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Abstract 

My main task in this essay has been to study William Blake’s style within two poems that are 

both named The Chimney Sweeper. I have researched the area of linguistic patterns and 

deviations within those patterns, as well as to what degree the poems are allegorical. I decided 

to introduce the historical point of view in order for the readers to take in the Romantic Era 

and what might have inspired and influenced William Blake in his process of writing.  

I have stylistically studied every stanza in the two poems separately and later on made a 

comparison in between the two poems using both an online course and books about the 

stylistic phenomenon foregrounding in order to understand if William Blake has underlined or 

highlighted lines or words deliberately in the poems. I chose to divide each stylistic study into 

three different areas: graphological, phonological and grammatical areas, which all contain 

different categories of linguistic parallelism and deviations.  

William Blake was an illustrator as well as a poet and wanted to write spontaneously and with 

a “free mind”. Blake’s poems show a distinct writing pattern and he has a technique of writing 

in a state of care-free, i.e. with a random use of ampersands and commas. He has highlighted 

several lines by the use of exclamation marks in order to emphasize the allegories in those 

lines.  

The conclusion will prove that the two poems contain similar stylistic elements as well as 

allegories. Some lines in the two poems are certainly placed in foreground and ‘made strange’ 

in language according to Viktor Shklovsky’s theory of defamiliarization. William Blake has 

printed the two poems in different collections and the main reason for him to do that was that 

he considered them to be written in two different states of mind, which will also be discussed 

in the conclusion, with focus on the lines that are deviated from his pattern.  



Katja Gummesson 

800805 – 4127 

Linguistic Theme: The Chimney Sweeper – A Stylistic and Allegorical Study   

Halmstad Högskola 

Supervisor: Stuart Foster 

 

 

 

 

2 

 

 

The Chimney Sweeper – A Stylistic and Allegorical Study 

INTRODUCTION .......................................................................................................................................... 4 

DESCRIPTION .......................................................................................................................................................... 4 

THESIS QUESTIONS .................................................................................................................................................. 4 

METHOD ............................................................................................................................................................... 5 

WILLIAM BLAKE 1757 - 1827 ............................................................................................................................. 5 

BLAKE'S BACKGROUND ............................................................................................................................................. 5 

BLAKE'S UNIQUE PRINTING TECHNIQUE ........................................................................................................................ 6 

THE REVOLUTIONS ................................................................................................................................................... 7 

THE MIND OF WILLIAM BLAKE ................................................................................................................................... 8 

SONGS OF INNOCENCE AND SONGS OF EXPERIENCE ........................................................................................................ 9 

STYLISTICS ...................................................................................................................................................... 10 

FOREGROUNDING .................................................................................................................................................. 10 

CHARACTERIZATION OF BLAKE’S STYLE IN GENERAL ...................................................................................................... 11 

INNOCENT CHIMNEY SWEEPER ...................................................................................................................... 13 

DEVIATIONS AND PARALLELISM ................................................................................................................................ 13 

Graphological .............................................................................................................................................. 13 

Phonological ................................................................................................................................................ 17 

Grammatical ................................................................................................................................................ 17 

BLAKE’S USE OF FOREGROUNDING ............................................................................................................................ 21 

ALLEGORICAL MESSAGE .......................................................................................................................................... 22 

EXPERIENCED CHIMNEY SWEEPER.................................................................................................................. 24 

DEVIATIONS AND PARALLELISM ................................................................................................................................ 24 

Graphological .............................................................................................................................................. 24 

Phonological ................................................................................................................................................ 28 

Grammatical ................................................................................................................................................ 28 

BLAKE’S USE OF FOREGROUNDING ............................................................................................................................ 31 

ALLEGORICAL MESSAGE .......................................................................................................................................... 33 



Katja Gummesson 

800805 – 4127 

Linguistic Theme: The Chimney Sweeper – A Stylistic and Allegorical Study   

Halmstad Högskola 

Supervisor: Stuart Foster 

 

 

 

 

3 

 

COMPARISON BETWEEN THE TWO POEMS .................................................................................................... 34 

DIFFERENCES AND SIMILARITIES ............................................................................................................................... 34 

Graphological .............................................................................................................................................. 34 

Phonological ................................................................................................................................................ 37 

Grammatical ................................................................................................................................................ 38 

BLAKE’S USE OF FOREGROUNDING ............................................................................................................................ 41 

THE ALLEGORICAL MESSAGE OF THE TWO POEMS ......................................................................................................... 43 

CONCLUSION .................................................................................................................................................. 45 

SOURCES ........................................................................................................................................................ 49 

BOOKS ................................................................................................................................................................ 49 

INTERNET ............................................................................................................................................................. 50 

PICTURES ............................................................................................................................................................. 50 

APPENDIX 1: THE CHIMNEY SWEEPER FROM SONGS OF INNOCENCE ............................................................. 51 

APPENDIX 2:  THE CHIMNEY SWEEPER FROM SONGS OF EXPERIENCE ............................................................ 52 

 

 

  



Katja Gummesson 

800805 – 4127 

Linguistic Theme: The Chimney Sweeper – A Stylistic and Allegorical Study   

Halmstad Högskola 

Supervisor: Stuart Foster 

 

 

 

 

4 

 

Introduction 

”Stylistics is the study of style in language, i.e. the analysis of distinctive linguistic expression 

and the description of its purpose and effect”
1
     

 

Stylistics is the linguistic study of the principles of choice of the language elements: how 

words can express emotions and thoughts through communication. Stylistic analysis should 

focus both at the aesthetic function of a text and look for linguistic evidence of foregrounding 

in it. According to Paul Simpson, stylistics is a method of textual interpretation in which 

primacy of place is assigned to language.
2
 

1.1 Description 

I have chosen to analyze two of William Blake’s poems; both called The Chimney Sweeper, 

which I have liked ever since I read them the first time during my British literature course. I 

aim to look at the symbolism in both poems and compare them to each other both 

syntactically and stylistically. In order to recognize every fragment of the poems I have 

chosen to first present the artist and poet William Blake and his surroundings and his 

circumstances in the time that he wrote the poems. When I first read the poem in Songs of 

Innocence I interpreted the poem as a lesson in morality, but perhaps this first impression will 

change along the process of analysis. 

1.2 Thesis Questions 

I have chosen to formulate three questions, which I aim to explore in my thesis and hopefully 

be able to answer in my conclusion of the stylistic analysis: 

1. What characterizes Blake's style in the poems "The Chimney Sweeper"? 

2. In what way does Blake use linguistic deviations in order to foreground words or 

sentences? 

3. To what degree are the poems allegorical, and does Blake use discrete symbolism to 

communicate a deeper meaning? 

                                                 

1
 Verdonk, Peter, Stylistics, p. 121 

2
 Simpson, Paul, Stylistics, p. 2 
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1.3 Method 

I have decided to look at the historical point of view to understand the Romantic Era and what 

influenced and inspired William Blake in his process of writing. After I have researched these 

factors, I will start to analyze each line and stanza separately, to look for patterns both 

stylistically and syntactically in order to find foregrounded words or sentences. I also intend 

to make a comparison of the two poems in order to understand similarities and differences 

from both a stylistic and an allegorical perspective. The comparison will include choices of 

words, rhythm, parallelism and deviations in order to understand Blake’s use of stylistic 

foregrounding. 

2. William Blake 1757 - 1827 

2.1 Blake's Background 

The only formal education William Blake ever received was in art at The Royal Academy of 

Arts. At the age of twenty-four, Blake married Catherine Boucher. Although she was 

uneducated, William Blake taught her to read and she assisted him in his drawing and 

printing. The couple did not have any children and they soon developed problems in their 

relationship. Catherine was a very jealous and protective wife and Blake was a demanding 

husband and the couple’s persistent disputes and arguments reached their culmination in 

1793. Their difficulties at this time became important features in Blake’s writings: his work 

reflects a distressed period at home.
 3

  

 

Catherine and William Blake earned their living in London through the drawing lessons he 

gave and the illustrated books that he published. When they could not earn any more money 

from this, Blake moved to a small house in Felpham in 1800 in order to profit from a wealthy 

poetaster and amateur drawer called William Hayley. Hayley’s intentions were to convert 

Blake into a conservative artist with the intention of profiting from Blake’s income, which he 

                                                 

3
 Norton Anthology, p.1344 
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soon found out that he could not do. Blake resisted and even called Hayley “the enemy of my 

spiritual life”.
4
  

 

In 1803, William Blake was accused of uttering treasonable statements about the king and 

England. At this time, there was a war between England and France and the punishment for 

this kind of crime was execution. Although Blake was found not guilty, this event would 

permanently affect Blake’s mind as well as be reflected in his art forms. The event also 

intensified Blake’s sense that evil forces were at work in the world. This realization also led 

