EN 206 Unit 1:Romantic and Victorian Poetry Week 2 Introduction and Assignments
Week 2: Blake’s Contrary states: childhood fnnocence yersus Wordly Experience
" What to Do This Week:

1} Read through my initial preliminary introduction to Blake's Songs of Innocence and
Experience just below here in this document. (10 minutes)
2) View the five videos then listed next in this document. {60 minutes)
3} Read then the assigned poems listed next in this document. (45 minutes)
4) Composed journal entry in response to the journal prompt found next in this document
and submit it to the Blackboard slot by 11:59 on Tuesday August 25, (45 minutes)
5) Male three posts to our Week 2 Discussion Post on Blackboard by noon on Thursday
" pugust 27" see directions at the end of this document about what to post. (20 minutes).-

1) Introduction: Blake's Contrary States—-Childhood nnocence versus Wwordly Experience

a) If you did view the introduction to Romanticism powerpoint assigned last week, you
may recail that witliam Blake was One of the first geperation £N plish Roman tic poets,

writing much of his poetry between 1790 and 1820.

by Aswith the other romantic poets, he valued the imagination as way of understanding
how all the things in the world might fit togetherina meaningful organic way,
something especially crucial at a time when the industrial Revolu Hon was beginning 1o
mechanize the world and the French Revolution had revealed how unfair rraditional
Furopeadit cocieties could be in terms of human equality.

c) Aswith the other romantics, he was especially keen on lpoking to nature for the
HArony, peace, And spirituality it could provide. Hand in hand with this turn to nature
for the romantics was d special emphasis on the importance of childhood as an intuitive

Hime of innocence that could powerfully connect one to nature and the gpiritual powers

it invoked.

) Interms of this context, Blake's early dual collection of poems 5035 of Innocence and
Experience (1794) explores both the purity of childhood ('inm.}cmu:e} and the aiihseauent
loss of ibaswe grow older (expc—zrienccz}
e) Blake held a firm pelief that muich of understanding of life revolves around thinking
through cssential dualities such as good and evil or spirit and body. He uses the term
‘contraries’ to characterize such opposing dualities and stated: ‘without contraries there
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f)

Consider the following characterization of his dualistic vision of innocence and
experience froma commentator:

While ostensibly about the naivety and simplicity of innocent youth, Songs of
innocence is not merely a collection of verses for children. several of the poems include
an ironic tong, and some, cuch as “The Chimney sweeper,” imply sharp criticism of the
society of Blake's time. Although clearty inte nced as @ celebration of chitdren and of
thelr unzu‘.iu\teratc-éd enjoyrment of the world around thein, songs of mnocence is also A
warning to adult readers. inocence Nas heen lost not simply throu ah aging, bsuk
hecause the fOrees of culture have allowed a hope—ct'ushing society to flourish,
sometimes at the direct expense of children’s souls.

Songs of Experience allows Blake to be more direct i Wi criticisir of society. He
sttacks chureh leaders, wealthy sociatites, and cruet narents with equal vehemence.
Blake also UsS€S songs of Experience t0 further develop his own personal theological
system, which was portrayed as mostly very traditional in 50ng5 of Innocence. in SONgs
of Experience, Blake questions how we Know that God exists, whether a God who allows
poor children to suffer and be exploited is in fact, good, and whether love can exist as an
abstract concept apart from human interaction.

Thus, while Blake celebrates the innocence and joy of childhood, especially when
connected to nature, he is also a sharp critic of aeiaty--n Terms of how children cat
unfairly have thelr innoaence corrupted; in addition, as we all prow older we do

sndersiandably jose some element of O childhood innocence @ weli--it Is necessary as
we grow into rational human beings who become a part of the world of experience.

For this week's reading and responses, then, at the outset here think about the
following guestions:

Blake describes innocence and experience as e WO CONtrary states
of the human soul.” What do you think he means by this?

Do your Owi axperiences growing up confirm Blake’s view of this duality between
innocence and experience?

For Blake, how is it that society {including ;g(}va—zrtn“nm‘zt, the chureh, and othey authorities
and realities) proves (o be a corrupling influence on individuals, especially children?
Does Blake's use of parallel poems, one from “nnocence’ and one from 'Experience’
(often but not always evident in titles), help you to s€€ rhe shift he explores?

>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>KEEP GOING>>>>>>>>>>>>>>



2) View the Videos: Before reading the assigned poem (listed below), view the five videos i

have provided with the hyperlinks here. While | am happy to frame our weekly units
myself, which | will do to some degree (as | have done here), there are some really
thoughtful, engaging, and varied presentations about Blake and his poetry out there,
particularly those created by educational institutions such as universities, museums, and
libraries. Anyway, it makes sense to experience these varied and useful perspectives at
the outset of our weekly activities.

