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“the fiends of Commerce™:
Blake’s Letter to William Hayley,
7 August 1804

By MARK CrROSBY AND ROBERT N. Essick

ILLIAM BLAKE’s letters to William Hayley, Febru-

ary 1800 to December 1805, are a significant resource
for our understanding of Blake’s life during that period, one
in which Hayley and Thomas Butts were major patrons for
his art. Thirty-four of thirty-seven recorded letters to Hay-
ley were sold as part of the “Hayley Correspondence” at So-
theby’s London, 20 May 1878, lots 1-18, 20-33. None of these
had been published prior to the auction; thirteen have been
untraced since the late nineteenth century. Fortunately, nine
among those now untraced were published in the second edi-
tion of Gilchrist’s Life." It would be unwise to trust the 1880
transcriptions in the finer points of punctuation, capitaliza-
tion, and spelling, but at least they provide us with most of
the verbal contents of these letters. The texts of the remain-
ing four—dated in the 1878 catalogue to 19 September 1803,
7 August 1804, 9 August 1804, and 17 May 1805—have been
known only through excerpts in that catalogue, supplemented
by additional quotations from the 7 August 1804 letter in an
1885 auction catalogue.” The discovery of any of the untraced

The original spelling and punctuation have been retained in all quota-
tions.

1. Alexander Gilchrist, Life of William Blake, 2 vols. (London: Mac-
millan, 1880) 1: 163-64, 194-95, 205-06, 209-13, 215-16, 218-20, 222-23,
Gilchrist died in 1861; the 1880 edition was prepared by his widow, Anne,
with the assistance of Dante Gabriel and William Michael Rossetti. W. M.
Rossetti often regularized Blake's writings. The Gilchrist transcriptions
are reprinted in standard editions, including William Blakes Writings,
ed. G. E. Bentley, Jr. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1978), vol. 2; The Letters
of William Blake with Related Documents, ed. Geoffrey Keynes, 3rd ed.
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1980); and The Complete Poetry and Prose of
William Blake, ed. David V. Erdman, newly rev. ed. (Berkeley: University
of California Press, 1982), hereafter cited as “E” followed by page number.
For some of the normalizations and even omissions in the Gilchrist tran-
scriptions, see Bentley, Blakes Writings 2: 1755n2.

2. Sotheby’s London, 27 July to 1 Aug. 1885, lot 1031 on the final day.
The 1885 excerpts are printed in Bentley, Blake’s Writings 2: 1610 and in
E 754, but only the passages from 1878 are included in Keynes, Letters 98.
The 17 May 1805 letter was very probably among the eleven manuscripts
(ten letters, apparently plus the “Charge of Sedition” against Blake, sold
to Quaritch as lot 34 in the 1878 auction) offered in Bernard Quaritch’s
General Catalogue of Books of 1880, item 12,893 (£52.10s.). This group
definitely included two letters, and probably six others, purchased by
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letters, and particularly those not printed in Gilchrist, would
be a significant event for Blake scholarship. The 7 August 1804
letter came to light late in 2009, after an absence of 124 years,

It was acquired at the 1878 auction, lot 22, by the London
dealer E. Naylor for £3.10s. and sold posthumously from his
stock at the 1885 auction for £3.18s. to the London dealer

Molini and Green of King William Street, Strand. The let-
ter next came to market at Sotheby’s London on 17 Decem-
ber 2009, lot 72." According to this last auction catalogue,
it had resided for many decades, possibly since the 1880s, in
the collection of Robert Griffin (c. 1840-1921) of Court Gar-
den, Marlow, Buckinghamshire. It then passed “by descent”
to Sotheby’s anonymous vendor. There may have been several
bidders up to the low estimate of £25,000, but from that point
bidding continued in small increments between two parties.
The lot was sold to the San Francisco book dealer John Win-
dle acting for Robert Essick for £38,000 (£46,850 inclusive of
the buyer’s premium), a hammer price £3000 above the high
estimate. Sotheby’s sent Windle digital images of the letter,
exclusive of the address, on 18 December. He immediately
passed these along to Essick, but the latter did not receive the
original document until 9 February 2010 (see illus. 1-3).

