
M I N U T E

P A R T I C U L A R

Vision	in	Fiction:	Two	Novels	About	William

Blake

Elizabeth	B.	Bentley

Blake/An	Illustrated	Quarterly,	Volume	12,	Issue	3,	Winter	1978-79,	pp.	209-

210



1 0 9 

The engravings are a t t r i b u t e d , without evidence, to John 
Jackson (1801-48) by Percy Muir, Victorian Illustrated Books 
(1971), who also reproduces the larger of the two plates d i s -
cussed here, implying that i t is an "o r ig ina l design." 

John Jackson thought well enough of Blake to wr i te an 
account of him in Jackson [& Wi l l iam A. Chat to ] , A Treatise 
on Wood Engraving, Historical and Practical (1839), 715-17. 
and to reproduce as a f ron t isp iece to the ed i t i on of 1861 
( repr in ted De t ro i t , 1969) the Blake design of "Death's Door" 
fo r B l a i r ' s Grave engraved by W. J . L in ton. This p late had 
previously appeared to i l l u s t r a t e Anon., "Death and Immor ta l i ty , " 
Illustrated Exhibitor and Magazine of Art, 1 (12 June 1852), 
369-71, and i b i d . , The Ladies' Drawing Room Book (N.Y. [1852] ) , 
pp. 15-16--a proof is in The B r i t i s h Museum Pr in t Room. Linton 
l a t e r made the facs imi le i l l u s t r a t i o n s fo r G i l c h r i s t ' s Life of 
William Blake, "Pictor Ignotus" (1863) and used the design from 
Blake's Europe (1794) p i . 12 fo r his own Famine: A Masque 
(Hamden, Connecticut: [L in ton 's own] Appledore Press [?1887]) 
(reproduced in F. B. Smith, A Radical Artisan: William James 
Linton 1812-97 [1973] at p. 150), perhaps o r i g i n a l l y made fo r 
G i l c h r i s t though not used there (Smith p. 197). 

2
 Blake Records (1969), 194, 197. 

VISION IN FICTION: TWO NOVELS 
ABOUT WILLIAM BLAKE 

E. B. Bentley 

W
i l l i a m Blake has rarely been the subject of 
f i c t i o n , i f we bar the accounts of his I r i sh 
grandparentage, his sojourn in a madhouse, 

and the more decorative f l i g h t s of his c r i t i c s .
1 

WILLIAM BLAKE: 

£0? (jpntyltsO 4faniui\ 

THE BEY. W. E. HEYGATE, M.A., 

rnonATio CLEIIICA, ooDpnty DAVEKAKT, ETC. 

LONDON: 

JOSEPH MASTERS, 
ALDER80ATE 8TIIEET, AND NEW BOND STr.EET. 

1848. 

Only two novels seem to have been wr i t ten e x p l i c i t l y 
about Wil l iam Blake, both l i s t e d in the Blake 
newsletter of 1975: The Rev. W. E. Heygate, William 
Blake (London: John Masters, 1848) and Peter Carter, 
The Gates of Paradise (London: Oxford University 
Press, 1974). The former is an "improving" book 
(p. v i i i ) about a feckless young yeoman named 
Wil l iam Blake who is turned to God, or at least to 
conforming Chr i s t i an i t y , wi th the help of a qu ie t l y 
sententious v i l lage rector , and i t concludes wi th 
a l l well in the Moat House: 

I t was the reign of rest and peace; that time 
to which many hearts are looking, a time when 
the work of l i f e is over, and there is a 
tar ry ing and reposing before the break of 
endless day. 

(p. 204) 

1 Ti t l epage to Heygate, William Blake. 

2 Frontispiece by N.D. Sears to W.E. Heygate, 
William Blake (1848) showing Moat House (reproduced 
from the copy in Bodley). 

3 Fermin Rocker's design (one of fourteen in The 
Gates of Paradise) showing Blake and Ben studyinq 
the text of "London" which they have j us t made on the 
r o l l i n g press in Blake's work-room in Hercules 
Bui ld ings, Lambeth. In the dust jacket i l l u s t r a t i o n , 
Blake's hair is shown as f i e r y red. 
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The sub t i t l e of the novel, "The English Farmer" 
(omitted in the Blake Newsletter l i s t i n g ) , indicates 

i t s subject and i t s i rrelevance to the poet­painter .2 

The Gates of Paradise,3 on the other hand, does 

deal with the author of Songs of Innocence and of 
Experience, and in the Preface Peter Carter notes 

that "The deta i ls concerning Blake, his wi fe , and 

his fr iends are f ac tua l . The rest is f i c t i o n . . . . " 

I t ' s a good t a l e , set in 1796 and woven around 

Will iam and Catherine Blake, a runaway apprentice 

named Ben Pendri l l who needs befr iending, and a 

grubby old nan named Grale who spies fo r a l i v i n g . 

