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“in your own Bosom you bear your Heaven And Earth”: 

William Blake’s Imaginative Apocalypse and Millennium in Jerusalem
Trembling I sit day and night, my friends are astonish'd at me 

Yet they forgive my wanderings, I rest not from my great task! 

To open the Eternal Worlds, to open the immortal Eyes 

Of Man inwards into the Worlds of Thought: into Eternity 

Ever expanding in the Bosom of God, the Human Imagination 

O Saviour pour upon me thy Spirit of meekness & love: 

Annihilate the Selfhood in me, be thou all my life!







(E5, lns. 17-23)

In one the rare, but vital first person moments in Jerusalem, William Blake clearly lays out his prophetic task – to “open the Eternal Worlds, to open the immortal Eyes / Of Man inwards into the Worlds of Thought.”  He accomplishes this in Jerusalem by consistently employing symbols of apocalypse and millennium in order to illustrate his prophetic vision.  This symbolism is often drawn from specific passages in Scripture and then modified to serve Blake’s specific prophetic goals.  From “The French Revolution” through the continental prophecies to Milton and Jerusalem, Blake is constantly revolving the imagery of apocalypse as a symbol of earthly renovation and renewal. Though the goal of a temporal millennium was not reached in his lifetime through the American or French Revolution, Blake utilizes the images of apocalypse and millennium in his poetry and art to affect a mental apocalypse in the minds of his readers – what cultural critic David Dark terms an “everyday apocalypse.”  


Thus the apocalyptic nature of Blake’s work is not bound up what is traditionally conceived as eschatology, nor do the complex images he employs solely signify traditional apocalyptic themes. In traditional Christian thought, “apocalypse” is connected to some future cataclysmic event that will bring time to an end and inaugurate a new millennium (Paley 2-3).  These were the types of millennial prophecies that people like Richard Brothers and Joanna Southcott engaged in – literal predictions about the worlds end, usually linked to real events of the time (such as the French Revolution) which were meant to bring about a millennium of peace.  However, “apocalypse” as a key part of eschatology is only part of its meaning.  As Paley argues, “The apocalyptic mode, both in the Bible and in secular literature, involves a seer who communicates his visions, and these apocalyptic truths are conveyed not as pure spiritual transmission, but through images and words” (2-3).  Thus apocalypse and the resultant millennium become far more concerned with present day reality, modes of seeing this reality, and a vision of future hope in a restored community.


It is definition of apocalyptic that I want to explore in more depth in this paper.  For, if apocalypse and millennium are not solely, or even primarily, about “end things” but instead a radical engagement with reality, this changes the way we view the apocalyptic rhetoric of Blake’s work.  What I want to argue is that Blake, especially in his most mature works – Milton and Jerusalem – comes to an understanding of apocalyptic that is intimately bound up with crucial questions of earthly justice, reconciliation, and hope for a future millennium that represents the “kingdom of heaven” come to earth.  However, Blake does not see this kingdom in a literal sense, like Brothers and Southcott, but instead as a mental space in which individuals open themselves up to embracing the radical other.  It is only through this gesture that the overriding narratives of power can be undermined and overthrown.  

Profoundly radical and profoundly influenced by the great revolutions of his day, Blake nevertheless understands that radical rhetoric is not enough, that it is the “mental fight,” that must be won in order for true change to take place.  In this light I want to engage in a reading of Jerusalem as Blake’s ultimate artistic expression of this kingdom of heaven, this messianic space that counteracts the oppressive narratives of progress and power through the radical embrace of otherness and friendship.  Furthermore, I want to illustrate how, by portraying the apocalyptic in this manner, Blake hopes to affect an “everyday apocalypse” in the minds of “England’s green & pleasant Land.”
Apocalypse and Millennium


As Morton Paley and others have convincingly argued, the themes of apocalypse and millennium are crucial to understanding British Romantic poetry as a whole and the complex works of William Blake in particular.  Furthermore, the climate of popular millenarianism that sprung up at the end of the eighteenth century in response to the American and French revolutions had a wide-ranging impact upon both the religious and secular radical literature of the day.  Thus, this interest in apocalypse and millennium at the turn of the eighteenth century comes to signify not only a religious movement, but an attempt to explain the rapidly shifting political landscape in terms of radical change and societal renewal.


In this light, it becomes important to distinguish how authors like Blake would have understood and applied the terms apocalypse and millennium.  Paley argues that the apocalyptic mode “involves a seer who communicates his visions, and these apocalyptic truths are conveyed not as pure spiritual transmission, but through images and words” (3).  We will return to this notion of the apocalyptic as visionary later; but Paley also states that this apocalyptic vision “brings the reader to the end of time” (3) and is thus linked with eschatology.  However, what is important for Blake and the popular millenarians of the time period is that these events that end time will ultimately lead to “a period of life in a regenerate society, known as the millennium” (Paley 3) in which the proper order will be restored and humankind will live in harmony.


