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William Blake The Complete Illuminated
Books

Unveiling the Visionary World of William Blake: The
Complete Illuminated Books

William Blake remains one of the most singular and enigmatic figures in English literature and
art. A poet, painter, and printmaker, he created a universe that defies easy categorization. For
those seeking to enter this deeply personal cosmos, there is no better gateway than William
Blake The Complete  Illuminated Books.  This  extraordinary  compilation  gathers  all  of
Blake’s major works that he painstakingly hand-lettered, illustrated, and colored – a process he
called “illuminated printing.” To read Blake without seeing his images is to experience only half
of his genius. In this article, we will explore what makes this collection so essential, examine its
key components,  and understand why Blake’s  illuminated books  remain  a  cornerstone of
Romantic and visionary art.



Blake’s illuminated books were not merely illustrated texts; they were unified creations where
word and image are inseparable. The complete set includes masterpieces such as Songs of
Innocence and of Experience, The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, Jerusalem, The Book of Urizen,
and many others. Each work is a doorway into Blake’s complex mythology – a system populated
by figures like Urizen (reason),  Los (imagination),  and Orc (rebellion).  By bringing together all
these pieces in one authoritative volume, William Blake The Complete Illuminated Books
allows readers and scholars to appreciate the full sweep of his prophetic vision.

The Revolutionary Art of Illuminated Printing

Before  diving  into  the  specific  works,  it  helps  to  understand  the  medium  Blake  invented.
Frustrated by the high cost  and limitations of  conventional  publishing,  Blake developed a
method he called “relief etching” in the late 1780s. He would write his poetry and draw designs
directly onto copper plates using an acid-resistant varnish. The plate was then etched, leaving
the words and images in relief, ready to be inked and printed. After printing, Blake and his wife
Catherine hand-colored each copy with watercolors, often varying the hues from one edition to
the next. This meant that every copy of a given illuminated book was a unique work of art.

The phrase William Blake The Complete Illuminated Books therefore denotes not only a
textual canon but also a visual one. Modern facsimile editions strive to capture the vibrancy of
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Blake’s originals, which are scattered among museums and rare book libraries. When you study
these pages, you witness a mind that refused to separate the act of writing from the act of
drawing. Every letter is sculpted, every border teems with flames, vines, or tiny human figures.
For Blake, the illuminated book was the ideal form of communication – one that engaged both
the rational and the imaginative faculties of the reader.

Key Works Within the Collection

While every piece in William Blake The Complete Illuminated Books deserves attention,
several stand out as cornerstones of his creative output. Below we explore some of the most
celebrated and influential works.

Songs of Innocence and of Experience

Perhaps the most accessible entry point, Songs of Innocence and of Experience is a series of
short lyric poems that examine the “two contrary states of the human soul.” The “Innocence”
poems, gathered first in 1789 and later combined with the “Experience” poems of 1794, include
beloved pieces like “The Lamb,” “The Tyger,” and “The Chimney Sweeper.” Each poem is
accompanied by a delicate illustration that deepens the meaning. For instance, the illustration



for “The Tyger” shows the fierce creature in a forest, yet the colors and composition vary widely
across different copies.  This variability is  part  of  the magic of  William Blake The Complete
Illuminated Books in facsimile – you can compare how Blake himself reinterpreted his own
work.

The Marriage of Heaven and Hell

Written around 1790–1793, The Marriage of Heaven and Hell is a prose satire that challenges
conventional  morality  and religion.  Blake pretends to  transcribe the voice of  a  devil  who
advocates for energy, desire, and imagination over reason and restraint. This book contains
some of Blake’s most famous aphorisms, such as “The road of excess leads to the palace of
wisdom” and “If the doors of perception were cleansed every thing would appear to man as it
is, Infinite.” The illuminated pages swirl with demonic figures, flames, and intertwined texts. In
William Blake The Complete Illuminated Books, this work demonstrates Blake’s radical
philosophy in its most concentrated form.

Jerusalem: The Emanation of the Giant Albion

Blake’s longest illuminated book,  Jerusalem,  is  also his most ambitious.  Composed of  100
plates, it presents a sprawling epic about the fall and redemption of humanity, symbolized by
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the giant Albion (representing England and mankind). The poem is dense with Blake’s personal
mythology,  but  the  images  provide  crucial  clues.  They  show  muscular  figures,  architectural
forms, and intricate patterns that bind the narrative together. For serious students, William
Blake The Complete Illuminated Books is the only practical way to study Jerusalem in its
intended form, as reading the text alone can be bewildering. The imagery acts as a visual gloss,
revealing Blake’s cosmology through color and line.

The Earlier Prophetic Books: The Book of Urizen, The Book of Ahania,
and The Book of Los

These works, produced in the mid-1790s, form a kind of heretical Bible. The Book of Urizen
(1794) tells how the rational principle (Urizen) created a material world of limits and laws,
separating  humanity  from  the  infinite.  Its  illustrations  are  among  Blake’s  most  stark  and
powerful,  with  images  of  a  bearded,  measuring  god  and  a  crouched,  embryonic  figure.  The
complete collection situates these books alongside one another, allowing readers to trace the
development  of  Blake’s  mythos  from  its  earliest  expressions  to  its  fullest  realization  in
Jerusalem.