The year 1796 is r i gh t for the p o l i t i c s 

although wrong for Songs of Experience, since Mr. 
Carter has Blake wri te "The Tyger (p. 38) and "The 

Sick Rose" (p. 106) during the course of the story. 

The Blakes actual ly did assist a young a r t i s t , 
though in d i f fe ren t circumstances,4

 and in Carter 's 

story the Blakes take in runaway Ben and teach him 

to read from Songs of Innocence (p. 8 ) , to p r i n t 
(p. 11), to engrave (p. 17 e t c . ) , and Ben helps with 

Songs of Experience. Some deta i ls of the eighteenth­
century apprenticeship system are neatly worked in 

with Ben, who becomes an apprentice engraver. 

We meet members of the real world of Will iam 

Blake, including Mr. Godwin, Miss Wollstonecraft , 
Mr. Parker, Mr. Stothard, Mr. Moser (d. 1783), and 

especial ly Mr. Flaxman and Mr. Butts. With the 

assistance of John Flaxman, "Muster­Master General" 
Thomas Butts takes Blake "under [his] protect ion" 
(pp. 103, 105) and thus def lects the thought­police 

from him. 

Often the dialogue is plausibly Blakean: 

'Do you s t i l l attend that r.hurch, the one with 

the strange be l ie fs? ' Godwin asked. 

'The Church of Swedenborg? Occasionally. 
Their bel ie fs are not strange enough for us 

these days.' Wil l iam's face was expressionless 

but his voice was l i g h t , almost mocking, (p. 13) 

Later Blake says to Stothard: 

" . . . you speak of the new age; I t e l l you t h i s , 
Si r , these changes, and any others in the wor ld , 
are without meaning unless men are changed in 

the i r hearts and learn to l i v e in e t e r n i t y . ' 

Parker was indignant. 'L ive in etern i ty? 

Come, Mr. Blake. This is close to pr ies t ­
c r a f t . ' 

'Those words do not f r ighten me,' Will iam said. 
'We hear too much of p r i e s t ­ c r a f t in these days. 
Let us hear a l i t t l e more of s o l d i e r ­ c r a f t , or 
business­craft , or p o l i t i c i a n ­ c r a f t . I t e l l 
you that a l l ages are the same, but that genius 

is above the age.' (p. 47) 

The story i s , of course, about a boy, and Carter 
often sketches the re lat ionship of Blake and Ben 

de f t l y . When Ben f i r s t ar r i ves , Blake shows him a 

woodcut: 

He took an inked r o l l e r and ran i t over the 

wood. Then he placed a s t r i p of paper over the 

wood and pressed i t down. When he took the paper 
away there was an animal on i t . 

Ben whist led in surpr ise. ' I t ' s a dog,' he 

said. 

Will iam was s l i g h t l y offended. ' I t ' s a lamb,' 
he said. 'Do you know what a lamb i s? ' 

'No. ' Ben d idn ' t . 

'Wel l , that is one,' Will iam said f i r m l y , but 
he stole another glance at the sketch as he 

put i t down. (pp. 17­18) 

At the end, Mr. Grale the spy, abandoned by his 

secret pol ice paymaster and l e f t to his rather 
horr ib le se l f , is taken in by the Blakes, to Ben's 

astonishment, and Ben himself is apprenticed to 

Mr. Fox the engraver, his sixty­guinea fee being 

paid by Thomas Butts. 

The story presents a loving and sensi t ive 

re lat ionship amongst the Blakes and t he i r young 

f r iend Ben. Blake's poems, v is ions, and ideas are 

seen through Ben and his reactions in a be l i eva^e 

way. The unfolding of Wil l iam's generosity of 
s p i r i t and deed with Mr. Grale is especial ly 

sat is fy ing to the sentimental reader. Peter Carter 's 

Gates of Paradise is in teres t ing reading fo r the way 

i t presents and in terprets Will iam Blake and is 

rewarding for more than the story to young readers. 

1
 E. J . E l l i s & W. B. Yeats, The Works of William Blake (1893) 

and E. J . E l l i s , Th* /,,,.■; Blak* (1907); Elizabeth O'Higgins, 
"Blake's Joy of the Yew", Dublv , XXX, i (1956), 21­29; 
S. Foster Damon, A Blake DiationavJ (1965); Anon., "HOpital des 

» fous a* Londres", Revue Britanique,' 3 S, 4 (1833), 179-87). 
2
 The Rev. W. E. Heygate, William Blake: o r , The English Farmer 

(London: John Masters, 1848). 

3
 Peter Carter , The Gates of Paradise, I l l u s t r a t e d by Fermin 

Rocker (London: Oxford Univers i ty Press, 1974). 

■• G.E. Bentley, J r . , Blake Record (1969), 524-25. 
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