In the symbolic chaos that represents the apocalypse and the regeneration of society that inaugurates the millennium, we can see the popular draw of millenarian thought in 1790’s Britain.  With Europe wracked by the events of the French Revolution, people on both sides of the controversy sought to interpret current events in light of Biblical predictions of the world’s end and the new millennium.  Self-styled prophets like Richard Brothers and Joanna Southcott gained massive followings in England by writing and prophesying the literal end of the age and establishment of the New Jerusalem (Fulford 7), secular radicals like Thomas Spence and Thomas Holcroft figured the new world order in terms of a millennial re-awakening (Paley 30), and poets from Blake to Coleridge to Wordsworth incorporated varying figurations of apocalypse and millennium into their poetry.

It is also important to delineate the difference between the prophetic and apocalyptic modes, especially as regards the production of poetry for, though closely related, each has its specific poetic function.  Prophecy, rightly conceived, is bound up in radical critique of the status quo, and especially the conspiracy of power against the marginal.  Its only interest in futurity (traditionally thought to be the province of the prophetic) is in naming what will happen if no action is taken.  Thus, as Blake himself puts it in his “Annotations to An Apology for the Bible”:

Prophets in the modern sense of the word have never existed Jonah was no prophet in the modern sense for his prophecy of Ninevah failed.  Every honest man is a Prophet he utters his opinion both of private & public matters / Thus / If you go on So / the result is So / He never says such a thing shall happen let you do what you will. a Prophet is a Seer not an Arbitrary Dictator (Erdman 617).

The apocalyptic, on the other hand, is interested in futurity, but in a different sense – the event that is prophesied (the end of time and the coming of the millennium) is figured not in terms of “If you go on So / the result is So,” but in terms of what is certain to happen.  The millennium, preceded by apocalypse, will come – it is inevitable, the only question is how.  Furthermore, as stated above, apocalyptic rhetoric is intimately bound up with symbols and modes of seeing that are then translated into reality through images and words that often bear a multiplicity of referents and interpretations that have the power to be translated and enacted in multiple ways.  This is not to say, as we will see with Blake, that the prophetic cannot be apocalyptic or the apocalyptic prophetic, for at their core both are bound up with the question of justice and the reestablishment of the proper order. It is only to point out, as I will discuss below, that each mode has its own ultimate goal in affecting change in society.

The Kingdom of Heaven

Though the millennium is undoubtedly a crucial component of Blake’s visions, it is first important to distinguish how Blake conceives of the millennium before working backwards to how Blake’s concept of millennium informs his interpretation of apocalypse.  In order to do this we must first turn to the relevant scriptural passages, which clearly influence Blake’s portrayal of millennium in his poetry.  Of course, one of the crucial influences for all the Romantic poets was the book of Daniel, which combines prophetic and apocalyptic elements throughout to create a rich and difficult text that could be applied to a multiplicity of circumstances (Paley 6).  Of particular interest to Blake is the millennial vision of Daniel 2, in which Daniel interprets Nebuchadnezzar’s dream about the statue with the head of gold, breast of silver, belly and thighs of brass and feet of iron and clay.  After Daniel equates each of these body parts to a specific earthly regime, he then describes a fifth kingdom that will destroy them all: 

And in the days of these kings shall the God of heaven set up a kingdom, which shall never be destroyed: and the kingdom shall not be left to other people, but it shall break in pieces and consume all these kingdoms, and it shall stand for ever.  Forasmuch as thou sawest that the stone was cut out of the mountain without hands, and that it brake in pieces the iron, the brass, the clay, the silver, and the gold; the great God hath made known to the king what shall come to pass hereafter: and the dream is certain, and the interpretation thereof sure. (vs. 44-45)

Thus this kingdom that Daniel sees and describes is figured as a certainty – a future day in which the kingdoms of this earth will disappear and be replaced by a kingdom of heaven.

This millennial vision carries through into the New Testament.  Throughout the gospels the kingdom of heaven or kingdom of God are the terms consistently used to describe this future state when justice will be restored. However in the gospels the interpretation of the millennial kingdom is modified – it is no longer figured solely in terms of a temporal restoration of order, but also an individual, mental one.  The crucial passage here is Luke chapter 17:20-21, when the Pharisees ask Christ when the kingdom prophesied in books like Daniel would come.  He responds, “The kingdom of God does not come with your careful observation, nor will people say, ‘Here it is,’ or ‘There it is,’ because the kingdom of God is within you."  Thus, as Blake clearly recognizes, the true kingdom is not simply or solely a new political order or the coming of the millennium (at least not yet), but first and foremost a way of looking at reality, living in the world, and enacting justice.  As he writes in Jerusalem in a clear gloss of Luke 17: “in your own Bosom you bear your Heaven / And Earth, & all you behold, tho it appears Without it is Within / In your Imagination of which this World of Mortality is but a Shadow” (E71, lns. 18-20).

In this light, the most famous declaration of the kingdom, in Revelation 21, takes on a different cast:

Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and there was no longer any sea. I saw the Holy City, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband. And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “Now the dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them. They will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be their God. He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away” (vs. 1-4).

These were the very passages seized on by Blake’s contemporary millenarians like Brothers and Southcott that were then translated into literal visions of the building of the New Jerusalem in London and the establishment of a temporal millennium.  Yet it is this very passage that Blake uses to imaginatively configure his “mental millennium” in Jerusalem – the radical establishment of embrace in human minds and hearts.  