a) Start off with this introductory lecture from a professor at the University of
Leeds in England

httgs://www.\_/outube.com/watch?\/miVVCBPfomhs

b) Next up work through this introduction to Blake's songs of innocence and
Experience from the Yate Museuin in Londot, Note that you can see how
Blake’s beautifully illuminated manuscripts {paintings) look, you can hear
how his poems sound when read out loud, and you can read short perceptive
analyses of some of the key poems from his dual collection:

am-blake-39/blakes-s0Ngs-

hitps://www.tate.of uk/art/artists/wilki
innocence-experience

¢} Then iistenioa brief reading of two poems that Blake pairs in his collection:
“The Chimney Sweeper” from songs of Innocence and ““The Chimney
sweeper” from Songs of Experience:

htth:[/www.youtube.com/watch?
wEXIS79RNNeN M&list=PLvIBrti 1vuwaﬂ<NlrllOe%;18gquRéa4&iﬂdexz2_Q_

d) As afollow-up to listening to the two Chimney Sweeper poems, Now listen to
this fairly shoit but perceptive analysis of these bwo pocins, particularly in
terms of they are related to one another and reveal the transition from
innocence to experience:

httg5://www.y_outube.com/watch?
V:DD“;rPSHtvE&Hst:PLVJBrti 1vuwaﬂ<NirHOeinSgquRéafi&index122

e) Last but not least but watch this animated faturistic video intespretation of
perhaps Blake’s most famous poem from Songs of Experience, “London”;
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https:[m[vimeo.com/42973939



3)

Read the Poems: while by now you have already viewed, listen to, and heard analysis of
some of the poems from this coliection (Songs of Innocence and Experience), it is now
time for you to dive into the poems On your awh and read them. They are short; take
your time. in our Norton Anthology of English Literature (Major Authors vol 2, tenth
edition), they can be found on pages 48-64. Other Norton editions will have the same
grouping of poems {most but not all from the overall collection), though page numbers
may differ. 1f you wish to read these separately online (not via our textbook) you can
readily search and find the table of contents for our tenth edition textbook. Or given
that the collection is not that long overall, just read through the entire collection
{iInnocence and Experience), as this is pretty much what our anthology has anyway.

As you read through these poems Kkeep in mind the raliowing guestions below, as | will
ask you later on to respond to one of them in your journal entry {don't worry about the
journal entry just yet). Inany event, just try also to cead and enjoy these short lyrics.
The Songs of Innocence are often but not always a fairly delightful romp through
childhood innocence (frolicking in nature, ohserving animals and flora and fauna in
nature, carefree play); the Songs of Experience sharpen Blake’s critical view of socicty as
we see a darker reality emerge.

« Blake describes innocence and experience as wie two contrary states of the
human soul.” What do you think he means by this?

o Do your own axperiences growing up confirm Blake's view of this duality
between innocence and experience?

« For Blake, how is it that soclety (including government, the church, and other
authorities and realities) proves to be a corrupting influence on individuals,
especially children?

e Does Blake’s pairing of single poerns from ‘nnocence’ and ‘Experience’ (often
but not always evident in titles) help you to see the shift he explores?

Journal Entry: Every week, excepton a couple of occasions when you will be writing an
essay for the entire week, | will ask you to upload via Turnifin a jour nal entry of 250:300.

Words by the end o f the day on_ Tuesd ay August 25 (1125 9 pm). For these journal entries

| will typically give you some choice. These journal entries—combined with related
discussion thread posts {see item 5 helow)--will be graded on a typical hundred point
scale and will accumulate through the semester to comprise 25% of your final grade.
More on grading policies is upcoming; | will post @ document related to the journal
enfries and posts near the top of our class page in the next few days). For now, here are

the options for your journal entries—choose [Usi Obe:

a) Blake describes innocence and experience as e bwo contrary states of the
numan soul” what do you think he means by this? Refer to specifics from



two poems in developing your point. In so doing ncorporate one short

guote (just a fine or two, no more) from e ach of the fwo poems.

b) Do your own experiences growing up confirm Blake's view of this duality
between innocence and experience? Refer to spacifics from two poems in
developing your point. In so doing incorporate on e short guete {just aline or
fwo, no mare) from each of the twe poems.

c¢) For Blake, how is it that society (including government, the church, and other
authorities and realities) proves to be a corrupting influence on individuals,
especially children? Refer to specifics from two poems in developing your
point. In so doing incorporate one short guote {usta ling or two, no more).
from each of the two poems.

d) Does Blake's pairing of single poermns from ‘Innocence’ and ‘Experience’
{often but not always evident in tities) help you to see the shift he explores?
Consider perhaps the famous pairing of “The Lamb” and “The Tyger" as
poems about the nature of creation. Refer to specifics from Lwa poems in
developing your point. In so doing incorp orate one short quote Gust a line or
two, no more} from each of the two poenis.

[ Note: because Blake's “Chimney Sweeper' poems figure so prominently in the
videos above, please do not choose these two specific poems for your journal
entry so it can be more readily a response from your own reading]

5) Discussion Thread Posts: we will have a weekly ‘discussion’ of the readings via a
discussion thread | will create. To this discussion thread, you will be asked to
contribute three posts: your initial post will be simple enough—just post your
journal entry (250-300 words); then do two shorter posts (25 or more words—
keep it lean) that respond directly to another student’s post, either an original
journal post or areply Lo a nother student's post/reply (anywhere in the thread).
These posts heed to be completed by noon on fhursday of the week in question
(8/27 for week two here). '




