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Recovering the Lost Moravian History
of William Blake’s Family

By KEerl DAVIES AND
MarsHA KEITH SCHUCHARD

AsstracT. This paper seeks to amend and extend Keri Davies’s es-
say on Blake’s mother published in Blake/An Hlustrated Quarterly
in 1999." There, he established that Blake’s mother Catherine’s
true maiden name was Wright, and that Thomas Armitage, her
first husband, was born in Royston, Yorkshire in 1722, the son of
Richard Armitage of Cudworth. Davies also produced evidence
that contradicted E. P. Thompson's Muggletonian hypothesis,
and speculated upon the identity of Blake’s maternal grandpar-
ents. We now link Blake’s mother to a very different religious
community, providing further evidence about her first mar-
riage, and correcting the assumptions Davies made in identify-
ing Blake's grandparents. These latest discoveries about Blake’s
mother disclose her place of birth (Walkeringham, Nottingham-
shire), the names of her parents and siblings, and her association
with the Moravian sect. Documentary and autographic records
in the archive of the distinctive and exceptional eighteenth-cen-
tury Moravian church, some dating from many years before the
poet was born, are a vivid indicator of how much of our thinking
about Blake’s life and early influences might need to be revised
and rewritten in the future.

iographical discussion of William Blake has long been

dominated by unexamined commonplaces regarding his
family background, his early religious allegiance, and other
aspects of his life and personality. Three persistent topoi
dominate the nearly two hundred years of biographical writ-
ing about Blake. First, present even in Malkin's A Father's
Memoirs of His Child, is the question of Blake’s sanity (what
Malkin calls “the hue and cry of madness”).” Second, there is
the belief that Blake had no contemporary audience, and thus
we in posterity are Blake’s true disciples. And third, the most
misleading, because the least examined, the insistence that he
came from a radical dissenting family.’
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A recent example of the madness topos appeared during the
Tate Britain “William Blake” exhibition of 2000-01. Thomas
Stuttaford, the Times medical correspondent, devoted his
column to a diagnosis of Blake’s “schizophrenia.” Stuttaford
wrote, “although he was obsessively hard-working, Blake was
also fascinated by the mystical from an early age, which is
another symptom displayed by those suffering from schizo-
phreniform troubles.™ As long ago as 1925, in his short witty
biography of Blake, Harold Bruce commented on the mad-
or-not-mad topos:

To say confidently that Blake suffered from mythomania, or
from automatism, or from occasional hyper-aesthesia, or
from manic-depressive tendencies, or that he did not tend
‘towards a definite schizophrenia,’ is to add polysyllables
rather than illumination to the discussion of his state.’

The second topos is that indicated by Alexander Gilchrist
in the subtitle to his biography of 1863: pictor ignotus—the
unknown painter—and with it the idea that Blake had no
contemporary audience. But there is plentiful evidence of
that contemporary audience. In 1794, Joseph Johnson, one
of the foremost progressive publishers of the decade, was dis-
playing Blake’s books for prospective customers.® Bentley’s
Blake Books lists sixty-one persons who bought copies of the
illuminated books in Blake’s lifetime or shortly after.” Blair’s
Grave (1808) with Blake’s illustrations had no fewer than 578
subscribers,
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Crabb Robinson’s essay “William Blake, Kiinstler, Dichter und
religiéser Schwirmer” of 1811." There Robinson notes that
Blake belonged “von Geburt zu einer dissentirenden Gemei-
nde"—from birth to a dissenting sect. But this was written
before Crabb Robinson ever met Blake. In the later account of
Blake in Robinson’s diary, there is no further indication that
he belonged “zu einer dissentirenden Gemeinde.” The diary
account was written after Robinson had met Blake and be-
come genuinely interested in him; Robinson records his con-
versations with Blake after they met in 1825 but never again
does he call Blake a Dissenter.”
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