This also illustrates the extent to which the prophetic question of justice is bound up with this messianic vision – for it is only through the bringing of the kingdom to earth, that true justice (freed from the taint of vengeance) is restored.  As Derrida puts it: 

If right or law stems from vengeance, as Hamlet seems to complain that it does – before Nietzsche, before Heidegger, before Benjamin – can one not yearn for a justice that one day, a day belonging no longer to history, a quasi-messianic day, would finally be removed from the fatality of vengeance?  Better than removed: infinitely foreign, heterogeneous at its source?  And is this day before us, to come, or more ancient than memory (21)?

The answer is that it is both, and this is a fact that Blake understands, for he surely did believe in the literal coming of the millennium but, unlike his contemporaries, he understood that it was not always a literal future millennium, but something that is called up again and again throughout history as a means of evoking justice, a justice that is bound up not in retribution, but in the embrace of difference and heterogeneity.
By pushing back against contemporary definitions of millennium that are bound up in temporal political and revolutionary progress towards a new world order, Blake is thus able to interrogate and disrupt all narratives of power that seek to conspire against the marginal – revolutionary or reactionary.  Thus the apocalyptic and the messianic coming of the kingdom is a disruption of a linear progressivist narrative of power – it is a breaking in of the future into the here and now – it represents the cracks in the surface of the “real” through which we can glimpse the true nature of that reality.  It is a cataclysm that reorders conceptions of time and human progress, that calls into question temporal narratives of progress and power – arguing that, far from leading to increased human understanding and enlightenment, they actual lead to totalitarianism and the subversion of the human by industrial, technocratic, capitalistic actors.  Thus the apocalyptic represents a truly revolutionary energy that harnesses both past and future as a means of reordering our understanding of temporal space.  It represents a renovation of vision that causes society to view the status quo in a new, interrogatory, revolutionary way.

This individual renovation of vision is also a crucial part of Blake’s apocalyptic mission.  For in this he is able to draw apocalyptic energy into the present to open up a space for the other and for the kingdom of heaven, not in the future (as the millenarians would have it) but in the midst of present day reality.  In his book Everyday Apocalypse, cultural critic David Dark draws on this sense of the apocalyptic to argue that, “We apparently have the word “apocalypse” all wrong.  In its root meaning, it’s not about destruction or fortune-telling; it’s about revealing…. The real world, within which you’ve lived and moved and had your being, has unveiled itself” (10).  Thus the “everyday apocalypse” is the moment, the space within which we experience the infinite in the seemingly mundane.  It is the moment in which we “see” (if we are really looking) the true nature of reality and the status quo.  According to Dark:

Apocalyptic changes everything.  Its intense attention to the minute particulars, to the infinity forever passing before our eyes, can leave us feeling ashamed of our ongoing impenetrability to the immediate.  It creates an unrest within our minds, and it can only be overcome by imagining differently, by giving in to its aesthetic authority, by letting it invigorate the lazy conscience. (10)

Thus the apocalyptic not only exposes us to the “minute particulars” of the truly, imaginatively real, it also motivates change – a renovation of imagination that contains within it the power to effect society.

This, then, is Blake’s true millennium – not a temporal one, but a spiritual one.  This is why he protests so strongly against Enlightenment notions of progress and ways of knowing.  The real battleground is not in the streets, but in the mind, against “mind forg’d manacles”.  It is not in changing political structures from the top down, but from the bottom up as individuals alter their ways of seeing and bring the apocalyptic vision of the kingdom into temporal space.  In his earlier prophecies, Blake develops Orc to enact a temporal apocalypse and millennium but (as the experience of the French Revolution shows) Orc is always perverted into Urizen just as the temporal revolution always consumes itself in its own tyranny. Thus, as Paley puts it when questioning why Milton only has two books instead of the planned twelve, “These difficulties [in extending the poem to twelve books] suggest Blake’s realization that in Milton he had promised apocalypse and millennium in history but had delivered them only within the self” (90).  Apocalypse and millennium are thus, for Blake, properly located within the individual and the individual’s power to enact justice within the community.
Apocalypse and the Justice of Radical Embrace


If this is how Blake conceives of the millennial kingdom of heaven to be inaugurated by a revolutionary mental apocalypse – then what is the content of his revolution?  I argue that in a true prophetic mode, Blake’s apocalyptic themes are bound up in the question of justice, of challenge to the status quo – questions that exercised Blake as prophet throughout his literary life.  Thus here the apocalyptic takes on traditionally prophetic content, for Blake’s answers to these pressing questions of justice are framed in a visionary mode – a vision of a restored earth, built upon friendship and the radical embrace of the other.  This concern for justice as embrace of the marginal other is, in fact, a key characteristic of prophetic and apocalyptic rhetoric.  In his seminal work, The Prophets, Abraham Joshua Heschel argues that one of the key characteristics of the prophet is that he or she “feels fiercely.  God has thrust a burden upon his soul, and he is bowed and stunned at man’s fierce greed” (5). Throughout the books of the prophets in the Old Testament, there are constant denunciations of human greed and economic injustice.  The prophet Isaiah rails against those who oppress the poor:

