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Blake’s Job 
 

1. Introduction 
 

William Blake (1757-1827), poet, painter and one of the earliest figures of 

Romanticism, was largely misunderstood. Maintaining faith in God and influenced by, 

amongst others, Durer, Milton and Swedenborg, Blake saw the human imagination as 

essential in understanding the world. Job, his last major artistic work, completed when 

he was nearly 70 years old in 1826, exemplifies his life-long polemic against 

government and organised religion. He believed the artist was a prophet whose mission 

was to illuminate the realms of the spirit and his biblical exegesis relied on vivid 

imagination rather than the rationalism of the Enlightenment. This is the foundation for 

dialogue between artist and theologian. By engaging with this unique interpretation of 

Job, I hope to identify Blake’s artistic techniques and the influences behind the nature of 

his work, theology and his answer to Job Finally, some views on the contemporary 

relevance of imagination and Christian discipleship are offered.   

 

2. Influences and experiences 
 

Childhood  
 

Blake’s parents were Dissenters and he was raised in the tradition “of private devotion 

and private Bible reading rather than public catechism and public worship”.
1
 Parental 

influence encouraged individual conscience, not reliance on the church, for biblical 

interpretation. This was akin to modern religious fundamentalism in the eighteenth 

century and was termed “Enthusiasm”. Blake identified himself as an “Enthusiastic 

hope-fostered visionary”.
2
 From about ten years old, alarming both parents (who often 

                                                 
1
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thrashed him for telling lies),
3
 he experienced visions of angels, conversed with the 

Virgin Mary and various historical figures. Earlier still, it was said that as soon as his 

“hand could hold a pencil it began to scrawl rough likenesses of man or beast…” and 

his father encouraged his artistic talents sending him to, “the best and most fashionable 

preparatory school for young artists”, Henry Par’s academy in 1767.
4
 Greek and Roman 

art was the most admired and it was here that Blake encountered mythology. He was 

taught the principles of perspective, form, shape and colour by copying prints of famous 

paintings and plaster-casts of classical statues such as the Dying Gladiator, the Hercules 

Farnese and mythical creatures like lapiths and centaurs. Artistically, this suited 

Blake’s preference for ideal form with “the human figure being the fundamental 

measure of all art”.
5
 This is apparent in the Job illustrations. For example:- 

PLATE 2 - When the Almighty 

was yet with me, when my children 

were about me.
6
 

 

One’s eyes are drawn to Satan, the 

central muscular angelic being, 

whose pride in dancing before the 

throne of God can almost be felt in 

the picture, both hands up in the 

air, a pose reminiscent of an athlete 

crossing the finishing line. Several 

of Job’s sons and daughters also 

appear naked emphasizing Blake’s 

fascination with the human body.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
3
 Bentley, pp. 19 – 20. 

4
 K. Raine, William Blake, (London: Thames & Hudson Ltd, [1970], 2000), pp. 11 – 12.   

5
 Bentley, p. 22; Raine, p. 12.  

6
 Note: the illustrations used in this paper (except where indicated) are from 

http://www.urizen1.home.mindspring.com/blake2.html, accessed on 25
th

 September, 2005.  

http://www.urizen1.home.mindspring.com/blake2.html
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PLATE 12 – I am young & ye are very old wherefore I was afraid. 

 

  
 

The young “heroic” Elihu points the way for Job his body clearly drawn in Blake’s 

neo-classicist style – “the Hercules for your strong man”.
7
 The sculpture is John 

Flaxman’s (1755-1826) Athamas (1794)
8
 which highlights the impact classical sculpture 

had on Blake. As Raine comments:- 

Blake was, in fact, from his boyhood to the end of his life, as highly 

cultured, not to say learned, in the visual arts as it is possible for any artist 

to be who was never able to visit Europe.
9
 

 

Blake spent four years at Pars’s School. It was “a time which confirmed him in his 

conviction that his happiness and his genius lay in making beautiful shapes.”
10

 

 

 
 

 

 

                                                 
7
 The friendly advice given to Blake when he was painting his “Ancient Britons” [see  Bentley, p. 24].  

8
 Image accessed at http://www.wga.hu/f/flaxman/athamas.jpg, on 12

th
 December, 2005. Flaxman may 

well have provided the sculpture casts used by Blake [see Bentley, p. 23].  
9
 Raine, p. 12.  

