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The Role of Symbolism in William Blake's Poetry

Ven. Pahalaerawula Kolitha1

Introduction

Blake was one of the most extraordinary poets of his era, and his use of 
symbolism, visionary imagination and the merging of poetry and visual art make 
him a unique voice in the Romantic movement of English literature (1789 to 
1830). His poetry stands outside of the normal confines of literature, and he is a 
shrewd user of biblical imagery, mythology, mysticism, and personal symbolism 
to construct a rich imaginative universe. Though Blake doesn't state things 
explicitly, he conveys multiple ideas through symbols that are open to various 
interpretations. His poems cover topics relating to religion, morality, politics, 
social injustice, industrialisation, freedom and the human condition. Thus, in his 
poetry, symbolism does not only serve as a tool of art, but it is also the principle 
organising the whole of his poetic vision. 

The symbolic language of Blake invites the reader to go beyond the 
literal and to understand deeper philosophical meanings. His works are still 
read by scholars, for they provide insights into the relations between innocence 
and experience, imagination and reason, oppression and liberation. This study 
focuses on the importance of symbolism in Blake's poetry and discusses the part 
the symbolic system plays in the timelessness of Blake's literary legacy. 

Objectives

This research aims to achieve the following:

	• To recognise the chief symbols used in William Blake’s poetry. 

	• To interpret the use of symbolism to convey Blake’s religious,  
	 philosophical, political and psychological messages. 

	• To explore the connection of symbolism and imagination in Blake’s  
	 poetic vision. 

	• To assess the importance of Blake’s symbolic language to English  
	 Romantic literature.  

Methodology
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The research used a qualitative approach namely, a literary approach 
which is based on the analysis of texts. Primary sources are Blake's major works 
of poetry, such as Songs of Innocence and of Experience and The Marriage of 
Heaven and Hell, as well as The Book of Thel. Close reading of these texts is 
used to uncover symbols and their contextual meaning.

The research also includes the results of romantic criticism, archetypal 
criticism, psychoanalytic theory, and semiotics. These theoretical approaches 
provide a full understanding of the symbolic structures in Blake's work and help 
to understand how individual symbols operate within a broader philosophical 
and mythological context. Secondary scholarly sources were used to assist with 
the interpretation of Blake's symbolic language and its place in literary criticism. 

Results

The analysis shows that Blake's poems form a network of overlapping, 
recurring symbols that operate at various levels. The most important symbolic 
opposition is that of innocence/experience. The lamb represents purity and 
innocence, divine love and Christ, while the tiger represents creative energy, 
power, mystery and the spirit of revolution in Songs of Innocence and of 
Experience. Instead of good and evil being opposites, Blake shows these images 
as complementary factors which are essential for an understanding of human 
existence.

Symbols are also important in Blake's poetry, and nature features 
prominently in his imagery. Spaces such as gardens and flowers, rivers, birds 
and seasons often symbolise spiritual or psychological states. In "The Garden 
of Love", the garden represents a natural freedom from constraints on human 
happiness, while the chapel stands as a symbol of institutional religion and 
its constraints. Likewise, "The Sick Rose" represents innocence blemished by 
secretiveness, lust, or sin. 

Another significant symbol in Blake's poetry is the child symbolizes 
innocence. They stand for innocence, hope, imagination, spiritual purity and at 
the same time for social injustice. "The Chimney Sweeper" is a poem condemning 
child labour, poverty and religious hypocrisy. In addition to drawing sympathy, 
Blake's child figures also challenge the moral underpinnings of eighteenth-
century society. 

In many of Blake's works, religious symbolism plays a prominent role. The 
biblical personages and figures are frequently reimagined to subvert mainstream 
Christianity. Christ embodies divine imagination and not just a historical figure, 
and Jerusalem is a symbol for spiritual freedom and the potential of a just society. 
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Blake develops his own mythology by using symbols like Urizen, Los, Orc and 
Albion. These figures symbolize reason, imagination, revolution, and humanity, 
and make his poetry a universal allegory of freedom, creativity, and oppression. 

Other motifs include light and darkness, the lights of knowledge and 
ignorance, and fire as a symbol of purification, transformation and creative 
force. Chains and prisons represent psychological and institutional oppression, 
especially in poetry like "London," where "mind-forg'd manacles" refers to the 
unseen constraints of society. 

Discussion / Conclusion

The results show that symbolism is the basis of the poetic art of William 
Blake. His symbols are not static; they can have several interpretations, depending 
on the literary, historical, philosophical, and psychological context. By using 
symbolism, Blake manages to merge together all the elements of religion, politics, 
mythology, psychology, and artistic imagination in a single vision for a poem. 

He highlights the reality of moral ambiguity and invites readers to 
appreciate the multifaceted nature of human life in his quest for innocence and 
experience. Likewise, his symbolic re-interpretation of biblical images brings 
spiritual freedom more than institutional authority. Blake's personal mythology 
extends the symbolic possibilities of poetry even further by offering a universal 
struggle between imagination and reason, freedom and oppression.

Blake's symbolism is current and relevant from a modern point of view. 
His attack on materialism, authoritarianism, environmental degradation and social 
injustice continues to echo in today's society. Moreover, his use of imagination 
as a source of knowledge anticipates later psychological, philosophical, and 
literary theory. His use of poetry and visual art also demonstrates contemporary 
interdisciplinary methods in art.   

Finally, William Blake created one of the most complex symbolisms in 
English literature. Symbols are no longer ways merely decorative devices but 
effective tools for exploring human consciousness and spiritual truth in his poetry. 
Blake's symbolic imagination allows the reader to read his works as they relate 
to universal themes, yet to continually discover new meanings in each reading. 
For this reason, his poetry continues to be an integral part of literary studies and 
continues to captivate readers, critics, and scholars in various fields.  
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