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Blake’s “Holy Thursday[s]”: Just Because It Looks Good, Doesn’t Mean It Is 

Among William Blake’s numerous poetic contributions to the Long Romantic Period, of 

particular note are his two volumes, Songs of Innocence (1789) and Songs of Experience (1794). 

Within these volumes, Blake also included complementary poems, introducing a topic in 

Innocence and returning to it in Experience. These volumes broadly suggest two perspectives of 

the human experience: innocence, which is generally attributed to youth; and experience, which 

incorporates the acquired knowledge (including cynicism) gained during adulthood. Blake’s 

complementary poems, each entitled “Holy Thursday,” seem to adopt these child and adult 

perspectives of innocence vs. experience; however, a closer analysis of the two poems suggests 

otherwise. In Innocence, Blake deploys imagery, exploiting pathos to portray the yearly event of 

Holy Thursday. Started in 1782, organizers of the event gathered London’s poorest children from 

area charity schools to perform for their financial donors in St. Paul’s Cathedral (Romanticism 

186). In Experience, Blake relies on logos to question the accurateness of the scene described in 

Innocence. It is through Blake’s questions that readers begin to reveal the ambiguity present in 

the Innocence version of “Holy Thursday.” Using this exchange between the two “Holy 

Thursday” poems, Blake exposes the undersurface of the occasion as a less-than holy event that 

resembles, instead, an exhibition of exploited children, devised to pacify a community of 

Londoners who choose to remain blind to the true plight of its poorest innocents.  
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Note: During my analysis, I found it easier to combine related stanzas from the two texts. 

In an effort to aid my readers in the same manner, each discussion is preceded by the relevant 

quoted excerpts and followed by the subsequent analysis. 

 

Discussion One: Holy Ceremony or Public Exhibition? 

‘Twas on a Holy Thursday, their innocent faces clean,  

The children walking two and two in red and blue and green,  

Grey-headed beadles walked before with wands as white as snow  

Till into the high dome of Paul’s they like Thames’ waters flow 

 

Oh what a multitude they seemed these flowers of London town,  

Seated in companies they sit with radiance all their own;  

The hum of multitudes was there but multitudes of lambs—  

Thousands of little boys & girls raising their innocent hands. (Innocence stanzas 1-2) 

 

Is this a holy thing to see  

In a rich and fruitful land,  

Babes reduced to misery,  

Fed with cold and usurous hand? (Experience stanza 1) 

 

A casual reader of Blake’s “Holy Thursday” from Innocence pictures a filling cathedral 

crowded with colorfully dressed, brightly-faced children being guided and seated by their elder 

guardians. The children also appear to be radiant with faith, raising their hands in prayer to God. 

A God-fearing reader might experience a tug to their heart-strings from the imagined beauty of 

the scene. Countering this scene, the complementary poem in Experience asks: “Is this a holy 

thing to see / in a rich and fruitful land?” and identifies “babes reduced to misery.” Furthermore, 

who is this “cold and usurous hand” feeding the children? The “cold and usurous hand” belongs 

to the financial patrons, aiding the poor. “Cold” suggests a donation without empathy, perhaps 

begrudgingly. A little more difficult to decipher is the term, “usurous.” I argue that the donation 

comes at a high cost; the one making the donation is using the act for his or her own personal 
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gain, wanting to win favor in the community and in the eyes of God. (I’ll return to this point 

again, later in the essay.)  

Using the questions from Experience as a lens to re-consider the accuracy of the first two 

stanzas from Innocence, the reader may determine the occurrence of an exposé—a more cynical 

view of Holy Thursday. The children’s colorful dress hints at a parade and their numbers are 

many—“multitudes” that reach the “high dome of St. Paul’s.” Furthermore, they flow like the 

waters of the Thames—unstoppable, forced, and never-ending. Dressed and polished for the 

grand occasion, the children “seemed” like “flowers of London”—delicate, cherished beauty 

meant for display. Blake’s reference to the Thames, however, also introduces a component of 

industry. The industrial idea is further confirmed in the line: “Seated in companies they sit with 

radiance all their own.” Viewed through the dirtied filter of the Industrial Age, it is likely that 

these referenced children may be considered exploited. They model their “clean faces” of 

“flowers” for the ceremony, but “seated in companies,” (emphasis mine) their radiant faces hint 

of golden profits made in industrious ways for others. The children, however, are not the 

recipients of these profits for the “thousands of little boys & girls [raise] their innocent hands” in 

need, not in prayer. Furthermore, as “multitudes of lambs,” the children become symbolic 

followers and even sacrificial. It is the “cold and usurous hand” that reaps the rewards and 

begrudgingly return only the minimum required.   

The first of Blake’s “Holy Thursday” poems offers a perspective from the viewing 

financial patrons of the event. What they see is the by-product of their donations and, though it is 

only for a day, are content in their accomplishment to clear the streets of its destitute, of its 

burdensome poor. Viewed from the lens of “Holy Thursday” from Experience, therefore, the first 

two stanzas in Innocence illustrate a mandatory demonstration of gratitude from London’s 
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poorest children—a usury cost they must pay. Consequently, though, Blake posits that if London 

is “a rich and fruitful land,” then why are its “babes reduced to misery,” and worse still, why at 

the hands of its own citizens? Though presented logically, as typical of the poems included in 

Blake’s Experience, the questions are unanswerable; much like the questions of Life. 