10
 Bentley, p. 27.  

http://www.wga.hu/f/flaxman/athamas.jpg
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Apprentice 
 

At fourteen Blake became an apprentice to James Basire (1730-1802), engraver to the 

Society of Antiquaries and the Royal Society. Basire’s style was old-fashioned 

engraving, something described as “stolid but not fascinating”.
11

  

                                                                                

Basire line engraving (c. 1767)
12

  

 

Gothic art and architecture greatly influenced Blake 

during his seven years apprenticeship and he was 

always grateful to Basire for the opportunity to study 

this and to sketch old churches, tombs and 

monuments.
13

 Blake was no fan of the academic 

fashionable painting of the 18
th

 century which he saw as “representing all that he came 

to despise about the rational, materialistic age in which he found himself.”
14

  

 

From Basire, Blake adopted engraving techniques along the style of Albrecht Durer 

(1471-1528).  

 

Durer’s symbolism influenced Blake. This is the 

enigmatic 1514 engraving Melancholia.
15

 

 

Bentley says, that “all his life, Blake’s engraving 

style was described as old-fashioned, hard and 

dry”
16

 and Raine further suggests that the 

limitations of this type of art may have “cramped 

Blake’s great imaginings” and “inevitably 

influenced his style as a painter”.
17

 

                                                 
11

 “William Blake Online”, accessed at 

http://www.tate.org.uk/learning/learnonline/blakeinteractive/lambeth/london_04.html, accessed on 09
th

 

December, 2005. 
12

 Image accessed at http://www.npg.org.uk/live/search/portrait.asp/NPGD17066, on 12
th

 December, 

2005. 
13

 Raine, p. 17.  
14

 Bentley, p. 25.  
15

 Image accessed at http://www.glyphs.com/art/durer/melan.jpg, on 12
th

 December, 2005.  
16

 Bentley, p. 33.  
17

 Raine, p. 13.  

http://www.tate.org.uk/learning/learnonline/blakeinteractive/lambeth/london_04.html
http://www.npg.org.uk/live/search/portrait.asp/NPGD17066
http://www.glyphs.com/art/durer/melan.jpg
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 Nevertheless, both biographers agree that what he learned from the environment of 

Antiquity, under Basire’s tutelage, produced his greatest triumph in his Illustrations of 

the Book of Job which enriched the art of line-engraving.
18

 Much of the work Blake was 

commissioned to illustrate contain details which later emerged in his Job, for example:- 

 

PLATE 14 – When the morning stars sang together.  

 

The figures raised and crossed arms 

and parted feet reflect the mythology 

of Jacob Bryant’s (1715-1804) 

Temple of Mithras (1776). Blake 

engraved the illustrations to Bryant’s 

New System of Mythology which 

attempted to reconcile pagan 

mythology with the Bible. 

 

 

Note the similarities with Blake’s 

drawing from Mythology.
19

 

 

 

 

 

Raine is under no doubt of Bryant’s influence upon Blake. She writes his mythology 

“was a gold-mine, upon which Blake drew in the composition of his own pantheon of 

                                                 
18

 Bentley, pp. 31 – 37; Raine, pp. 13 – 15. 
19

 The Temple of Mithras accessed at http://www.myrddinutagen.com/pics/leaves/mithras.jpg/, on 

December 13
th

, 2005.  