Blake to complicate his symbolic and allusive style in which he started to veil both his 

political-, religious- and moral opinions in the poems.
5
 

 

In 1806, William Blake moved back to London to live in isolation and poverty. He organized 

one exhibition, in 1809, which was a complete failure. When Blake was in his sixties, he 

abandoned writing poetry and dedicated all his time to art. He attracted a small and devoted 

following of young painters as his audience for both his work and his talk. When William 

Blake died, he was relatively unknown as a painter and completely unknown as a poet. It was 

not until the 1920s that Blake was acknowledged both as a painter and a poet.
6
 

 

2.2 Blake's unique printing technique 

At the age of twenty-six, Blake printed his first book of poems – Poetical Sketches – that 

demonstrates his frustration against the poetic traditions. His thirst for innovative forms and 

new techniques in the poetic world were also expressed in the book. Early in his writing 

career he started to experiment with different kinds of rhymes and rhythms as well as with 

symbols in the texts. In 1788, he began to experiment with relief etching, which is a technique 

he later used in most of his own book printings. Relief etching is produced when the artist 

works directly on a copper plate with brushes and pens and an acid-resistant medium. He 

wrote a text in reverse in order to print it in normal order, and he also made all of the 

                                                 

4
 Norton Anthology, p.1344 

5
 Norton Anthology, p.1344 

6
 Norton Anthology, p.1345 and www.ne.se (Swedish National Encyclopedia) 

http://www.ne.se/


Katja Gummesson 

800805 – 4127 

Linguistic Theme: The Chimney Sweeper – A Stylistic and Allegorical Study   

Halmstad Högskola 

Supervisor: Stuart Foster 

 

 

 

 

7 

 

illustrations this way. Then he engraved the plate in acid to eat away the untreated copper, 

thus leaving the design in relief. After his printings were produced, he coloured all the 

illustrations in water colours by hand. This method of printing books is a very complicated 

and slow way of printing, and this meant there were very few copies of his books. The Songs 

of Innocence and Songs of Experience were only printed in 28 original copies.
7
  

 

2.3 The Revolutions  

England was experiencing political, economic and social changes during the Romantic Period 

(1785-1830) as an effect of the American Revolution and the Industrial Revolution. England 

went from an agricultural society to a modern industrial country at the same time as the 

French Revolution was taking place. The early period of the French Revolution invoked 

enthusiastic support from some of the British liberals, Blake and Wollstonecraft among 

others, but the British activists suffered a drop in their support as the revolution increased its 

violence and cruelty. However, the French Revolution led to the execution of the French king 

and queen and the new French republic attacked both the Netherlands and the Rhineland and 

offered all other nations armed assistance in order to cause the downfall of their monarchies. 

This led to the British declaration of war against France after a peace since 1763.
8
 

 

The main enemy of France was Great Britain, since it had conquered the oceans and defeated 

the French armada several times. Napoleon appreciated that his forces would not be able to 

invade Great Britain and instead tried to break the British economy. He stopped all imports 

from Great Britain to France at the same time as he was permitting all exports to Britain in 

order to cause economic damage through trade imbalance. This was, however, unsuccessful 

and it led to a total failure when Great Britain started to smuggle its merchandise abroad by 

the use of corrupt French customs officers.
9
 

  

                                                 

7
 Norton Anthology, p.1345 

8
 Norton Anthology, p.1314 and Alla Tiders Historia A, p.160 

9
 Alla Tiders Historia A, p.168 
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In 1815, Napoleon was finally defeated at Waterloo and, even though the war between the 

countries had ceased, the revolution had changed one entire nation politically, financially and 

socially. The population was divided into two nations or classes – the capital class and the 

labor class. Many of the laborers were working for starvation wages and living in poverty. 

The workers had no vote and were banned from unionizing by law and their only ways to 

revolt were through protest meetings, hunger strikes and demonstrations. The gap between the 

rich and the poor during the times of the revolutions increased and many workers were 

replaced by machines due to the invention of the steam engine in 1765.
10

 

 

2.4 The Mind of William Blake 

Blake declared more than once that all he knew “was in the Bible” and that “the Old and the 

New Testaments are the Great Code of Art”. He believed that human beings have ‘two minds’ 

– the spiritual life and the corporeal life. He also emphasized the importance of the concepts 

vision and imagination and claimed those to be the nature of his work. It is well-known that 

Blake was an ironist and enjoyed veiling his own opinions in his work. It is important to 

understand the poverty, revolutions and relationship surrounding William Blake in order to 

understand his point of view and in order to understand the covert political and social 

opinions in his works.
11

 

 

Blake highlighted the importance of the ‘free mind’, which approximately means to be open 

minded, in order to understand beauty and mystery in the world. The two things he disliked 

the most were rational and unimaginative thoughts, which was the reason for him disliking, 

e.g., the thesis of Newton. He had a great passion for myths and symbols and claimed that he 

once, when he was a child, saw a tree filled with angels.
12

 

  

                                                 

10
 Norton Anthology, p.1314-1317 

11
 Norton Anthology, p.1344- 1347 

12
 www.ne.se (National Encyclopedia) 

http://www.ne.se/
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2.5 Songs of Innocence and Songs of Experience 

The same year as the French Revolution began, with the fall of the Bastille in 1789, William 

Blake composed Songs of Innocence. This is a collection of poems with illustrations and is 

either written from a child’s perspective or about children. According to Blake, childhood is a 

state protected by innocence. The language in Songs of Innocence is simple and direct and 

symbolizes the childhood with hopes and joy and without corruptions or fears. Even though 

Blake believed that he wrote happy poems in Songs of Innocence, there are many aspects of 

the poems that incorporate evil, death, injustice and suffering.
13

 

 

The Songs of Experience is the opposite collection of poems. It represents a state of the soul 

that is formed by ‘experience’. It contains poems representing the adulthood and is written in 

a darker tone and the illustrations are concerned with experience, and not innocence. The state 

of soul that Blake described as the experienced one is a terrified and ugly soul scared of 

poverty, war, social-, political- and institutional repression.
14

  

 

Blake never suggested that one state of the soul is better than the other; on the contrary, he 

believed that the contradictions of the two states are important in order to progress as a human 

being. The whole thought of two states of the soul forming a balance is also represented in the 

prose Marriage of Heaven and Hell (1790). Some of the poems in Songs of Innocence have 

counterparts in Songs of Experience i.e. Infant Joy – Infant Sorrow, Lamb – Tyger and The 

Chimney Sweeper. 
15

 

 

Songs of Innocence and Songs of Experience have many times been compared to John 

Milton’s (1608 – 1674) idea of ‘paradise’ and ‘fall’, where the innocence represents paradise, 

while experience represents the “fall” of mankind. William Blake also made an epic poem in 

which he pays tribute to John Milton as a hero.
16

  

 

                                                 

13
 Norton Anthology, p.1345 and p.1347 

14
 Norton Anthology, p.1349 and www.ne.se  

15
 Norton Anthology, p.1349 

16
 Norton Anthology, p. 691 and www.ne.se  

http://www.ne.se/
http://www.ne.se/
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According to the Norton Anthology, it should also be remembered that Blake was a passionate 

artist as well as a poet. His poems should be read in conjunction with viewing his illustrations 

and to simply read a Blake poem without its illustration is to only see one part of what should 

be a fundamental and mutually enlightening combination of words and design.
17

 

 

The two different collections of poems were also etched together as one piece in 1794 with 

the name: Songs of Innocence and of Experience – Showing the Two Contrary States of The 

Human Soul.
18

  

3. Stylistics 

3.1 Foregrounding 

In the stylistic analysis, a text is appreciated in the same way as one looks at a painting. The 

painter has often chosen to put specific subjects in foreground and others in background. In 

order to analyze a text the same way, one has to understand foregrounding from a linguistic 

perspective.
19

  

 

Foregrounding is often described as the technique for ‘making strange’ in a language and the 

idea of it was originally created by Viktor Shklovsky (1893-1984), who was a member of The 

Russian Formalists. This group of theorists flourished in the Soviet Union in the 1920’s and 

they claimed that the literary language often calls attention to itself in a way that ordinary and 

everyday language does not do. Shklovsky coined the term ostranenie, which is a method of 

defamiliarization. The principle of this term is to foreground something in the literary work 

that departs from everyday use or familiar artistic conventions and in that way ‘makes it 

strange’ in the language.
20

 

 

                                                 

17
 Norton Anthology, p.1345 

18
 Norton Anthology, p.1345 

19
 Lancaster University, Course A, Topic 3, p. 1 

20
 Writing Essays About Literature, p. 18  
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The two most common ways of foregrounding is either to use parallelism or to use linguistic 

deviations in some way. Parallelism is a way to create foregrounding in a text by repeating 

linguistic structures more often than expected in the way that make some parts of a text 

parallel with one another. Those structures are similar in some ways, but not exact 

replications of one another.
21

 

