehensive in terms of explanation for your
understanding , you should be able to answer the questions appended to the poems. It has also been my
intention in the written version of the explanations to the poems to be concise, because that is an
appreciable quality that students are expected to demonstrate in their answers without of course
compromising on adequacy. A question from the poem ‘The Garden of Love’ is answered for you. Please
practice writing answers to the other questions.

Q .1 Suggest why the phrase ‘Thou shalt not’ is left incomplete.

Ans. The phrase ‘Thou shalt not’ is an allusion to the Ten Commandments of God in the Old Testament. It is
left incomplete in the poem ‘The Garden of Love’ because it is the language of restraining authority, that is
frequently, beyond the original context, used arbitrarily. Blake was against authoritarianism in both religious
and State laws.
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