The arms and feet of these figures 

are similar to plate 14 above 

http://www.myrddinutagen.com/pics/leaves/mithras.jpg/
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mythological lore; a universal language of the human imagination…”
20

 Finally, Blake’s 

love of Gothic art is also apparent in the Job plates with the human figures “formalized 

into decoration in a way reminiscent of Gothic stonemasons”.
21

 Bentley adds “flaming 

pinnacles and soaring arches” appear in his designs, as for Blake, “Gothic is Living 

Form…Eternal Existence”.
22

 Notice the golden brown, red, bluish inks, the Gothic 

church and the arches in:- 

 

PLATE 4 –And I only am escaped alone to tell thee. 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Engraver 

 
At the age of twenty-one Blake left Basire’s studios and setup on his own as an 

engraver. He had yet to establish himself as an artist and so applied to study at the Royal 

Academy which encouraged engravers so “that Academicians could reach the largest 

and sometimes the most lucrative audience…” However, Blake found “the emphatic 

neo-classicism of the Royal Academy narrow and stultifying”.
23

 His income was largely 

                                                 
20

 Raine, p. 15.  
21

 Raine, p. 22.  
22

 Bentley, p. 41.  
23

 Bentley, p. 49, 51.  
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derived by engraving illustrations for publications such as the Novelist’s Magazine and 

the Ladies’ Magazine. He married Catherine Boucher in 1782 and began to make 

important social contacts, such as Elizabeth Montagu, James Barry, Mary 

Wollstonecraft and Josiah Wedgwood. His favourite brother, Robert, he took on as a 

pupil and intellectual companion.
24

  

 

Brother’s death  
 

Blake’s spiritual development had something to do with witnessing Robert’s death to 

consumption. Robert was only twenty-four years old, and when he died, in 1787, Blake 

remarked that he saw his brother’s soul “ascend heavenward clapping its hands for joy”. 

Robert’s lasting impression on Blake became evident throughout his later work and “the 

triumphs for which he is best known are due to the inspiration of Robert Blake”. 

Unsurprisingly, Blake – “the companion of angels” - conversed with his brother’s spirit 

and, using the language of Enthusiasm, stated that “every mortal loss is an immortal 

gain” and “I see him in my remembrance in the regions of my imagination”.
25

 

 

Theological influences 

 

From seeing hosts of angels and speaking to the spirits which populate his work 

brought Blake into contact with other progressive Christian thinkers, visionaries and 

intellectuals. Blake’s theology was influenced by the radical bookseller Joseph Johnson, 

who had been involved in establishing London’s first Unitarian Chapel in 1774. As “a 

persistent searcher for spiritual truth”
26

 he was particularly attracted by the doctrines of 

the Swedish philosopher and theologian, Emmanuel Swedenborg (1688-1772). Blake 

attended the London branch of the Swedenborgian Church of the New Jerusalem whose 

teachings offered a mystic interpretation of Christianity, independent from the shackles 

                                                 
24

 Raine, pp. 27 – 28.  
25

 Bentley, pp. 98 – 99, 21.  
26

 Bentley, p. 126.  
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of organised religion and one where the soul could be free. Swedenborg believed that 

God created humans to exist simultaneously in the physical and spiritual world and we 

make our own heaven and hell,
27

 perhaps “among those dark Satanic mills”, as Blake 

would later write. Although by the time of his Job illustrations he had rejected 

Swedenborg’s ideas, there is no doubt that Blake’s early poetry and paintings of angelic 

beings largely reflect Swedenborg’s visions and teachings. Blake developed a 

passionate vision of Christianity and attacked conventional orthodox religion in a series 

of aphorisms. Mainly in prose, but Milton: A Poem In Two Books, To Justify The Ways 

Of God To Men was also illustrated (eventually completed in 1808) in Blake’s peculiar 

and untraditional style. His visionary experiences led him to create his own belief 

system which is clearly identifiable in the Job illustrations.  