The Significance of the Complete Collection

Why should a modern reader, perhaps daunted by Blake’s complexity, seek out William Blake
The Complete Illuminated Books? The answer lies in the holistic experience. Blake intended
his works to be seen, not just read. When you view a plate from The Marriage of Heaven and
Hell,  you  notice  that  the  words  often  snake  around  images  of  flames  that  seem  to  lick  the
letters.  The  color  choices  –  deep  blues,  fiery  oranges,  pale  yellows  –  create  an  emotional
atmosphere that plain text cannot convey. In a standard anthology of Blake’s poetry, you miss
this essential dimension.

Moreover,  the collection allows comparative study. Because Blake hand-colored each copy
differently,  scholars  can  examine  variants.  For  example,  the  tiger  in  Songs  of  Experience
appears in some copies with a gentle expression, in others with a ferocious one. Was Blake
changing his mind? Or was he responding to the mood of the moment? William Blake The
Complete Illuminated Books in a high-quality facsimile edition (such as the one published by
William Blake Trust and Princeton University Press) provides reproductions of multiple copies,
letting us see the fluid nature of Blake’s art.
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Preserving a Delicate Legacy

Many of Blake’s original illuminated books are extremely fragile. They are held in institutions
like the British Library, the Fitzwilliam Museum, and the Library of Congress. Exposure to light
and  handling  can  damage  the  hand-painted  pages.  Therefore,  the  existence  of  a
comprehensive facsimile is crucial for both education and preservation. The phrase William
Blake The Complete Illuminated Books refers not only to the original works but also to the
scholarly efforts to reproduce them accurately. These editions use high-resolution photography
and careful color correction to capture the original’s vibrancy, making Blake’s art accessible to
anyone, anywhere.

Thematic Threads Across the Illuminated Books

Running through all  the works in William Blake The Complete Illuminated Books  are
several persistent themes. First is the conflict between reason and imagination. Blake saw the
Enlightenment’s  emphasis  on  logic  and  empiricism as  a  prison  for  the  human spirit.  His
illuminated books repeatedly show the dangers of a world ruled by “Urizenic” law, and the
liberating power of poetic vision. Second is the critique of institutional religion and monarchy.
Blake was a fierce republican and a spiritual  radical.  In poems like “The Garden of Love” and



“London,” he attacks the hypocrisy of the church and the state. The illustrations amplify these
criticisms with grotesque images of priests and kings.

Third  is  the  concept  of  “contraries.”  Blake  believed  that  without  opposites,  there  is  no
progression. Love and hate, innocence and experience, heaven and hell – these are not binary
choices but  dynamic tensions that  drive spiritual  evolution.  The illuminated books do not
resolve these tensions; they present them with undiminished intensity. Finally, there is the
theme of the artist as prophet. Blake saw himself as a visionary who could perceive eternal
truths hidden from ordinary eyes. In William Blake The Complete Illuminated Books, we
see how he transformed his visions into tangible, luminous pages that still speak to us today.

How to Approach the Complete Illuminated Books

For a first-time reader, diving into Blake’s mythology can be overwhelming. Here is a suggested
path through William Blake The Complete Illuminated Books:

Start with Songs of Innocence and of Experience. These poems are short and1.
deceptively simple. Read them aloud. Study the illustrations. Notice how the same poem
(like “The Chimney Sweeper”) appears in both sections with different artistic treatments.
Move to The Marriage of Heaven and Hell. This is Blake’s most energetic and2.
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readable prose work. It will introduce you to his rebellious voice and his core ideas about
contraries.
Explore the early prophetic books – especially The Book of Urizen. These are more3.
difficult, but the images provide a narrative thread. Look for the figure of Urizen and how
he represents the oppressive side of reason.
Finally, tackle Jerusalem – but be patient. Read it in small sections, and always keep4.
the visual layout in mind. A good strategy is to describe what you see in each plate
before reading the text.

If you are using a digital or online version of William Blake The Complete Illuminated
Books, take advantage of zoom features to examine details. Many online archives, such as that
of  the  William  Blake  Archive  (blakearchive.org),  offer  side-by-side  comparisons  of  different
copies.  This  can  be  an  illuminating  exercise  in  itself  –  pardon  the  pun.

The Enduring Influence of Blake’s Illuminated Books

Blake was largely unknown and considered mad during his lifetime. Yet in the two centuries
since his death, his reputation has soared. Writers like William Butler Yeats, Allen Ginsberg, and
J. G. Ballard; artists like the Surrealists and the graphic novelist Alan Moore; musicians from Jim



Morrison to PJ  Harvey –  all  have drawn inspiration from Blake’s hybrid art.  The complete
illuminated books are the foundation of this legacy. They show an artist who invented his own
mythology, his own printing technique, and his own way of blending poetry and painting. In a
digital age saturated with images and text, Blake’s insistence on their unity feels more relevant
than ever.

Studying William Blake The Complete Illuminated Books is not an academic exercise; it is
an encounter with a mind that refused to accept the boundaries of conventional thought.
Blake’s work challenges us to trust our own imagination, to question authority, and to see the
infinite  in  every  detail.  Whether  you  are  a  seasoned  scholar  or  a  curious  newcomer,  the
illuminated books reward repeated visits. Each time you open them, you will notice something
new – a faint curl of color, a tiny figure hidden in the margin, a phrase that suddenly crystallizes
meaning.

Conclusion: A World to Be Inhab