To really understand the term “foregrounding”, one must first of all try to understand the 

pattern of a text. There is also a way of deviate within a deviation; this is called “internal” 

foregrounding. One way of doing this is to use deviations from the standard linguistic norm 

and additionally use deviated particles, such as a word, a phrase or even a whole sentence 

within a text. By using different patterns and deviations of the linguistic norm, the writer is 

able to position text, sentence or a word in foreground as well as in background.22
 

 

3.2 Characterization of Blake’s Style in General 

The main characteristic of the romantic writers was that they wanted to be free from all the 

rules that the linguistic tradition had set. They wanted to write by impulse instead of using 

traditional patterns and rules. They also wished to write poems as a reflection or imitation of 

life itself. The romantic poetry almost became synonymous with “nature”; many of the 

romantic poets wrote about landscapes, human life and passion. The writers of this era also 

glorified the ordinary as well as the supernatural.
23

 

 

William Blake was, in many ways, a typical poet of his era. He glorified the supernatural and 

raged against the linguistic tradition of following standard rules in the process of writing and, 

instead, wanted to write spontaneously and free. In fact, Blake’s first book of poems (Poetical 

Sketches) showed his dissatisfaction with the poetic tradition.
24

 

 

                                                 

21
 Lancaster University, Course A, Topic 3, p. 2-3 

22
 Stylistics, Simpson, Paul, p. 51 

23
 Norton Anthology, p.1318-1324 

24
 Norton Anthology, p.1344 
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One thing that does distinguish William Blake from many other writers of the Romantic 

Period is the fact that he interprets what he calls “the spiritual sense”, not like occult thinkers 

of this time, but spiritual interpretations of The Bible. In the Romantic Era, most of the writers 

were radical Protestants, while Blake believed that the truth was in The Bible. In The Chimney 

Sweeper, there is one biblical figure (Angel in line 13 and 19), who sets the boys free in little 

Tom’s dream. In this dream, the Angel also tells Tom that he should have God for his father 

(line 20), which William Blake also had.
25

 

 

Almost all of the nouns in Blake’s Innocent Chimney Sweeper have no adjectival 

modifications, which seems to be Blake’s stylistic norm in both of The Chimney Sweepers. 

Therefore, those nouns that do have adjectival modifications are deviated in the poem.
26

 

 

The poem The Chimney Sweeper is not deviated stylistically from other works in the 

Romantic Era. However, Blake uses deviations within The Chimney Sweeper in order to 

foreground particular meanings, words and sentences, which will be explained below.   

  

                                                 

25
 Norton Anthology, p.1346 

26
 Stylistics, Simpson, Paul, p. 51 
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4. Innocent Chimney Sweeper 

4.1 Deviations and Parallelism  

4.1.1 Graphological  

The Chimney Sweeper from Songs of Innocence is a strophic poem. The graphological 

organization of the poem consists of different components. There are six stanzas, which all 

consist of four lines each. The rhyme scenes of the stanzas are aabb, i.e.:
27

    

 …very night   (line 9) 

            …such a sight  (line10) 

 …and Jack  (line 11) 

 …of Black  (line 12) 

 

There are three combinations that deviate from the rhyme pattern: 

 1. …behind (line 17) 

  …wind (line 18) 

 2. …dark (line 21) 

  …work (line 22) 

 3. …warm (line 23) 

  …harm (line 24) 

 

The first and the third combinations are approximate rhymes, since they consist of words that 

are very close to rhyming. The second combination, on the other hand, is a consonance, which 

means a half-rhyme where the final consonants are alike, but the words are preceded by 

different vowel sounds.
28

 

 

 

                                                 

27
 Writing Essays About Literature, p. 146-147 

28
 Writing Essays About Literature, p. 146-147 
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4% 0% 

12% 

63% 

21% 

Syllables  

8 Syllables 9 Syllables
10 Syllables 11 Syllables
12 Syllables

The reason why Blake has chosen a deviation of those three combinations may be in order to 

create focus on the sentences instead of the rhyming word in the end. Two of those 

combinations are placed in the last stanza, which also is where Blake has chosen to express 

the moral subject of the poem, e.g.:   

 

 Tho’ the morning was cold, Tom was happy & warm;  (line 23) 

 So if all do their duty, they need not fear harm.  (line 24) 

 

The function of the deviated rhyming sections is that the rhythm is disturbed and the reader 

will probably be drawn to them and in the example above the moral will therefore be 

foregrounded by this deviation. 
29

  

 

The lines in the poem consist of a range between eight and twelve syllables each. None of the 

lines consist of nine syllables. The average value is 10,96 syllables in a line. Blake has chosen 

to compose fifteen lines (out of twenty-four lines) with eleven syllables as shown in the 

diagram beneath: 
30

 

  

 

There is only one line that consists of eight syllables and therefore is deviated from the others: 

 Could scarcely cry ‘'weep! 'weep! 'weep! 'weep!’  (line 3) 

 

                                                 

29
 Stylistics, Simpson, Paul, p. 15 

30
 Stylistics, Simpson, Paul, p. 10 
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This line is also the one that really draws one’s attention, not only by its lack of syllables, but 

by four exclamation marks in the same sentence. In this line, there is also one initial letter 

missing in the beginning of each “'weep”, which is shown by the apostrophe in front of each 

one. This is explained in the Norton Anthology as a child’s lisping attempt to cry sweep.
 31

 

 

There is only one other exclamation mark used in the poem, i.e.: 

As Tom was a-sleeping he had such a sight! (line 10) 

The use of the exclamation mark in this line is to emphasize the object (sight).  

 

One thing that deviates from a linguistic standard is the frequent use of ampersands in the 

poem. There is no pattern of when Blake uses either commas, ampersands or just the simple 

word “and” in this poem, e.g.: 

 

 So your chimneys I sweep & in soot I sleep (line 4) 

 And so he was quiet, & that very night  (line 9) 

 And wash in a river and shine in the Sun  (line 16) 

 They rise upon clouds, and sport in the wind (line 18) 

 

Since there simply is no consistent pattern in Blake’s choice of ampersands, commas or the 

word “and”, it is quite complicated to identify any parallelism or deviations in those lines 

when looking at this aspect.  

 

In five out of a six stanzas, there is at least one line that begins with the word “and”, e.g.: 

 And my father sold me while yet my tongue (line 2, first stanza) 

 And so he was quiet, & that very night  (line 9, third stanza) 

 And by came an Angel who had a bright key (line 13, forth stanza) 

 And the Angel told Tom, if he’d be a good boy (line 19, fifth stanza) 

 And so Tom awoke; and we rose in the dark (line 21, sixth stanza) 

                                                 

31
 Norton Anthology, p. 1352 
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34% 

4% 

4% 
9% 4% 9% 

4% 

4% 

4% 

4% 

8% 

4% 
4% 4% 

Initializing words 

And When Could So There That Hush

You As Were Then They He Tho'

Therefore, the second stanza has deviated graphologically from the others, since all of the 

other stanzas have at least one line beginning with an “and”.  In total, out of twenty-four lines, 

eight begin with the conjunction “and”, which translates to 34% of the lines. The diagram 

below shows the percentage of initial words that are parallel. By this diagram, it is easier to 

understand that the lines beginning with “and” are graphologically dominating the poem, 

followed by the words “that” and “so”: 
32

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In modern English the noun sun is not spelled with an initial capital letter, but this was 

probably accepted in the Romantic Era: 

 

And wash in a river and shine in the Sun  (line 16) 

 

Therefore, this is not considered as a deviation, even though the capital letter might 

emphasize the warmth in the environment. 

                                                 

32
 Lancaster University, Course A, Topic 3 
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4.1.2 Phonological  

The phonological level of parallelism explores the repetition of particular sounds. Despite the 

rhyme scenes above there are some examples of phonological parallelism shown below in 

order to indicate repeated vowel sounds within the same line:
33

 

Chimneys I sweep, and in soot I sleep   (line 4) 

Who cried when his head   (line 5) 

Green plain leaping   (line 15) 

Naked and white, all their bags left behind  (line 17) 

Tom awoke; and we rose in the dark  (line 21) 

 

4.1.3 Grammatical 

In the table below, all the different open word classes will be displayed in order to easily 

explore the variation of words in The Chimney Sweeper. This is a way of recognizing Blake’s 

use of words within the poem and in that way research Blake’s use of parallelism and 

deviations in the grammatical area. 
34

 

 

The table below will show the numbers of nouns, main verbs, adjectives and adverbs to 

understand how Blake has distributed the words and to understand his pattern of word choices 

in both this poem and the second poem, which will be investigated later on in the essay. 