Woe to those who make unjust laws, to those who issue oppressive decrees, to deprive the poor of their rights and withhold justice from the oppressed of my people, making widows their prey and robbing the fatherless.  What will you do on the day of reckoning, when disaster comes from afar?  To whom will you run for help?  Where will you leave your riches?  Nothing will remain but to cringe among the captives or fall among the slain. (Isaiah 10:1-4)

As Heschel writes, “Prophecy is the voice that God had lent to the silent agony, a voice to the plundered poor, to the profaned riches of the world.  It is a form of living, a crossing point of God and man.  God is raging in the prophet’s words” (5-6).  God’s logic is not man’s logic, and he is eminently concerned with the wellbeing of the poor – enough that he would speak especially on their behalf through the prophets.  In this sense, justice is not blind, but has its eyes wide open.  Yale theologian Miroslav Volf put it best when describing the “partiality” of God’s justice:

How does the God who “executes justice for the oppressed” act toward widows and strangers?  Just as God acts toward any other human being?  No….  Why is God partial to widows and strangers?  In a sense, because God is partial to everyone – including the powerful, whom God resists in order to protect the widow and stranger.  God sees each human being concretely, the powerful no less than the powerless….  When God executes justice, God does not abstract but judges and acts in accordance with the specific character of each person….  Why does God not treat all people equally but attends to each person in their specificity?  Why does God not abstract from the relationship but instead lets the relationship shape judgments and actions?  Because God is unjust?  No.  Because the justice which equalizes and abstracts is an unjust justice (221-222)! 
Thus, the prophet is God’s voice in dismantling this overriding ethos of greed, of calling people to repentance and a return to covenant of Yahweh, which promises justice and compassion.  This prophetic voice is thus intimately bound up with the apocalyptic vision of the kingdom of heaven, the community of hope in which all of this will be ultimately established.


This vision of justice is thus primarily concerned with the marginal and the other.  Justice, in the prophetic and apocalyptic sense, is not an impartial judgment in the interest of order, but a radical embrace of the other, the one who has been left out.  It also refuses to fall into the cycle of revenge and retribution against the oppressor, but works to restore him or her to the community through the action of embrace. Furthermore, this is not an embrace that erases difference, but celebrates radical alterity.  This is what Derrida is writing about in Specters of Marx, when he treats the true nature of justice:

How to distinguish between two disadjustments, between the disjuncture of the unjust and the one that opens up the infinite asymmetry of the relation to the other, that is to say, the place for justice….  Not for calculable equality, therefore, not for the symmetrizing and synchronic accountability or imputability of subjects or objects, not for rendering justice that would be limited to sanctioning, to restituting, and to doing right, but for justice as incalculability of the gift and the singularity of the an-economic ex-positions to others.  “The relation to others – that is to say, justice,” writes Levinas (22-23).
Thus, to quote Volf, true justice is “the will to give ourselves to others and ‘welcome’ them, to readjust our identities to make space for them, is prior to any judgment about others, except that of identifying them in their humanity” (29).  Thus it is in this space for the other that true justice is located, in the gesture of radical embrace; and it is in this space that Blake ultimately locates his apocalypse and foundation of millennium.

Jerusalem as the Location of Apocalypse and Embrace


The narrative of Jerusalem by its very nature defies progressive linear structure of any kind.  From its differently ordered plates, to repetitively retold episodes, to seemingly endless catalogues, the text itself calls into question the processes of reading and interpretation.  Instead of a traditional narrative structure encompassing beginning, middle, and end (mirroring the beginning, middle, and end of history), it locates the millennium in the process of reading, re-reading and reconstructing the vision from its scattered and repetitive parts.  These practices of reading are thus intimately tied to Blake’s apocalyptic purpose, for it indicates that, unlike his earlier prophetic works, Blake is aiming to reorder the way people think about and interact with reality.  The action of the poem, in more ways than one, thus occurs in the mind, in the imagination, and its narrative (such as it is) requires the reader to assimilate the actions of embrace and millennium into his or her own psyche.


In this light, the major action of the poem revolves around the mental revelation created by Albion’s fall, the chaos and oppression it causes, and his ultimate regeneration through the process of embrace and the forgiveness of sins.  Albion falls because he chooses to hide Jerusalem, to look away from liberty, pity, compassion and the apocalyptic imagination in favor of Vala, nature, natural religion, moral law, and the self.  These are common themes for Blake – contrasting the freedom of eternal imagination and liberty against moral law and natural religion.  However, what is unique about Blake’s representation of these elements in Jerusalem that is missing from his earlier work is his comprehensive argument against moral law and the revelation that the only way to combat this law is through a mental revolution based on the forgiveness of sins.  


Thus when Albion turns from Jerusalem and embraces Vala, the primary action of the moment revolves around the drawing of the “Veil of Moral Virtue” over the universe:

He recoil'd: he rush'd outwards; he bore the Veil whole away

His fires redound from his Dragon Altars in Errors returning

He drew the Veil of Moral Virtue. woven for Cruel Laws.