 

3. Artistic techniques 
 

Blake experimented with a new method of engraving (claiming he had been taught by 

his dead brother in a dream) and invented a machine that simultaneously could design 

illustrations and print words. The first, of what was to become known as, his illuminated 

works, or illustrated paintings, Natural Religion, appeared in 1788. The Job engravings, 

drawn in reverse on copper plates and written in mirror-writing confirm how he became 

a master at this art.
28

 Interestingly, recent study of the backs of surviving plates has 

revealed repeated mistakes from this painstaking relief-etching technique and he clearly 

struggled with some of the early images, which show him to be a “practical artisan” 

rather than “a creator of works of art by instanteous inspiration”.
29

 The fact that his 

                                                 
27

 R. G. Clouse, “Swedenborg” in The New International Dictionary of the Christian Church, (Grand 

Rapids: Zondervan, 1974), p. 944.  
28

 Bentley, p. 37.  
29

 M. Kennedy, “Revealed: how Blake covered his tracks”, in The Sydney Morning Herald Online (April 

19
th

, 2005), accessed at http://www.smh.com.au/news/Arts/Revealed-how-Blake-covered-his- tracks/ 

2005/04/18/111367669887.html, on 14th October, 2005.   

http://www.smh.com.au/news/Arts/Revealed-how-Blake-covered-his-%20tracks/%202005/04/18/111367669887.html
http://www.smh.com.au/news/Arts/Revealed-how-Blake-covered-his-%20tracks/%202005/04/18/111367669887.html
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illustrated books could be easily re-printed time and again raises, I think, several 

questions (which cannot be discussed here):-
30

 

 What makes original art – the first black and white etchings or the last colour 

ones?  

 

 Are the Job images so famous because they have been reproduced, or are they 

reproduced because they are famous? 

 

The Job Illustrations, commissioned in 1823 are based on a set of watercolours from 

about 1805. Blake had been interested in the story of Job for many years. As early as 

1787 he engraved Job and His Friends. He incorporates symbolism, mythology and 

biblical texts in the margins around these illustrations, often revealing his theological 

perspective and the theme which is central to all his work, the spiritual and 

psychological development of a human life.
31

 For example:- 

 

PLATE 17 – I have heard thee with the hearing of the ear 

 but now my eye seeth thee. 

 

                                                         

Notice the textual emphasis with 

quotes and paraphrases from biblical 

texts. In the upper margin is “What is 

Man that thou art mindful of him?” 

(Psalm 8:3-4). In the lower margin a 

female angel is writing the words 

spoken by Jesus at the Last Supper 

(John 14:11). She is a symbolic 

representation of the compassionate 

aspect of God’s character.
32

 

 

  

                                                 
30

 I refer the reader to J. Berger, Ways of Seeing, (London: Penguin Books Ltd [1972], 2000), pp. 20 – 33. 
31

 A. Solomon, Blake’s Job A Message for our Time, (London: Palamabron Press [1993], 1999), pp. 1 – 5.    
32

 Solomon, pp. 71 – 73.  
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This method is found in all twenty-one illustrations. In this style, Blake challenged the 

fashion of the Enlightenment, which disapproved of medieval Christianity, using the 

characteristic linear style of religious art. On several Job plates the formalized vine 

leaves have the look of Gothic foliage
33

 and, as I have already indicated, the influence 

of Roman and Greek art saturates others. For instance see the heavy Roman arch and 

ruins that proliferate in the landscape in:- 

 

PLATE 7 – Job’s comforters.                       PLATE 8 – Let the day perish wherein I was born. 