 

Every particular word in the entire poem must be recognized and arranged properly in order to 

make a table of the open word classes and it is easier to understand the area under discussion 

when looking at the open word classes than exploring the closed word classes. The research 

for open word classes will also reveal the word order of the poem, which in this poem consists 

mainly of the standard SPC-order (subject-predicator-complement).
35
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Nouns Main verbs Adjectives Adverbs 

mother  died young very (x2) 

father (x2) was (x3) little yet 

tongue sold bare scarcely 

chimneys cry white (x2) when 

soot (x2) sweep (x5, 4 as ‘weep) quiet then (x2) 

head (x2) sleep such never 

lamb [i]‘s (x2) black  

back cried bright  

hair curl’d  green  

night shav’d naked  

sight said good  

sweepers mind cold  

coffins (x2) know happy  

angel (x2) spoil warm  

key a-sleeping   

plain had (x2)   

river lock’d up   

Sun came   

bags (x2) open’d   

clouds set free   

wind leaping   

boy laughing   

God run   

joy wash   

dark shine   

brushes left   

work rise   

morning sport   

duty told   

harm be   

 have   

 want   

 awoke   

 rose   

 got   

 do   

 need   

 fear   

36 48 15 8 
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As mentioned above, most of the nouns in the poem have no adjectival modification, i.e. a 

river (line 16), an angel (line 13) and his head (line 5). Blake usually has not chosen to use 

adjectival modifiers in his poetry. Adjectives are rarely being seen in Songs Of Innocence and 

therefore the nouns with adjectival modifications are deviated in poem, i.e. bright key (line 

13) and white hair (line 8) since those deviate from Blake’s standard pattern.  
36

 

 

When looking at the adjectives in the table above, Blake has chosen to create an environment 

that is black, white, dark and cold. The boy in the poem – Tom – has a dream (or sight) in 

which a different environment is portrayed, that is bright, warm and colourful. The angel in 

the brighter environment has a bright key (line 13) and they run down a green plain (line 15) 

and they are naked and white (line 17). When analyzing the allegory of the poem, I will 

return to the different portrayed environments. Blake also uses a lot of antonyms in his 

choices of adjectives in order to emphasize the differences of the two environments, i.e.: 

Bright  (line 13)  -  Dark  (line 21) 

White  (line 8 & 17) -  Black  (line 12) 

Warm  (line 23) - Cold  (line 23) 

 

The verb tenses that Blake uses are dominated by present tense:  

 Sweep  (line 4) 

 Sleep (line 4) 

And present perfect tense:  

 Cried  (line 5) 

 Said  (line 6) 

The only future perfect that Blake uses in the poem occurs when the angel explains to the boy 

Tom how he is supposed to live as a good boy: 

 He’d have God for his father & never want joy. (line 20) 
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The subjunctive tense is being used in the moral sum total of the poem: 

So if all do their duty, they need not fear harm. (line 24) 

As well as in the line where the Angel is talking to the boy: 

 And the Angel told Tom, if he’d be a good boy, (line 19)  

 

Since the above lines are the only lines in these verb tenses they may be considered as 

grammatically deviated. Blake’s choice of these verb tenses is only being used in the 

explanation of how to live as a good person in order to avoid fearing harm and that might be a 

choice of foregrounding a way of life that he preferred for himself. 
37

 

 

Furthermore, Blake has chosen “antonymic” verbs in the poem in the same way as with the 

choices of adjectives in the poem, i.e.: 

 Set free  (line 14) -  Lock’d up  (line 12) 

 A-sleeping  (line 10) -  Awoke  (line 21) 

 Cry  (line 3) -  Laughing (line 15) 

When looking at the affixes, there is one prefix in the poem that seems deviated from the 

norm. That is the word a-sleeping (line 10). As far as I know, it is spelled “asleep” in modern 

English. He has combined the verb sleeping with the adjective asleep and formed the new 

verb asleeping. William Blake also excludes the e in all of the verb suffixes –ed (i.e. lock’d 

up in line 12, curl’d in line 6 etc.), which might have been common in the eighteenth century. 

 

Furthermore, Blake has used a shorter version of although, which commonly is shortened to 

though in modern English, but spelled differently during this period:  

 

 Tho’ the morning was cold, Tom was happy & warm (line 23)  

                                                 

37
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4.2 Blake’s use of foregrounding  

William Blake has chosen to foreground words and sentences by both parallelism and 

deviations in different ways. The rhyming sequences are parallel to each other and most of the 

lines consist of the same amount of syllables, which make the few lines that deviate from this 

norm foregrounded in the poem.
38

 

 

Moreover, one kind of parallelism that he uses is the description of the environment 

surrounding the young sweepers. He described one environment over and over as cold and 

dark by using different words to describe it. In the little boy’s dream, on the other hand, 

Blake’s choices of parallel words are bright and shining in order to contrast the two 

completely different environments.  

 

There is one line that truly deviates from all the other lines in the poem: 

 

 Could scarcely cry ‘'weep! 'weep! 'weep! 'weep!’  (line 3) 

 

This line consists of no more than eight syllables and contains four exclamation marks. The 

lacks of four initial letters in front of each 'weep (is supposed to be a boy’s lisping attempt of 

articulating the word sweep) also place this line in the focus of attention to the reader. When 

the boy can not pronounce the word properly; the content of the line changes since he is no 

longer crying the word sweep but is crying weep (=cry). In fact, this line is a summarization 

of the entire poem. Even though Blake has chosen to foreground his moral message in the last 

line, it is not as strongly deviated as this particular line. This line deviates graphologically in 

Blake’s choice of repeating one word four times in a row, using exclamation marks and 

showing his readers that there are four letters missing by using apostrophes to underline this 

phenomenon. This line is deviated the most in the poem and if one should look at this poem as 

looking at a painting; this is recognized as the foregrounding.
39
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The following line in the poem (line 4) will also deviate from the norm in the way Blake 

suddenly writes “So your chimneys I sweep” in order to make the reader feel responsible for 

the young chimney sweeper’s unhappiness.
40

  

 

The Innocent Chimney Sweeper is created in order to be able to be read to children without 

them understanding the dark and distressed side to it. Only an adult will be able to appreciate 

the deeper sense of meaning underneath the surface of the poem. If a child were to hear line 

three in the poem read by an adult lisping sweep (or 'weep) the child would probably laugh 

hearing this, even though this may be the most poignant line in the entire poem. 
41

 

 

4.3 Allegorical message 

At the time this poem was written, child labor was common in Britain. Some parents even 

sold their young children to labor at the age of five. Most of the boys that were sold as 

chimney sweepers were forced up onto the roofs and into the chimneys and they usually died 

very young due to the soot that they inhaled, which caused cancer and different lung diseases.  

 

The narrative voice in The Innocent Chimney Sweeper is a very young boy, whose life had 

encountered tragedy due to the death of his mother. His own father sold him while he was 

barely able to speak (or at least not able to pronounce the word “sweep”). There are two 

completely different environments described in the poem: one that is dark and cold and 

another that is bright and warm. Those two represents the period in Britain as the dark and 

cold (in poverty) and the other as the way children are supposed to live as free and happy.   

 

In the poem the moral sense of being a good boy by never wanting joy will be rewarded with 

the love of God (line 19 and 20). Furthermore, the moral sense in the poem (line 24) is telling 

young boys that they all should do their duty and then would not have to fear to come to 

harm. Probably this was the morals that the society taught the young boys at this time and 
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kept them loyal to their employer but, in the end, they came to great harm by working at such 

a young age and in this dangerous working environment. Therefore, the moral sense is 

depicted by Blake as moral nonsense in this case.  

 

Early in the poem, the narrator is comforting a boy called Tom Dacre. The narrator, who is 

already described as very young, is calling the other boy “Little Tom” to highlight that the 

sweepers could really be of any age. The responsibility for employing such young and 

miserable children was, according to Blake, the society (explained in line 4). He has chosen to 

write your chimneys in order to emphasize that it is everybody’s responsibility to take when it 

comes to child labor. As long as people are prepared to accept the selling of their children, 

and other people employing them, it will never end.  

 

William Blake is trying hard to convey the message of how the young sweepers felt, and how 

these children ought to be enjoying lives that are innocent and harmless, according to the 

utopia that Blake describes in Tom’s dream (or wishful thinking). In this dream or utopia, 

they start off by being locked up in black coffins (interpreted as society in poverty) when an 

angel comes and sets them all free. Upon becoming free children, they behave as normal 

children at this stage of their lives: 

 

Then down a green plain, leaping, laughing they run, (line 15) 

 And wash in river and shine in the Sun  (line 16) 

 Then naked & white, all their bags left behind, (line 17) 

 They rise upon clouds, and sport in the wind. (line 18) 

 

The angel has set them free from child labor and poverty and they are children again.  

To emphasize the innocence of the children, Tom is described as a little boy with white and 

curly hair (line 6). White is the colour of innocence and the curls in his hair are intended to 

seem angelic. His hair is then shaved off in order to avoid the black soot from spoiling it. The 

image of Tom is thereby changed from an innocent angelical child to a poor and soiled child.  