And cast it into the Atlantic Deep, to catch the Souls of the Dead.

He stood between the Palm tree & the Oak of weeping

Which stand upon the edge of Beulah; and there Albion sunk

Down in sick pallid languor! These were his last words, relapsing!








(E23, lns. 21-27)

Vala’s “Veil of Moral Virtue,” thus becomes the source of the ensuing chaos that ensues in the body of Albion, for within moral virtue there is no room for pity, compassion or embrace.  Moral virtue is instead characterized by an obsession with “truth,” “order,” and its idea of “justice.”  However positive these characteristics might sound, Blake makes it clear that the actual application of these “virtues” only ends in the oppression of the marginal:

These hills & valleys are accursed witnesses of Sin

I therefore condense them into solid rocks. stedfast!

A foundation and certainty and demonstrative truth:

That Man be separate from Man, & here I plant my seat.

Cold snows drifted around him: ice coverd his loins around

He sat by Tyburns brook, and underneath his heel, shot up!

A deadly Tree, he nam'd it Moral Virtue. and the Law

Of God who dwells in Chaos hidden from the human sight.

The Tree spread over him its cold shadows, (Albion groand)

They bent down, they felt the earth and again enrooting

Shot into many a Tree! an endless labyrinth of woe!

From willing sacrifice of Self. to sacrifice of (miscall'd) Enemies

For Atonement: Albion began to erect twelve Altars,

Of rough unhewn rocks. before the Potters Furnace

He nam'd them Justice. and Truth. And Albions Sons

Must have become the first Victims, being the first transgressors

But they fled to the mountains to seek ransom: building A Strong

Fortification against the Divine Humanity and Mercy.

In Shame & Jealousy to annihilate Jerusalem!







(E28, lns. 12-30)

In his fallen state, Albion strives to create certainties, known by “demonstrative truth,” based on scientific observation.  These “demonstrative truths” are clearly related Moral Virtue, which is here conflated with the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil.  This tree, instead of being used for the sacrifice of the self (here a clear reference to the cross) represents the sacrifice of Enemies, the establishment of the altars of retributive justice and vengeance based on “truth.”  
Thus the demonstrative truth of the law of scientific rationality, for Blake, leads only to the perpetuation of injustice and strife.  In response to the building of the altars of “Justice” and “Truth,” Albion’s sons build “A Strong Fortification against the Divine Humanity and Mercy,” and conspire to annihilate Jerusalem.  The effects of this action quickly become clear on the “vegetated world.”  Albion’s sons and daughters, under the veil of Vala, utilize this moral law mainly to oppress and impoverish:

The Twenty-eight Cities of Albion stretch their hands to thee:

Because of the Opressors of Albion in every City & Village:

They mock at the Labourers limbs! they mock at his starvd Children.

They buy his Daughters that they may have power to sell his Sons:

They compell the Poor to live upon a crust of bread by soft mild arts;

They reduce the Man to want: then give with pomp & ceremony-

The praise of Jehovah is chaunted from lips of hunger & thirst!










(E44, lns. 27-33)

This brutal oppression is thus the direct result of law and justice based upon the rule of the powerful over the weak – the “order” of a state based on quiescence and servitude.  It is based on a notion of social progress that relies on the labor of the poor and weak to create stability and order.  These powerful lines mirror the social situation in England during Blake’s lifetime.  Caught between the twin bastions of order and progress, the state and the church (the beast and the whore), ground down by the wheels and mills of the Industrial Revolution, driven from their land and literally compelled to live on crusts of bread distributed by “charity,” the poor and marginal were constant victims of a logic of control ostensibly based on justice and stability.  For Blake this was the result, not of injustice, but the “progressive” definitions of justice and rationality upon which society was founded.


This brand of order and justice also has the pernicious effect of perverting human nature.  Albion’s error, mirrored by his sons and daughters, is not simply rejecting Jerusalem, but embracing the self over the other, which is directly opposite to Christ’s sacrifice.  Thus Albion enters the “State of Satan” (E35), which is characterized by the embrace of self over the sacrifice of self for the other.  This has the effect of perverting humanity even further, of turning man into a fiend:

O! how the torments of Eternal Death, waited on Man; 

And the loud-rending bars of the Creation ready to burst: 

That the wide world might fly from its hinges. & the immortal mansion 

Of Man. for ever be possess'd by monsters of the deeps: 

And Man himself become a Fiend. wrap'd in an endless curse. 

Consuming and consum'd for-ever in flames of Moral Justice.

…

A nether-world must have recievd the foul enormous spirit. 

Under the presence of Moral Virtue. fill'd with Revenge and Law. 