  

 

  Blake’s use of colour is also most vivid in these illustrations. In both, especially plate 

8, the background landscape is, in the words of Solomon, “disturbingly violent and 

unstable, with jagged, black, apparently displaced mountains and towering clouds”.
34

 In 

plate 7 behind Job’s wife, Blake has drawn a cross (barely visible and missing in earlier 

versions) symbolizing the false religion of punishment for sin. Solomon comments that 

“its position, form and perspective are curiously unresolved”, suggesting that it could 

either be as a result of the artist’s sheer incompetence, or a perverse way of “making a 

                                                 
33

 Raine, pp. 18 – 21.  
34

 Solomon, p. 33.  
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point about the unreality of abstractions”.
35

 Of colouring, Blake wrote that this “does 

not depend on where the colours are put, but where the lights and darks are put”.
36

 

Berger says that Blake:- 

Did everything he could to make his figures lose substance, to become 

transparent and indeterminate one from the other, to defy gravity, to be 

present but intangible, to glow without a definable surface, not to be 

reducible to others.
37

 

 

Light and dark focus attention in unusual ways, as in the dominating:- 

 

PLATE 6 – And smote Job with sore boils. 

 

 

 

Job’s wife is far from her husband in space (Blake’s characteristic impreciseness) yet 

tends his feet, which are illuminated on his wife's lap and almost seem to be pushing her 

away. The background is dramatic, with its dark swirling clouds, bright setting sun and 

Satan’s huge blood red wings. The sun sets beyond the dark sea as “Job embarks on his 

                                                 
35

 Solomon, p. 31.  
36

 Raine, p. 20.  
37

 Berger, p. 93.  
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symbolic night journey of self-discovery through darkness and suffering to an eventual 

spiritual rebirth or sunrise.”
38

 

 

Blake’s mythology and Romantic individualism was in part the product of his own 

rebellious nature, but it was also his reaction against the scientific, materialistic and 

rationalistic views of Bacon, Newton and Locke. Blake was a Platonist. He attacked 

Locke in his first engraved aphorism There is no Natural Religion and Newton’s 

mechanistic view of the universe and philosophy was the enemy of life, as life cannot 

be “contained within the quantitative laws of nature”. Thus, for Blake, “consciousness 

moves freely where it wills” - in imagination. He expresses this in Job by drawing 

figures which seem to defy gravity as Raine says, “Occupying mental and not physical 

space”.
39

 

 

PLATE 9  - Then a spirit passed…  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
38

 Solomon, p. 29. 
39

 Raine, pp. 49 – 51.  
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4. Theological reflection and objective exploration 

 
Chiefly, it is important to realise that Blake was not just illustrating the book of Job, 

but re-interpreting it. Catherine once remarked, “I have very little of Mr. Blake’s 

company. He is always in Paradise”.
40

 Understanding Blake’s prophetic character helps 

us to see the “agony and ecstasy” of his spirituality. Seeing the suffering of his brother, 

the suffering caused by slavery, as well as the social and political effects of the French 

and Industrial Revolutions, I think, propelled Blake towards his final interpretation of 

Job. There was something about his life experiences which did not fit with the 

contemporary understanding of Christianity. Clearly for him the faith was not speaking 

into the critical issues of the times. Some theologians suggest that theology arises out of 

a social context and perhaps this was true for Blake (Jerusalem is a polemic against the 

Industrial Revolution). He loathed organized religion commenting in The Marriage of 

Heaven and Hell that “as the caterpillar chooses the fairest leaves to lay her eggs on, so 

the priest lays his curse on the fairest joys”.
41

 He blamed the church for encouraging the 

suppression of natural desires and discouraging earthly joy. Although, I agree with 

Rowland that Blake’s:- 

Biblical exegesis is un-systematic, spontaneous, governed by vision and 

whose work is not likely to be found among those recommended for study 

by students of the Bible
42

  

 

I do believe, against the weight of rationalistic Christianity and the erosion of faith, 

Blake was searching for the original lost gospel message. As an Enthusiast he believed 

“that Christ came to release man from the Covenant of the Law” and he immersed 

himself in the Bible
43

 commenting:- 

                                                 
40

 Blake wrote of himself: “The artist is an inhabitant of that happy country (i.e Eden). [see Bentley, p. 

xxiv]. 
41

 q.v. in Raine, p. 6.  
42

 C. Rowland, “Blake and the Bible: Biblical Exegesis in the Work of William Blake”, International 

Journal of Systematic Theology (Vol. 7: No. 2, April 2005), p. 142.  
43

 Bentley, p. 8, 26.  
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Why is the Bible more Entertaining & Instructive than any other Book? Is it 

not because [it is] addressed to the Imagination, which is spiritual 

sensation...?
44

 

 

Blake’s Christianity was based upon the joy of man, which he believed glorified God. 