The colours in the poem stay black and the environment stay cold until the angel arrives with 

a bright key. In the dream, there are warmth (by the sun in line 16), colour (green in line 15) 
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and laughter (line 15) but, as soon as they leave the dream, the environment turns cold, black 

and dark again.  

 

The interpretation of the bright key that changes everything might be meant to represent the 

readers of the poem, since Blake chose to implicate them as responsible for child labor, as 

explained above. If they stopped accepting young children as employees, they would be able 

to bring colour and laughter to the young sweepers’ lives again.  

5. Experienced Chimney Sweeper 

5.1 Deviations and parallelism  

5.1.1 Graphological 

The Chimney Sweeper, from the collection of poems called The Songs of Experience, is a 

strophic poem that is divided into three stanzas, which each consists of four lines. The stanzas 

in the poem vary in rhyme scenes. The first stanza consists of aabb:
42

 

 ...snow (line 1) 

 ...woe (line 2) 

 ...say (line 3) 

 ...pray (line 4) 

 

The second stanza has a rhyme scene of abcb: 

 ...heath (line 5) 

 ...snow (line 6) 

 ...death (line 7) 

 ...woe (line 8) 
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And the rhyme scene changes to abab in third stanza: 

 ...sing (line 9) 

 ...injury (line 10) 

 ...King (line 11) 

 ...misery (line 12) 

 

In the second stanza there is one combination of words that look as if they ought to rhyme, but 

do not phonetically rhyme (heath and death). Those words are considered as approximate 

rhymes in the context, since they are very similar looking. However, those two words might 

be considered as deviated from the rest of the poem due to the fact that they are the only 

combination of words that do not rhyme vocally. There is one combination of rhyming words 

that is used twice, which consists of the words snow (line 1 and 6) and woe (line 2 and 8). The 

lines are not parallel to each other; the words are simply repeated.
43

 

 

Furthermore, this “experienced” Chimney Sweeper contains only one exclamation mark, 

which Blake supposedly chose in order to emphasize the word in front of it: 

 

 Crying “'weep, 'weep,” in notes of woe!  (line 2) 

 

In addition, Blake has chosen not to put exclamation marks in the end of the verbs - 'weep - in 

the way that he did in the “innocent” Chimney Sweeper. 

 

One thing that deviates from the linguistic standard norm is Blake’s use of ampersands in two 

lines instead of the traditional word “and”, e.g.: 

 

 A) And because I am happy, & dance & sing (line 9) 

 B) And are gone to praise God & his Priest & King (line 11) 
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The effect of ampersands is that they are foregrounded in the way that they deviate 

graphologically from the other text that surrounds them. The ampersand is less formal than 

the spelled out conjunction “and” which thereby means that Blake might have chosen 

ampersands in order to show a mode of care-free.  

 

The two lines above stand out from the rest of the text and are to some extent also parallel to 

one another in the linguistic pattern, a stylistically deviated parallelism, and they stand out in 

a way they would not do if Blake had chosen to write them with the conjunction “and” as a 

replacement for the ampersand, e.g.: 
44

 

 

 A) And because I am happy, and dance and sing 

 B) And are gone to praise God and his Priest and King 

 

Most common would be a use of commas, which might even be the proper way of writing 

those lines, i.e.: 

 

 A) And because I am happy, dance and sing 

 B) And are gone to praise God, his Priest and King 

 

In line nine above, there is also a comma inserted in front of the first ampersand, which is a 

rather peculiar combination, which seldom is being used in modern English. Purely 

graphological, line nine is therefore foregrounded by both deviations and parallelism in more 

than one way. 
45

 

 

In English, capital letters are used when writing names, specific kings and specific gods 

among other things. In this poem, however, there is one word that is spelled with a capital 

letter that is not traditionally written in that way, which is the word priest: 
46

 

                                                 

44
 Lancaster University, Course A, Topic 3, p. 2-3 

45
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And are gone to praise God & his Priest & King (line 11) 

 

Then again, it is difficult to understand if this is a deviated word or if this word commonly 

was spelled with a capital initializing letter during the Romantic Era. Blake has written two 

words in an identical way in The Innocent Chimney Sweeper: 

 

And by came an Angel... (line 13) 

 ...and shine in the Sun (line 15) 

 

When looking at the words above and comparing them to each other it might be understood 

that Blake writes biblical words with an initializing capital letter and, therefore, the word sun 

is deviated in the first poem and not the word priest in this poem but, then again, it might just 

have been common to spell those words in this way during the period of time. 

  

The length or metre in the poem is measured by the syllables of each line. In order to research 

the rhythm, a table of the result is displayed below: 
47

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The length of the lines in each stanza varies in a range between eight and eleven syllables, but 

the numbers of lines that consist of each length are three in all cases. That means that none of 

the lines are deviated in the terms of length or meter in the poem.  
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5.1.2 Phonological 

In order to understand any phonological parallelism in the poem, each and every word must 

be investigated on its own and in the context with other words. One phonological deviation 

was discovered earlier in the graphological area. In this particular area the research continues 

with investigating each line separately and searching for parallelism within one and the same 

line in the stanzas of the poem.
48

 

 

There are two lines that contain the same words that create phonological parallelism with their 

vowel sounds: 

 

 Crying “'weep, 'weep,” in notes of woe (line 2) 

 And taught me to sing the notes of woe (line 8) 

 

There are three more examples of phonological parallelism in the poem: 
49

 

 

They clothed me in the clothes of death (line 7) 

 They think they have done me no injury (line 10) 

 And are gone to praise God (line 11) 

 

5.1.3 Grammatical 

In the table below, all the different open word classes will be displayed in order to easily 

explore the variation of words within The Chimney Sweeper. This is a way of recognizing 

Blake’s use of words within the poem.  
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Nouns Main verbs Adjectives Adverbs 

thing crying little where 

snow x 2 'weep x 2 black  

notes x 2 are  happy x 2  

woe x 2 say gone  

father gone up   

mother pray   

church was   

heath smil’d   

winter clothed   

clothes taught   

death sing x 2   

injury am   

God dance   

Priest think   

King  done   

heaven praise   

misery make up   

20 19 5 1 

This table displays the lack of adjectives in the poem. Most of the nouns have no adjectival 

modifications, which leads to the conclusion that the nouns that do have it are deviated in the 

context. There are only four adjectives in the three stanzas and two of those are modifiers to 

one noun: 
50

 

 A little black thing among the snow  (line 1) 
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The other two adjectives that are used consist of the same word – happy – and are being used 

when the narrator explains his state of mind:
51

 

 

 Because I was happy upon the heath   (line 5) 

 And because I am happy, & dance & sing (line 9) 

 

One thing that Blake does in both The Innocent Chimney Sweeper and The Experienced 

Chimney Sweeper is an exclusion of the e in the verb suffix –ed (smil’d in line 6). In this 

poem, Blake has chosen to keep one verb suffix (–ed) untouched from the linguistic 

traditional standard, which may be considered as “internal” foregrounding, which means a 

way to deviate within a deviation. Blake’s standard in both of the poems excludes all of the 

other e:s in the verb suffixes –ed, except for the one below: 
52

 

  

They clothed me in the clothes of death   (line 7) 

 

The word order that is being used in the poem is dominated by traditional SPC-order, which 

means subject-predicator-compliment, or, to simplify and explain that even more, subject-

verb-object order, i.e.: 

 

 Because I was happy upon the heath   (line 5) 

               S   P      C              (A)  

 

The subject in the above line is I, the predicator is was and the complement in this case is 

happy. Furthermore, there is also an “adjunct” (A), which in this particular line 

grammatically answers the question `where?’. 
53
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53
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The verb tense in the poem varies from stanza to stanza and line to line. The tenses used in the 

first stanza are present continuous (crying in line 1), present simple (are in line 3) and present 

perfect (are gone up in line 4). All the verbs in the second stanza are in past simple (smil’d in 

line 6, clothed in line 7 and taught in line 8). In the last stanza, the tenses vary again and 

consist of present simple (am in line 9 and think in line 10), present perfect (have done in line 

10), present simple (praise in line 11 and make up in line 12).
54

 

 

Furthermore, Blake has chosen the archaic 2
nd

 person possessive object pronoun in stead of 

the modern English word “your” in one of the lines, i.e.: 

 Where are thy father & mother? say? (line 3) 

 

Maybe the choice of the word is relevant in Blake’s period of time or he has chosen that word 

in order to sense a biblical language. “Thy” is a not purely considered as an old-fashioned 

word, but also a typical biblical word but, after having read some of Blake’s other poems, it 

can be understood that this is one of the words that he often uses and therefore should it not be 

considered as a deviation, e.g.: 
55

 

 Does thy life destroy (The Sick Rose in line 8)  

5.2 Blake’s use of foregrounding  

The Chimney Sweeper from Songs of Experience contains both parallelism and deviations in 

several of the total twelve lines. All of the stanzas in the poem are parallel to each other in 

length or metre counted by syllables. The rhyme scenes of the stanzas vary in form, but all of 

the words in the end of the lines rhyme, except for one combination of words, which makes 

that one deviated among the others. Furthermore, Blake has only used one exclamation mark 

in the poem, which is not used in a traditional grammatical way, but is not deviated from the 

pattern since this is a way that Blake wrote with the aim of emphasizing words in front of 

them.  