There to eternity chain'd down, and issuing in red flames 

And curses. with his mighty arms brandish'd against the heavens 

Breathing cruelty blood & vengeance, gnashing his teeth with pain 

Torn with black storms, & ceaseless torrents of his own consuming fire:








(E40, lns. 26-31, 35-40)

Thus humanity, left to the influence of selfhood and moral law devolves into a state of perpetual, bloody vengeance under the guise of “Moral Justice.”  Because the ethic of embrace and forgiveness, embodied by Jerusalem, has been abandoned the only option left is the revenge of the law, which is “Conusming and consum’d for-ever;” a cycle of vengeance and oppression.  This clearly mirrors England’s almost continuous state of war during Blake’s lifetime – wars undertaken in the name of justice and the extension of liberty, which had the ultimate effect of impoverishing the poor at home and oppressing a wide variety of populations abroad.


The solution to this problem is, of course the forgiveness of sins, the radical embrace of the other (both oppressed and oppressor) and the absolute rejection of a definition of justice based on retribution.  It is only through these apocalyptic methods that the millennium can be brought to earth and Albion awoken from his slumber.  It is also only through these methods that a mental apocalypse can be performed in the minds of the reader that spurs them to actively bring Jerusalem to earth.


Crucial to this notion of justice and millennium is the idea of embrace of otherness laid out above.  In Jerusalem, Blake is clear that a proper view of the world perceives human relationships in terms of binding individuals together in embrace, instead of separating into competing structures or states of Satan.  This vision of unity through embrace is best embodied at the end of the poem, when Lost is speaking to Enitharmon, his Emanation:

When in Eternity Man converses with Man they enter 

Into each others Bosom (which are Universes of delight) 

In mutual interchange. and first their Emanations meet 

Surrounded by their Children, if they embrace & comingle 

The Human Four-fold Forms mingle also in thunders of Intellect 

But if the Emanations mingle not; with storms & agitations 

Of earthquakes & consuming fires they roll apart in fear 

For Man cannot unite with Man but by their Emanations 

Which stand both Male & Female at the Gates of each Humanity 

How then can I ever again be united as Man with Man 

While thou my Emanation refusest my Fibres of dominion. 

When Souls mingle & join thro all the Fibres of Brotherhood 

Can there be any secret joy on Earth greater than this?










(E88, lns. 4-16)


This crucial passage reflects Blake’s ideal state of human relations, in which man and woman enter into each other’s souls and become one.  Los is describing the eternal state here, where there is no longer any distinction between male and female, but this also clearly applies to “real world” relationships.  The power structures that create the unequal relationships between men and women, poor and rich, are ideally dissolved through this state of embrace, of creating the space for difference and joining together “thro all the Fibres of Brotherhood.”  Nevertheless, this is an embrace that does not erase difference for, though Los longs to be united with Enitharmon, each still represents a unique personality or part of a whole.  Likewise, Blake’s incorporation of Ireland and other oppressed people groups into his vision of unity indicates that there is room for national identity within his system, but that true embrace incorporates this identity without destroying it.


Thus the key to this radical apocalyptic turn is to create the millennial space within which the other can be embraced unconditionally, severed from cultural and political power structures.  This requires what Volf terms “distance,” from the entrenched values of the dominant culture that have been assimilated into the self in favor of a “catholic” personality that makes room for otherness.  He writes, “a catholic personality is a personality enriched by otherness, a personality which is what it is only because multiple others have been reflected in it in a particular way.  The distance from my own culture that results from being born by the Spirit creates a fissure in me through which others can come in” (51).  This creation of a space for radical justice is reflected in Blake’s representation of the “Spaces of Erin,” which are located West (the direction of freedom and justice) of Albion and come to stand for the hope provided by otherness:

Then Erin came forth from the Furnaces, & all the Daughters of Beulah

Came from the Furnaces. by Los's mighty power for Jerusalems

Sake: walking up and down among the Spaces of Erin:

And the Sons and Daughters of Los came forth in perfection lovely!

And the Spaces of Erin reach'd from the starry heighth, to the starry depth.









(E11, lns. 9-13)

Thus Ireland, with its literal distance and alterity becomes the space within which Los and his children can work for Jerusalem’s regeneration.  Especially considering England’s continuing oppression of the Irish population (the Act of Union of was passed just four years before Blake began working on Jerusalem) it is telling that Blake chooses to locate his space for regeneration in Ireland – embracing the cultural other as a vision of millennial embrace and redemption.


Indeed, on Plate 48, Erin herself comes forth to lament the fate of Albion and foreshadow the return of Jerusalem, reiterating the fact that the place “Where Friends Die for each other” has become the place “Of Murder, & Unforgiving. Never-awaking Sacrifice of Enemies” (lns. 57-58) under bondage to the moral law.  Yet this passage also indicates the road to regeneration, for the unforgiving sacrifice of enemies is contrasted to a place where friends die for each other, where there is forgiveness of sins.  However, this type of justice is unique in that it is provided not only for the oppressed, but the oppressor – for friends and enemies.  The space for embrace that is embodied in the Spaces of Erin is large enough, has created enough distance, that it can encompass both groups, thus ending the cycle of violence.  As Volf says, “Just as the oppressed must be liberated from the suffering caused by oppression, so the oppressors must be liberated from the injustice committed through oppression” (23). 