According to him, Job suffered because he adhered too closely to the letter of the law, 

instead of allowing his imagination to guide him in discerning the truth and his 

subsequent trials make him recognise his error. Hidden away in these illustrations is 

Blake’s unique way of understanding the relationship between God, man and the world. 

Rowland writes that:- 

We are assisted in understanding the theological significance of Blake’s 

images of Job by virtue of the fact that…we have the engravings in which 

he comments on what he has portrayed by reference to biblical passages.
45

 

  

Blake’s use of particular biblical themes in Job 
 

Human beings and imagination 
 

“What is Man?” Job’s question is a theme that Blake addressed, as early in The Gates 

of Paradise (1793) engravings in which his answer is indicated by the symbol of 

metamorphosis (naturally a Greek motif).
46

 Job’s sin was the deliberate suppression of 

his own imagination and inability to transform himself into living life, as in accordance 

with the “divine humanity”, “Jesus, the “Imagination”.
47

 As Rowland comments:- 

Blake was suspicious of memory, by which he meant the mere repetition of 

that which was received without that enhancement of that which has been 

received through the creativity of the visionary imagination.
48

 

 

The first ten plates deal with Job’s downfall and they contain many hints of the 

underlying causes of his suffering. Blake’s intention is to show that humans need to 

understand themselves better and to escape from the idea that the “ideal state of virtuous 

                                                 
44

 G. Keynes (ed.), Blake: Completed Writings, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1972), p. 793f. 
45

 Rowland, p. 148.  
46

 Raine, pp. 64 – 65. 
47

 Raine, p. 65, 78.  
48

 Rowland, p. 143.  
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prosperity” is the norm.
49

 Newtonian science should also be condemned in favour of 

experience. Man’s earth is what he perceives; and, as such, “though it appears without, 

it is within/In your Imagination”.
50

 Plate 1 depicts Job 1:1-3:- 

 

PLATE 1 – Thus did Job continually. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Job and his family are sitting under the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil. It 

divides day from night. The sun is setting behind a Gothic church indicating, I believe, 

that its light (which is not the gospel that Christ preached) is going out. On the right of 

the plate the moon rising. The instruments which should be used for praising God hang 

silent above them. In being so devoted to the Law (books which lie open on both his 

and his wife’s knees) Job does not recognize the error of his faith. This is also apparent 

in plate 2 (see page 2) as Job proudly holds up the book to the two angel witnesses to 

show his goodness and perfection. Hence the docile sheep in the foreground are 

symbolic of being spiritually asleep, what Blake termed the “Sleep of Ulro”. 

                                                 
49

 Solomon, p. 13. 
50

 Raine, p. 114.  
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Furthermore, the sons with their crooks, symbolically represents bishops – “the order 

according to the Law, preventing their flock from straying”
51

 – stressing Blake’s 

contempt for organized religion. 