                                                 

54
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Moreover, Blake has chosen to foreground two lines by using ampersands together with the 

word “and”, which deviates from the traditional linguistics, but might be explained by Blake’s 

printing technique. He may have been forced to press those lines together with the help of 

ampersands in order to fit the frame of his work. If that is not the case; the lines are certainly 

foregrounded by deviation.  

 

Blake has not used any deviations grammatically or phonologically in the lines, but has 

chosen to use some words that are “questionable” when comparing to the modern English, 

e.g. thy and using an initial capital letter in Priest. That might be explained by the linguistic 

norm in the period of time or maybe it an example of Blake’s foregrounding characteristics. 

The conclusion of Blake’s use of language includes both initial capital letters in biblical 

words and the use of “thy”, which makes it difficult to figure out if that is just Blake’s 

standard or if that is the standard of the Romantic Era.  

 

The lines that are foregrounded the most by deviations in the poem are: 

 

 A) Crying “'weep, 'weep,” in notes of woe! (line 2) 

 B) And because I am happy, & dance & sing, (line 9) 

 C) And are gone to praise God & his Priest & King (line 11)  

 

A) is foregrounded by both lack of initial letters and by the exclamation mark at the end of the 

line. B) is foregrounded by the strange use of comma in front of an ampersand as well as the 

use of two ampersands in one sentence, which also is one of the reasons that C) is 

foregrounded. The other reason is for the use of capital letter in the word “priest”.  

 

Both the second and the third stanza are parallel to each other, since both of the stanzas 

contain two lines each opening with the word “and”, e.g.: 

And taught me to sing the notes of woe  (line 8) 

Even though the first stanza does not contain any lines consisting of an initial “And”, it is not 

deviated stylistically based on that.  
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5.3 Allegorical message 

There are many allegories in this “poem of experience”. Once again, the story is about a boy 

suffering from poverty. He is so young that he can not even pronounce the word sweep 

correctly. He has been sold by his parents to become a chimney sweeper and thinks that he 

has been sold as a punishment for being happy. He explains how his parents have clothed him 

in the clothes of death and taught him to sing the notes of woe. The clothes of death in the 

poem represent the fact that almost every boy who worked as chimney sweeper died at a 

young age from either lung diseases or falling from roofs when climbing to reach the 

chimneys.  

 

The little chimney sweeper in the poem explains how he dances, sings and is happy and that 

his parents do not know that they have caused the boy any harm. The story or poem begins 

with telling the readers that the boy is crying in notes of woe and is almost unrecognizable as 

a boy anymore, but as a little black thing among the snow. He is alone in the world, and 

probably cold in the snow, abandoned by his own parents that are trying to find solace 

through religious devotion. Now, the boy will have to find his way through the notes of woe 

while dressed to die. 

 

The most interesting lines, when looking at the allegory, are the last two lines in the poem: 

  

Are gone to praise God & his Priest & King, (line 11) 

 Who make up a heaven of our misery.  (line 12) 

 

In those two lines, William Blake is not only telling his readers that somebody is profiting by 

child labor, but also who they are: the denying parents, the church and King George III.  

 

  



Katja Gummesson 

800805 – 4127 

Linguistic Theme: The Chimney Sweeper – A Stylistic and Allegorical Study   

Halmstad Högskola 

Supervisor: Stuart Foster 

 

 

 

 

34 

 

The neglect and the lack of sympathy for the underprivileged people led to many children 

living without parents, suffering bad health and experiencing many other tragic events during 

the revolutionary period, whereas the wealthy people could continue profiting from their 

misery. 
56

  

 

Blake is almost certainly trying to teach everyone a lesson by this poem. It is not only the 

parents that sold their boy to child labor that should be taught a lesson, but the poem is also an 

attempt to encourage people to understand that it is everyone’s responsibility to change their 

society: it is not only the kings’ and the clergy’s, but it is also the responsibility of us all. The 

last line in the poem (line 12 above) also is trying to underline the expression of one man’s 

loss is another man’s gain, which in this context means that child labor was less expensive to 

employ but the children sometimes had to pay with their lives.  

6. Comparison between the two poems 

6.1 Differences and Similarities 

6.1.1 Graphological 

Both poems called The Chimney Sweeper contain approximate rhymes in their stanzas. In the 

first poem there are three rhyming sequences that do not rhyme according to the pattern, 

which means six out of twenty four lines (25%). In the second poem there is one rhyming 

sequence that deviates from the rhyming pattern, which means two out of twelve lines (17%). 

Since those deviated rhyming sequences are very close to rhyming, according to Blake’s 

rhyming pattern, they might be considered as deviated but, not ‘made strange’ in the language 

(Viktor Shklovsky) in that way it should to in order to be considered as foregrounded lines. 
57
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Furthermore, Blake has used ampersands in both poems quite frequently and untraditionally. 

In the first “innocent” poem there are eight ampersands and in the second “experienced” 

poem there are five ampersands. There is no consistent pattern in Blake’s choice of using 

ampersands, commas or the conjunction “And”, which makes it difficult to understand if he 

has chosen those in order to indicate a carefree mode or if it is simply his way of writing.  

 

The choice of ampersands might be explained by the fact that Blake worked directly on a 

copper plate with the technique of relief etching and the ampersands might be a choice in 

order to fit a frame. In any case, the choice is not considered as foregrounded, since they 

harmonize with Blake’s stylistic pattern, i.e.: 
58

 

 

From the “innocent” poem: 

 And so he was quiet, & that very night  (line 9) 

From the “experienced” poem: 

 And because I am happy, & dance & sing (line 9) 

 

The two different poems are both written in stanzas of four lines each but, the number of 

syllables in each line differ from each other within the poems. The first poem has a 

consistency in rhythm where most of the lines consist of eleven syllables and eight lines that 

are made by either ten or twelve syllables. There is one line that is deviated from this pattern 

and consists of only eight syllables, which means that this line is clearly deviated from the 

pattern of rhythm in this poem. 
59

 

 

However, in the second poem there are no deviations from the pattern, since there are exactly 

three lines that consist of eight, nine, ten and eleven syllables each. That means that Blake has 

not foregrounded any lines in the second poem by metre or length of the lines but, there is one 

line that is deviated among the lines in the first poem (line 3): 
60
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59
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In both of the poems there are some words written with an initial capital letter and most of 

those words are biblical words, such as God and Angel, but he has also written other words in 

this way in both poems. In the first poem there is one other noun written with capital letter – 

Sun (line 15). In the second poem there are two nouns written in this way – Priest and King 

(line 11). During the eighteenth century, this was hypothetically an accepted way of writing 

those words, which means that they are not stylistically foregrounded but, it is something that 

is used in both of the poems and therefore establishing Blake’s way of writing. 
61

 

 

The two poems are very much alike graphologically since both have the four lines in each of 

the similar stanzas; they both have rhyming sequences where the rhyming word is in the end 

of the line and both have lines with a mix of ampersands and commas without any pattern. 

Both the poems are written with the help of emphasizing exclamation marks and with verbs 

that are lacking their initial letter (e.g. ‘weep that ought to be read as a lisping attempt of 

pronouncing the verb sweep). There are many graphological similarities in the two separate 

poems and even the names of the two poems are identical. It is hard to find differences 

between the two in this area of investigation.   
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6.1.2 Phonological 

The phonological level of stylistics explores particular sounds in the poems. In both of the 

poems there are sounds that are repeated within the one and same line. They are not rhymes, 

but simply examples of phonological parallelism: 
62

 

 

In the “innocent” poem: 

 So your chimneys I sweep, and in soot I sleep (line 4) 

In the “experienced” poem: 

 And taught me to sing the notes of woe  (line 8) 

 

The effect of using phonological parallelism is that the rhythm feels differently than it would 

without using it. It affects the fluency when reading the poems and makes the phrases 

harmonize with each other in the lines. This effect can be created with vowel sounds, like in 

the examples above, but also with consonants like these below: 
63

 

 

In the “innocent” poem: 

 There’s little Tom Dacre, who cried when his head (line 5) 

In the “experienced” poem: 

 They think they have done me no injury  (line 10) 

 

There are by far more examples of repeated vowel sounds in the first “innocent” poem and in 

this poem there is also an example of phonological parallelism by Blake’s choice of 

initializing 34% of the lines with the conjunction “And”. In the second “experienced” poem 

there are not as many examples of either repeated vowel sounds or a pattern of a parallelism 

of that kind. Therefore, the first poem contains more phonological parallelism than the second 

one.  
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6.1.3 Grammatical 

In the text above, there are two different tables of open word classes that show the numbers of 

nouns, main verbs, adjectives and adverbs. When comparing those two tables to each other 

there are many similarities in the distribution of the words. Blake used only a few adjectival 

modifiers to the nouns in both poems and even fewer adverbs. In order to demonstrate this 

even more understandable there are two diagrams below in order to show the distribution of 

the words in percentage: 

Innocent poem: Experienced poem: 

 

Overall, the distribution of the words belonging to open word classes is quite similar, even 

though, there are some small differences in percentage between the two, e.g. there are more 

main verbs than nouns in the first poem and quite the opposite in the second poem. The 

diagrams also show that the first poem contains more adjectives and adverbs than the second 

one. However, the two poems are very similarly written when looking at the open word 

classes.  