This sentiment is clearly echoed throughout Jerusalem, for it is only when the perpetual cycle of violence of the moral law is broken, when both oppressed and oppressor are restored, that Jerusalem can come again and Albion arise.  This is exactly what Lost realizes when he surveys the state of Albion and laments the brutal injustice his fall has caused:

And thus he spoke. looking on Albions City with many tears

What shall I do! what could I do, if I could find these Criminals

I could not dare to take vengeance; for all things are so constructed

And builded by the Divine hand, that the sinner shall always escape,

And he who takes vengeance alone is the criminal of Providence:

If I should dare to lay my finger on a grain of sand

In way of vengeance: I punish the already punished; O whom

Should I pity if I pity not the sinner who is gone astray!

O Albion, if thou takest vengeance; if thou revengest thy wrongs

Thou art for ever lost! What can I do to hinder the Sons

Of Albion from taking vengeance? or how shall I them perswade.











(E31, lns. 29-39)

Los realizes that the vengeance of the moral law can never set Albion right – taking vengeance on the sinner is to “punish the already punished,” who deserve pity and not retribution.  This does not mean that the injustice done to the marginalized is swept aside, it does not mean that the cause of the oppressed is forgotten – the particularities of their suffering are of special concern to Los, who laments their condition throughout the poem and consistently sides with them over the sons and daughters of Albion.  No, true justice for the oppressed means that their sufferings are brought out into the open and that the oppressor is confronted with these wrongs.  However, in order that these injustices are not perpetuated, mercy and forgiveness of the enemy are necessary steps to ensure the restoration of the community.


This radical ethic of embrace is only made possible by Blake’s notion of the forgiveness of sins, which is ultimately represented by the image of Christ on the cross taking on sins he did not commit:

Saying Doth Jehovah Forgive a Debt only on condition that it shall 

Be Payed? Doth he Forgive Pollution only on conditions of Purity 

That Debt is not Forgiven! That Pollution is not Forgiven 

Such is the Forgiveness of the Gods, the Moral Virtues of the 

Heathen, whose tender Mercies are Cruelty. But Jehovahs Salvation 

Is without Money & without Price. in the Continual Forgiveness of Sins 

In the Perpetual Mutual Sacrifice in Great Eternity! for behold! 

There is none that liveth & Sinneth not! And this is the Covenant 

Of Jehovah: If you Forgive one-another. so shall Jehovah Forgive You: 

That He Himself may Dwell among You. 








(E61, lns. 18-27)

Thus this ethic of forgiveness stands directly opposite to the moral law that demands retribution and vengeance for sins.  It is “the Continual Forgiveness of Sins in the Perpetual Mutual Sacrifice in Great Eternity!” which allows for former enemies to be brought together in the justice of embrace, working to bring about the kingdom of heaven in the world of “generation.”  It is this forgiveness of sins that frees the oppressed, reincorporating them into the community.  As Los exclaims at the beginning of the poem, “O holy Generation!             of regeneration! / O point of mutual forgiveness between Enemies! / Birthplace of the Lamb of God incomprehensible!” (E7, lns. 66-69).  Thus throughout the poem Christ, as the Lamb of God, comes to symbolize this ultimate sacrifice of self for other that is to be enacted in the world.  In becoming the bridegroom of Jerusalem, after Albion discards her, the Lamb is thus indicating that God always sides with liberty and justice.  As Volf argues, “as God suffers with victims, protects them, and gives them rights of which they have been deprived… so also should we,” furthermore, “God does not abandon the godless to their evil but gives the divine self for them in order to receive them into divine communion through atonement, so also should we – whoever our enemies and whoever we may be” (23).


The magnificent Plate 76 is a better representation of Christ’s ethic of forgiveness than any lines of poetry in Jerusalem.  In it, Christ is crucified on a tree, his arms outstretched, brilliant light streaming from his head and crown of thorns.  In the foreground is Albion, standing naked below the tree looking up at the figure of the crucified Christ.  His arms are outstretched in a clear imitation of the figure of Christ.  This plate vividly illustrates that Christ’s act on the cross ultimately symbolizes the outstretched arms of radical embrace and forgiveness – both of the oppressed and oppressor.  Furthermore, he is calling on Albion to imitate this gesture, to reject the moral law of oppression and embrace Jerusalem, embrace justice.  Thus the image of Albion, his arms outstretched, foreshadows the end of the poem in which he re-embraces Jerusalem and brings about the millennium on earth.  Finally, the dynamic of imitative, redemptive embrace in this plate calls upon the reader to imitate the gesture of embrace as well, thus participating in the mental apocalypse that Blake is trying to affect.


It is to this mental apocalypse and establishment of millennium that we must now turn; for it is in the establishment of the millennium at the end of the poem that Blake makes his most radical apocalyptic call to action.  In these plates Albion awakes from his slumber and is rejoined with Brittania, who represents the reunited Jerusalem and Vala.  The illustration on Plate 96 shows the regenerated Albion embracing Brittania, who eyes are turned upwards.  They both appear to be rising into the air and the text that accompanies the plate contains Albion’s conversation with the Lamb of God who reiterates that it is only through mutual sacrifice, forgiveness, and love that the millennium is brought to earth.  Plate 97 then includes an image of the New Jerusalem that clearly echoes the vision of Revelation 21:

Awake! Awake Jerusalem! O lovely Emanation of Albion

Awake and overspread all Nations as in Ancient Time

For lo: the Night of Death is past and the Eternal Day

Appears upon our Hills! Awake Jerusalem. and come away

So spake the Vision of Albion & in him so spake in my hearing

The Universal Father Then Albion stretchd his hand into Infinitude.