 

Discussion Two: Song of Joy or Sorrow? 

Now like a mighty wind they raise to heaven the voice of song,  

Or like harmonious thunderings the seats of heaven among;  

Beneath them sit the aged men, wise guardians of the poor— 

Then cherish pity, lest you drive an angel from your door. (Innocence stanza 3)  

 

Is that trembling cry a song?  

Can it be a song of joy?  

And so many children poor?  

It is a land of poverty! (Experience stanza 2) 

 

Raised to heaven like a “mighty wind,” the “harmonious” voices of the children conjure 

images of joyful innocence in song, powerfully lifting the spirit of all within the range of its 

sounds. The charitable donors identify with the song’s spirituality, but readers of Blake’s “Holy 

Thursday” version from Experience know differently. Once again, the second stanza from 

Experience provides a means to analyze the corresponding third stanza from Innocence. 

Equipped with Blake’s truth, readers pause on terms like “mighty” and “thunderings”—words 

that have negative, more forceful connotations that remind us of storms, danger, and discomfort. 

The children in song may derive from innocence, but if unheeded, their song will one day rise in 

rebellion. To answer the second narrator, the song is not of “joy,” but, instead, a “trembling cry.”   

Blake’s questions continue, asking about London’s numerous poor children, but return 

with a statement, instead: “It is a land of poverty.” The affirmative answer, however, is “yes” in 

more than one way. The obvious observation points to the “multitudes” living in poverty, but the 
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less obvious stance is Blake’s purpose for these poetic words—the abundance of poverty-

stricken children in London is a disservice to all of its citizens. The presence of poverty among 

indulgence reflects a community that is deficient in empathy. Instead of participating as 

members, sharing the good of their fellow man, the “cold and usurous hand[s]” have reduced 

themselves under the enterprise of consumerism. The greedy “cherish pity” and serve as 

“guardians of the poor.” It is through their “usurous” service to the poor that these enterprisers 

believe they are gaining entrance to Heaven. Fearful of driving “an angel from [the] door,” the 

“cold and usurous hand” acts merely on behalf of his or her own personal gain.  

 

Discussion Three: “Their,” “There,” and “Where’er” 

And their sun does never shine,  

And their fields are bleak and bare,  

And their ways are filled with thorns,  

It is eternal winter there. 

 

For where’er the sun does shine 

And where’er the rain does fall, 

Babe can never hunger there, 

Nor poverty the mind appall. (Experience stanzas 3-4) 

 

In the final statements from “Holy Thursday” in Experience, Blake begins in the third 

stanza with three repetitions of the word “their,” and a fourth with its homonym “there.” Does 

this ambiguous pronoun usage refer to the children in the poems or the infamous “hand”? I 

maintain it represents both parties and more—it is London’s entire society. Again, using his tool 

of imagery, Blake lends further evidence to the earlier point, concerning the detrimental effects 

of poverty on all of its citizens. Readers are met with the dire conditions of a civilization where 

the “sun never shine[s],” and the “fields are bleak and bare, / And their ways are filled with 

thorns.” Symbolic of the crucifixion of Christ, “thorns” represent punishment and the 
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consequence to citizens who allow childhood poverty to thrive in their community is banishment 

to “there.” Nothing flourishes “there,” where it is “eternal winter”; the entire community suffers 

in a state of despair when the care of every child excludes the poor. 

But, Blake includes hope in the final stanza. His imagery illustrates the place indicated as 

“where’er.” The “sun does shine” in “where’er,” and “the rain does fall.” The citizens of this 

place flourish from the warming rays of the sun and the rejuvenating effects of the rain. These 

conditions are symbolic of spring, which suggest rebirth or life—the opposite of “eternal 

winter,” which connotes death. Blake writes of the desired “there,” where children “never 

hunger,” and the mind does not “appall” poverty. Blake presents his argument in stanzas three 

and four, logically: Which society is desirous because both cannot exist simultaneously? If a 

community adopts the mandates of equality and Christianity, then all must be allowed the means 

to provide for their basic necessities and must be treated with dignity and respect. Benefactors of 

charity should not be subjected to being paraded for public display. 

The ceremony depicted in “Holy Thursday” from Innocence is a beautiful and spiritual 

event that grants a reprieve for the less fortunate children in London’s charitable area schools. 

They are removed from their dirtied sources and given the opportunity to sparkle and sing 

joyously at the yearly program. The questions raised in Experience, however, question the 

validity of and intend a different meaning to the purpose of the holiday. Blake’s second version 

of “Holy Thursday sullies the participating children and betrays the excess present in the 

industrialized city of London. His skillful use of imagery and targeted questions offers readers 

the darker aspects of society—those which are not easy to imagine, let alone reconcile. Just 

because it looks pretty, doesn’t mean it is.   
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