 

God and the devil 

 

The deism and scepticism of the 18
th

 century undermined belief in the existence of the 

devil. Defoe and Hume’s philosophies were popular at the time. As the century 

progressed, traditional beliefs in the devil’s existence eroded to the point that Satan 

became a metaphor for the social conditions and economic misery of the period. Blake 

was quite ambivalent towards the devil who he saw as good, because he acts from 

feelings rather than rules and breaks the commandments out of mercy.
52

 The theological 

explanation here is that for Blake, real evil lies in anything which obstructs creative 

freedom (i.e. such as the Church suppressing one’s freedom to express their theology 

artistically and imaginatively). Furthermore, he tends to perceive the dualism between 

God and devil, heaven and hell, good and evil as “elements of a shattered whole which 

seeks reunion and integration”.
53

 This is best depicted in the plates which show the 

similarities between human and divine. For example in plate 2 (see page 2) the position 

of the feet is meaningful. Only the right foot of God is visible, compared to Job whose 

left foot is visible suggesting a mirror image. Also God and Job are identical in 

appearance, colouring and stature. For Blake they are counterparts, two sides of one 

being. In plate 11 below:- 

 

 

 

                                                 
51

 Solomon, p. 14.  
52

 Later Romantics were to continue this theme. In Cain (1821) Byron asks who is the more evil – 

Lucifer, who gave Adam and Eve knowledge, or Jehovah, who drove them out of the Garden to exile and 

death? 
53

 Unable to locate the source of this quote.  
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PLATE 11 - Job Affrighted by a Vision of His God. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Again notice that God’s face and Job’s face are the same. Job sees God, in his own 

image, as his assailant. But this is a false God, mirroring the falseness in himself. 

Grinning devils of lust grab at his loins, as the flames of hell lap around Job’s bed. God 

is bearing down on him and notice the way his arms are pointing. The right to the stone 

tablet of the commandments, the left to the chaos below, is accusing Job of sin who 

struggles and proclaims, “For I know that my Redeemer liveth” (Job 19:22-27 is quoted 

in the margin).
54

 Blake believed that orthodox Christians, because of their denial of 

earthly joy, are actually worshipping Satan – “the God of this world” (2 Corinthians 

4:4). But Blake’s Satan is also evil and these illustrations depict Job falling under a 

false conception of God. “The true God is the God within enthroned in every human 

soul” and Job falls into the “deadly sleep of spiritual amnesia”, as Satan assumes 

power.
55

 Again this is represented in plate 2 (see close up section below):- 

 

                                                 
54

 Solomon, p. 39.  
55

 Raine, p. 186.  
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Satan is enveloped in fiery flame 

colours that seem to be emanating 

from his armpits. Two, what I would 

call, “lost faces” appear here, as if 

they have been caught up in the fire, 

enticed by the devil himself. 

Commentators believe they represent 

youthful Job and his wife who failed 

to free themselves from obedience to 

authority.
56

  

 

In plate 5 (below) Satan is vigorously portrayed, as he dives down in flames to pour 

his poison into Job’s mouth.  

                

                  PLATE 5 – Then went Satan forth from the presence of the Lord. 

 

Satan is always depicted by Blake 

without genitals, indicating that “he 

is uncreative and effectively 

impotent, being only a form of self 

deception”.
57

 (See plate 6 on page 

11). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
56

 Solomon, p. 17.  
57

 Solomon, p. 29. 



 19 

Restoration 
 

The god of Job’s kind of religion needs to be dethroned and Job’s conversion comes 

about as the result of visionary insight. Blake’s concern throughout the illustrations is to 

challenge the “monarchical transcendent god of church and state, and to stress the 

prominence which is to be given to the visionary element in religion.”
58

 The revelation 

of God in the whirlwind is part of Job’s (even possibly Blake’s) faith journey and is 

interpreted as a vision of Christ (John 14:8 is quoted in the engraving). 

 

PLATE 13 – Then the Lord answered Job out of the whirlwind. 