And took his Bow, Fourfold the Vision for bright beaming Urizen

Layd his hand on the South & took a breathing Bow of carved Gold

Luvah his hand stretch'd to the East & bore a Silver Bow bright shining

Tharmas Westward a Bow of Brass pure flaming richly wrought

Urthona Northward in thick storms a Bow of Iron terrible thundering

And the Bow is a Male & Female & the Quiver of the Arrows of Love.

Are the Children of this Bow: a Bow of Mercy & Loving-kindness: laying

Open the hidden Heart in Wars of mutual Benevolence Wars of Love

And the Hand of Man grasps firm between the Male & Female Loves

And he Clothed himself in Bow & Arrows in awful state Fourfold

In the midst of his Twenty-eight Cities each with his Bow breathing









(E97, lns 2-18)

Here Jerusalem is figured as the millennial city coming to earth – the fourfold vision has been restored, the Zoas assume their proper place, and Albion sends forth his “Arrows of Love” from his male and female bow of mercy and loving-kindness to perform their restorative work on earth.


Most important of all, however, is the fact that all of this apocalyptic activity is figured in terms of a mental awakening.  The millennial kingdom of heaven is brought to earth through the mental action of Albion when he turns from error and embraces the forgiveness of sins.  It is an imaginative regeneration that reorders structures of thinking and acting in society (Paley, 1970, 155).  The arrows of love and mercy that are sent forth thus denote a continuing activity of regeneration in society.  As Stevens states, “It is less a revelation of the city of God than the performance of God’s activity.  We awake when we send for the Jerusalem from ourselves.  She won’t appear out there unless we put her there” (296).  Thus this action of Jerusalem not only figures Albion’s mental reawakening but calls upon the reader to perform the same imaginative turn.  Plate 99 makes explicit Blake’s shift of action from the poem to the reader:
All Human Forms identified even Tree Metal Earth & Stone, all 

Human Forms identified. living going forth & returning wearied 

Into the Planetary lives of Years Months Days & Hours reposing 

And then Awaking into his Bosom in the Life of Immortality. 

And I heard the Name of their Emanations they are named Jerusalem









(lns. 2-6)

The apocalyptic energy of the end of the poem is meant to be carried forward by the readers into the “Years Months Days & Hours,” bringing Jerusalem, the millennial city of justice to earth in everyday life. “Man is adjoind to Man by his Emanative portion: / Who is Jerusalem in every individual Man,” Blake writes earlier in the poem, “O search & see: turn your eyes inward: open O thou World / Of Love & Harmony in Man: expand thy ever lovely Gates” (E44, lns.39-40, 42-43).  It is only by turning inward, by finding Jerusalem in ourselves, that we are able to carry this action outward.  

Conclusion

Thus Blake’s conception of the millennial disrupts even the traditional interpretation of millennium in his own day – the gradual, sometimes violent, progress towards a better day.  By located apocalypse and millennium in the mind Blake challenges his readers to bring the “kingdom of heaven” to earth in such a way that recognizes and values difference and the other, that creates an alternative temporal space for the marginal.  It involves envisioning a community of hope that refuses to fall into the Orc cycle of Blake’s earlier works, to engender a revolution based on the past that ends up turning into all the errors of the past. It requires that individuals open up a space in themselves for the other, viewing the other as part of themselves and their own identity. Finally, it is ultimately embodied in every individual action of embrace, in every instance of forgiveness of enemies, in every moment when the needs of the marginal are set above the needs of the powerful.  This is the true bringing of the millennial kingdom to earth.
Works Cited

Blake, William. Jerusalem: The Emanation of the Giant Albion. Ed. Morton D. Paley. Princeton:  
Princeton UP, 1991.

Dark, David. Everyday Apocalypse. Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos, 2002.

Derrida, Jacques. Specters of Marx: The State of the Debt, the Work of Mourning, & the New 

International. New York: Routledge, 1994.

Erdman, David V., ed. The Complete Poetry and Prose of William Blake. New York: Anchor, 


1988.

Fulford, Tim, ed. Romanticism and Millenarianism. New York: Palgrave, 2002.

Heschel, Abraham J. The Prophets.New York: Harper & Row, 1962.

Paley, Morton D. Apocalypse and Millenium in English Romantic Poetry. Oxford: Clarendon, 


1999.

---. Energy and the Imagination: A Study of the Development of Blake’s Thought. Oxford: 
Oxford UP, 1970.
Stevens, Clint. “William Blake's Golgonooza and Jerusalem: A Conversation in Visionary Forms 


Dramatic.” European Romantic Review 20.3 (2009): 289-307.

Volf, Miroslav. Exclusion and Embrace: A Theological Exploration of Identity, Otherness, and 

Reconciliation. Nashville: Abingdon, 1996.