 

In the first poem, Blake has used “antonym” adjectives in order to portray two contradictory 

environments within the poem, e.g.: 
64

 

 Bright (line 13) -  Dark  (line 21) 

 White (line 8 and 17) - Black  (line 12) 

                                                 

64
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However, this is something that he has not applied at all in the second poem, which might be 

explained by the fact that he was not trying to describe two separate environments to the 

readers in this poem and did not have to intensify the picture.  

 

Furthermore, the word orders in the two poems are dominated by the traditional SPC-order 

(subject-predicator-compliment) and both poems contain a certain verb conjugation where the 

verb suffix –ed is transformed to ‘d, i.e.: 
65

 

 

 Locked up                Lock’d up 

 Smiled  Smil’d 

 

This was supposedly a common verb contraction in Blake’s period and is therefore not a 

deviation within his poems but, there is one verb that is written without this narrowing and 

therefore should be considered as a deviated verb: 

  

They clothed me in the clothes of death  (line 7 in the “experienced” poem) 

 

The verb tense vary within both poems and in the first poem Blake has chosen “antonymic” 

verbs in the same way as he has used adjectives, that is in order to emphasize the difference 

between two environments within the first poem, e.g.: 
66

 

 

 Cry (line 3)  Laughing  (line 15) 

 

This is something that he has not utilized in the second poem, since he only has one 

environment to portray and therefore does not need this additional empathy.  
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Furthermore, there are some words in the poems that could be described as deviated or 

archaic; however, they were supposedly commonly used words during the eighteenth century: 

 

 Tho’ (line 23 in the “innocent” poem) 

 Thy  (line 3 in the “experienced” poem) 

 

Moreover, when looking at differences in the poems above, there is one word that is not 

archaic but yet deviated in the first poem and seems to be a combination of a verb and an 

adjective:  

 Sleeping + Asleep             A-sleeping 

 

This is a word that Blake seems to have composed by himself or possibly was used during his 

time, but not commonly used in literature in neither the eighteenth century or today. 

Therefore, this word is a deviated word both stylistically and syntactically.  

 

Another grammatical deviation, which Blake has used in both poems, is the removing of 

initial letters in some verbs replacing them with apostrophes, which gives the verb an entirely 

different significance than the original verb: 

 

In the first “innocent” poem: 

 Could scarcely cry ‘'weep! 'weep! 'weep! 'weep!’  (line 3) 

In the second “experienced” poem: 

 Crying “'weep, 'weep,” in notes of woe!  (line 2) 

 

By removing the initial letter “s” in the verb “sweep”, which it according to The Norton 

Anthology
67

 should be read as, the meaning of the verb will change into an entirely different 

English verb. The meaning of the word “sweep” is when somebody cleans a room, surface or, 

in these cases, chimneys with a broom whereas the verb “weep” is when somebody is crying 

                                                 

67
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and usually because of sadness. William Blake might have wanted to underline two things by 

the deviations in those lines:
68

 

1. That the boys were so young that they could not even pronounce the verb “sweep” 

without lisping.  

2. That the conditions of the boys were awful and therefore they were in the emotion 

of sadness.  

6.2 Blake’s use of foregrounding 

By arranging a pattern, it is easier to foreground words, lines or sentences by making some 

lines parallel and additionally deviate some of them. Blake has created a pattern of rhyme by 

rhyming the last words in each line of each stanza.  

 

There are some deviated rhyming sequences in both poems. Even if those rhyme either with 

approximate or consonance rhymes, they do deviate according to the pattern of rhyme. They 

do not phonologically rhyme even though they graphologically look as if they ought to rhyme 

and, therefore, they should be considered as deviated rhyming sequences. 
69

 

 

Furthermore, all of the stanzas and lines are parallel to each other in terms of length or metre 

measured by the syllables, all except for one line that deviates in the first poem. That line 

consists of no more than eight syllables and is almost three syllables “shorter” than the others. 

Thereby, this line is deviated from the pattern of rhythm in the first poem, while all the lines 

and stanzas are parallel to each other in the second poem. 
70
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Another deviation, which has been made in both The Chimney Sweepers, is when the narrator 

of the poem suddenly involves the reader: 

 So your chimneys I sweep, and in soot I sleep (line 4 in the innocent poem) 

 Who make up a heaven of our misery (line 12 in the experienced poem) 

 

The lines above are the only two lines in both the poems that involve the reader, which make 

those lines deviated from the narrating pattern in general. The motive for this deviation will 

be explained in the allegorical part. 
71

  

 

Moreover, both poems contain similar deviations that are linguistically ‘made strange’ in 

language. They lack a distinct pattern of the use or combination of ampersands, commas 

and/with the conjunction “and”. The reason for this might be explained by Blake’s printing 

technique (explained in page 5) or that he might have consciously chosen this way of writing 

in order to show a state of “care-free”. In either case, the way in which he has used or 

combined those are stylistically deviated according to the tradition of English linguistics.   

 

Furthermore, Blake has written some words with initial capital letter, such as Sun, Angel and 

Priest. To find a pattern if this was a linguistically common way of spelling them in the past, 

those words must both be compared with how they are spelled today and how they were 

spelled in the eighteenth century. The nouns king and god are spelled with initial capital 

letters when writing about specific ones in modern English as well. 
72

  

 

In the eighteenth century and the Romantic Era, biblical words were often spelled with initial 

capital letter, such as angel, which might be the reason for spelling priest in this way as well. 

The noun sun is also spelled in this way and the reason for that might be that the sun was 

glorified as many ordinary and supernatural objects were in the Romantic Era or that this 

word is a deviation made by Blake himself. 
73
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Blake has deviated some lines that convey his strongest allegorical messages, which therefore 

should be considered as motivated choices of deviations. When looking at both poems and 

comparing the lines that contain deviations, it does not seem as a coincidence that they all 

convey some moral message or encouragement to change society, which will be even more 

discussed in the next chapter.  

 

6.3 The Allegorical message of the two poems 

The allegories of the two poems are rather similar to each other. The first poem from Songs of 

Innocence emphasizes that the responsibility of young children missing their childhood is 

everyone’s to take. The second poem from Songs of Experience emphasizes who profits from 

the children’s lack of childhood when they are sold to child labor. In that way they are 

connected to each other and instead of being counterparts, as they are intended to be, they are 

a serial story. They are connected in many ways and, for an adult, it is easy to understand the 

tragedy of both chimney sweepers, which might not be as easy for a child reading the first 

poem.  

 

In the poems, Blake has underlined how poverty changes society. Blake was known as an 

ironist that often veiled his opinions in his works and in those two poems he is trying to 

convey a strong message of child labor in an ironic appearance. The “experienced” poem is 

more ironic than the “innocent” poem in the way that Blake has described the boy to be 

recognized as happy at the same time that he crying, dressed in the clothes of death.  

 

Blake discusses important issues; such as death, life, poverty, society, social classes, morals 

and public duty that all are veiled in his poems as simple stories about young boys. When 

researching the allegory in the poems, it confirms Blake’s dissatisfaction of society as well as 

his religious and political opinions.  
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In the first poem, there is an angel arriving with a key to set all free (from being lock-up in 

coffins), which might be interpreted in two different ways. The first interpretation is that 

William Blake was religious and felt that in society and its lack of compassion God was the 

only one who could save the world from apocalypse, which he did by sending an angel to 

rescue and to teach a moral message to the young boys in the poem.  

 

The second interpretation of the angel arriving (with a bright key) focuses more on the bright 

key that the angel uses to set the boys free. This key is representing the change that could 

actually be made by the people taking their responsibility and not “silently” accepting the 

state of the society.  Therefore, the allegorical message in the first poem is that people can 

change their society and make it better by taking their responsibility as well as having faith in 

God. 