 

 

Obeying the Law is no protection against natural disasters, violence, or disease and Job 

has been a victim of all of these. God is transcendent, but “not just the principle of fixed 

law and order, but also that of energy, of change, of creation…”
59

 as there is now no 

cloud barrier between God and Job emphasizing God’s immanence, and incarnation 

(notice the human feet). The outstretched arms echoes the cruciform figure which 

occurs frequently in Blake’s work and here is seen as Christ’s sacrifice at the cross. Job 

                                                 
58

 Rowland, p. 149. 
59

 Solomon, p. 47.  
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begins to realise the truth that there is no appeal against suffering, conflict and death 

which are inseparable from life against which innocence is no protection. As Keynes 

writes, “Blake had to contest the downgrading of imagination by attention to the minute 

particulars of existence which could rouze the faculties to act”.
60

 Job awakens to a state 

of experience which Blake declares is the true nature of man. Therefore, by his 

definition, a Christian is a totally integrated and spiritually renewed human being. In the 

final plate Job’s material and spiritual restoration is complete. He and his family no 

longer have their music put away in the tree. They are no longer sitting (as in plate 1), 

but standing and playing them in joy and innocence again.  

 

PLATE 21 – So the Lord blessed the latter end of Job more than the beginning. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
60

 Keynes, p. 793.  
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5. Imagination – a message for our time? 

 

Blake was, “a creative, imaginative interpreter not a detailed exegete…for him any 

reading of an authoritative text is a creative process”.
61

 His spiritual development was 

centred entirely round the belief that Christianity is:- 

The liberty both of body and mind to exercise the Divine Arts of 

Imagination…Let every Christian…engage…before the World in some 

Mental pursuit for the Building up of Jerusalem.
62

 

 

I tentatively agree with those who see Blake as a Christian apologist. His hermeneutics 

is reminiscent of Paul’s suggestion that what is required is not a preoccupation with the 

letter which kills, but the Spirit who offers freedom and life (see 2 Corinthians 3). His 

Job is “a means by which the complexities of life, and the insight into, and response to, 

the divine mystery could be expounded”.
63

 Moreover, in the face of aggressive 

secularism, it can be argued that imaginative tradition makes sense and impacts our 

understanding of discipleship.
64

 Ryken argues that imagination is a means of grace and 

that artistic imagination does not receive the respect in Christian circles that it deserves. 

“Human creativity is something good in principle, since it is an imitation of one of 

God’s own acts and we are to delight in the creativity of others”.
65

 Niebuhr correctly 

said that "we are far more image-making and image-using creatures than we usually 

think ourselves to be." We "are guided by images in our minds," adding that the human 

creature "is a being who grasps and shapes reality . . . with the aid of great images, 

metaphors, and analogies".
66

 Blake’s imagination expresses truth in its own unique way, 

he would argue, for the glory of God and the edification of people. His illustrations have 
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often been interpreted in purely psychological terms, but as Brown comments “he also 

seems to have consciously sought some sort of identification with Christ”.
67

 I do agree 

that his Job can assist spiritual development, but there are dangers associated with 

mystical experience and individual interpretation. Nineham’s ideas, for example, of 

creating “a lively imaginative picture of how God relates to us”,
68

 clearly shows that 

when theologians mythologize Scripture the truth is overlooked! As Brown paraphrases 

the visions of the devil which tormented Jesus were real and in no sense experienced as 

simply a product of his own imagination.
69

 

 

However, accepting these considerations, Blake’s theology is not that far removed 

from Tolkien or Lewis. Long before Rowling created the world of Harry Potter, Lewis 

created the imaginary land of Narnia and the struggle between good and evil. By 

creating their imaginary worlds, they help us to reflect in our own world, where good 

and evil are also in conflict.  In them we find example of artistic creation, as pointers to 

the Divine. Brown says that we should interpret Blake’s Job as the artist intended that 

suffering can deepen our discpleship with Christ:- “In short, a new creature has been 

born through suffering, with a deeper morality and a better sense of life’s significance”. 

Job’s formal worship (plate 1) has first to be undermined before it could be reinstated in 

a truer form.
70

 Job was a continuing influence on Blake throughout his life. It inspired 

numerous paintings and arguably his most important work the engraved Illustrations to 

Job. 
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