 

In the second poem, Blake reveals dissatisfaction towards King George III (1760-1820), the 

church and the parents selling their children in order to live better lives themselves. According 

to Blake, King George III and the church accepted child labor by remaining silent in the 

subject matter and Blake has also highlighted the fact that the rich people’s wealth was 

increasing while other social classes were suffering poverty and death. The allegory of this 

poem is that young children will always accept what adults tell them and it is not their task to 

make a difference in society. Furthermore, Blake is telling his readers that it is acceptable to 

criticize the king and the church with the purpose of making a change.   

 

In both poems, Blake has taken advantage of involving his readers in order to make them a 

part of the society explained in the poems. By using words like your (line 4 in the first poem) 

and our (line 12 in the second poem) the reader will, probably without acknowledging it, feel 

like they are a part of the young boys’ misery and in that way they will be further convinced 

that they have to take their responsibility for it.  
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It should also be remembered that any utterance of treasonable sort about the king during 

King George III: s reign was considered as a crime that led to execution as a punishment, 

which means that a poem of this kind was really rebellious. William Blake was accused of 

uttering treasonable statements in 1803 but was found not guilty. By the death of Blake 

(1827), he was unknown as a poet, which might have saved him from execution in 1803. Even 

though he printed his Songs of Innocence in 1789 and Songs of Experience in 1794, they were 

unknown to people until after his death.
74

 

 

Blake’s work explains the society during the eighteenth century and it is easy to recognize 

that the poems do not reflect the modern Britain. There are still countries in the world that 

allow child labor and, from that point of view, the poem is still very modern. Someone out 

there is still profiting from child labor and that might even be Swedish companies (or British 

for that matter) that take advantage of the young “chimney ‘weepers” of today.  

7. Conclusion 

When researching both poems by William Blake, I started to look for elements that would 

confirm Blake’s style of writing poetry. Blake was a typical poet of the eighteenth century in 

the way that he tried hard to deviate from the standard poetry writing, maybe not in the way 

that he wrote, but in the way that he published his works by using the technique of etching his 

works on copper plates. Furthermore, his printings were always combined with a painting that 

Blake illustrated on his own and, according to The Norton Anthology, neither the painting nor 

the poem should ever be looked at separately since they are made to be regarded upon as a 

couple. 
75
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There are some elements in the two poems that characterize Blake’s style in both of the 

Chimney Sweepers and, thereby, will answer my first thesis question.
76

 The first thing that 

characterizes Blake’s style in both poems is the way he has “designed” the poems, i.e. with 

similar stanzas, rhyming sequences and with only a few adjectives in each poem. Moreover, 

Blake has clearly shown a mode of care-free in his grammatical area in his random use of 

ampersands and commas together with the conjunction “and”, which certainly characterize 

Blake’s style in both poems.
77

 

 

None of the poems are deviated stylistically from other poetry in the Romantic Period. 

However, there are a few deviations within the poems in order to foreground particular words, 

lines or allegories, which lead us to thesis question number two.
78

  

 

According to Viktor Shklovsky’s theory of defamiliarization (literally, “making strange”) in a 

language a writer is able to place words and sentences as the foregrounding in a text. The term 

was invented in the 1920s, which means approximately 120 years after the Chimney Sweepers 

were published, and William Blake was therefore unknown with this term. There are some 

elements that deviate in his poems and are placed in foreground in the same way as in 

Shklovsky’s theory, such as ‘disturbance’ in rhythm, writing words without initial letters, 

using four exclamation marks in one line, a deviated use of ampersands, an odd use of capital 

letters as well as deviated rhyming sequences.
79

 

 

In order to answer my second thesis question properly, I had to understand the use of the 

English language during the eighteenth century. The deviations in the two poems that I 

believe should be regarded as stylistic deviations are the verbs lacking their initial letters, the 

change of narrating pattern, the extraordinary use of exclamation marks and the lines that 

deviate in rhythm.  
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When I researched the poems for foregrounded elements, I soon realized that, in order to 

really understand the choices of Blake’s linguistic deviations, I wanted to research the 

allegories of the poems. Without looking at the content of a text, one can never truly 

understand a piece of work. I believe it is the same way in the world of arts. Somebody can 

look at a painting and see what has been placed in foreground but, to really understand why 

this object is placed there, the viewer must look at the background both in the painting and of 

the artist.  

 

The two poems are written in two separate collections. One is supposed to be the “innocent” 

(child-friendly and light) poem, while the other one is supposed to be the “experienced” (dark 

and poignant) poem. I found only a few differences between the two from the point of view of 

content. Both poems are depressing stories about young boys, although Blake has tried to 

distract the reader in the first poem by some elements (i.e. lisping attempts of pronouncing the 

verb sweep) and I really do not believe that children would understand the dark side of this 

story; on the contrary, they would probably laugh and simply understand the moral message. 

Still, the two poems do not part as much when being read by an adult. I believe both poems 

should be considered as “experienced” poems when being read by adults.  

 

Moreover, both poems are allegorical and Blake uses discrete symbolism in both poems in 

order to communicate a deeper meaning. In both poems, Blake was trying to convey his own 

opinions about the society and about child labor by using different deviations to highlight 

them in the poems. Blake accused both society and his readers of not being responsible 

enough and tried to explain how poverty changes society. I believe there are several 

metaphors in both poems, e.g. coffins (child labor), angel (society or religious faith) and priest 

(the church).
80
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Even though William Blake was a poet long before the theory of foregrounding was formed, 

he used deviations that have the similar purpose in both poems. Blake has created deviations 

within all lines that convey allegories, such as moral messages or Blake’s own opinions. 

 

William Blake’s poems might not be considered as pioneering works, but the way in which 

they were framed was definitely innovative. William Blake should not be considered to be a 

poet or an artist but as an innovative creator and illustrator. He was a true rebel and might just 

have been saved from being executed by being unknown in the period. Furthermore, I 

consider the idea of writing two poems in (what was meant to be in) different states of mind 

also were innovative in the era. 

 

I believe that William Blake’s poems are still modern in the way that they are written as well 

as in the way they reflect a modern man’s veiled thoughts of the prehistoric society. When I 

first read the Chimney Sweepers, I interpreted them as a lesson in morality, which changed 

along the way and I now believe both poems should be interpreted as lessons in responsibility 

and moral courage mixed with ingredients like life, death, religion, child labor, poverty and 

society in the eighteenth century. But still, this interpretation is made by looking at the lines 

that William Blake himself placed in foreground in order for his readers to understand the 

importance of those lines. 

 

Blake has strongly emphasized some lines, which makes them deviated from his own pattern. 

In that way, the reader is going to acknowledge them by a disturbance of the pattern by using 

e.g. four exclamation marks in one line. I believe that Blake positioned lines and words 

stylistically in foreground and, furthermore, I also believe Blake to have positioned those very 

deliberately. In that way, he used Shklovsky’s defamiliarization without even knowing the 

term. 
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www.oldgreypony.files.wordpress.com/2009  

Appendix 1: The Chimney Sweeper from Songs of Innocence 

 

1    When my mother died I was very young, 

And my father sold me while yet my tongue 

Could scarcely cry “'weep! 'weep! 'weep! 'weep!” 

So your chimneys I sweep & in soot I sleep. 

5 There’s little Tom Dacre, who cried when his head 

That curl’d like a lamb’s back, was shav’d, so I said,  

“Hush, Tom! never mind it, for when your head’s bare, 

You know that the soot cannot spoil your white hair.” 

9 And so he was quiet, & that very night, 

As Tom was a-sleeping he had such a sight! 

That thousands of sweepers, Dick, Joe, Ned, & Jack, 

Were all of them lock’d up in coffins of black; 

13 And by came an Angel who had a bright key, 

And he open’d the coffins & set them all free; 

Then down a green plain, leaping, laughing they run, 

And wash in a river and shine in the Sun. 

17 The naked & white, all of their bags left behind, 

They rise upon clouds, and sport in the wind. 

And the Angel told Tom, if he’d be a good boy, 

He’d have God for his father & never want joy. 

21 And so Tom awoke; and we rose in the dark 

And got with our bags & our brushes to work. 

Tho’ the morning was cold, Tom was happy & warm; 

So if all do their duty, they need not fear harm.
81
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Appendix 2:  The Chimney Sweeper from Songs of Experience 
 

1  A little black thing among the snow 

Crying “'weep, 'weep,” in notes of woe! 

“Where are thy father & mother? say?” 

“They are both gone up to the church to pray. 

 

5  “Because I was happy upon the heath, 

And smil’d among the winter’s snow; 

They clothed me in the clothes of death,  

And taught me to sing the notes of woe, 

 

9   “And because I am happy, & dance & sing; 

They think they have done me no injury, 

And are gone to praise God & his Priest & King, 

Who make up a heaven of our misery.” 
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