The letter is written in pen and black ink on a sheet of laid
paper folded to make two leaves, and then folded several more
times to form a packet typical of most eighteenth- and early
nineteenth-century letters sent through the post. The body
covers two and a half pages, with the address on the verso of
the third page. Blake wrote in a very clear hand; the address
approaches the formality and quality of his calligraphic writ-
ing (or “copperplate hand”) in the Four Zoas manuscript of c.
1796-1807. The left margin of the text is neatly maintained
on all three pages. The care that Blake took with his penman-
ship suggests that he considered this to be a significant letter
addressed to a correspondent deserving respectful attention.

On the following pages is a complete transcription. We have
preserved Blake’s spelling, punctuation, capitalization, and
lineation.

Blake refers to a number of individuals that may not be im-
mediately familiar. “M" Walker” is Adam Walker (1731-1821),
a self-taught natural philosopher and author who shared a
house with Henry Moyes, another scientist, in George Street,
Hanover Square, London, where they gave public lectures on
scientific subjects.” Like Hayley, Walker was a member of the
Unincreasable Club, a Whig dining club that convened at the
Queen’s Head, Holborn, and a longtime friend of the painter
George Romney. Blake’s dealings with Walker were part of his
efforts to help Hayley locate Romney’s paintings.

Quaritch in 1878 and known only through the transcriptions in Gilchrist.
There are no quotations from the letters in Quaritch’s catalogue,

3. For the excerpts printed in the 2009 catalogue, see Essick, “Blake in
the Marketplace, 2009," Blake 43.4 (spring 2010): 119-20.

4. For Walker and Moyes, see Albert Edward Musson and Eric Rob-
inson, Science and Technology in the Industrial Revolution (Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 1969) 125.

Fall 2010




Fall 2010

[address]
To
William Hayley Esq™
Felpham near
Chichester
Sussex

[page 1]
Dear Sir

I have deliverd your Letter to M" Walker. at his house. he
is out of Town. I desired it might be sent to him immediately
‘Our benevolent Lady of Lavants Recovery, has given me & my
wife the most heartfelt pleasure. hope she may soon be perfectly
restored to the hills & valleys of beautiful Sussex which must sadly
lament her sickness _ The Good & Excellent Lady & her affectionately
rememberd Son, whom you have so agreeably announcd. I have not yet
had the pleasure of seeing. I also particularly rejoice to hear that
your Muse is rocking the Cradle Pray take care of both Mother
& Child & suffer not the wicked harlot Prose to ingross too much
of your precious time

It is certainly necessary that the best Artists that can be
engaged should be Employd in the Work of Romneys Life. Flaxman
no doubt was considering the Magnitude of the Work rather than any
politeness to a Lady. This I think is certain Miss. W. would Engrave
your Sons Medallion of Romney most delicately.

I hoped by incessant Labour to have managed my Money
Matters so well as not to have troubled you for any till I producd
a Proof of my Plate. Your Kindness has got before my Industry
as Usual & I embrace it gratefully. a Supply of ten Pounds
at this moment will set me quite at ease. the Plate goes
[page 2]
on with Spirit & neatness as does Romneys Head I doubt not
to get that which it wants by labour. & attention. I know my
own weak side & will by labour supply what Genius Refuses
how it can be that lightness should be wanting in my Works, while in
my life & constitution I am too light & aerial is a Paradox
only to be accounted for by the things of another World. Money
flies from me Profit never ventures upon my threshold tho every
other mans door stone is worn down into the very Earth by the
footsteps of the fiends of Commerce. Be it so as long as God
permits which I foresee is not long I foresee a mighty Change
Your kind Genius will at length conquer for me this heaviness
I will obey to a tittle your kind hints & I do know that
Soon these fiends will be vanquishd _ Thanks for the
very beautiful Verses you sent me they would furnish very
beautiful Designs but I dare not touch any thing but
the Graver for some time to come & they will no doubt fall
to the Lot of some happier Designer before that time
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You have quite Elated my Wife & not a little

made me remember my own unworthiness. by your kind

Klopstockian Compliment to her. She desires me with

her affectionate remembrances to you to Assure you

[page 3]

that She thinks herself Quite as happy in every respect. Wishes
she was as worthy. This she makes me write & I obey

her injunction merely because it is a Wifes regard to her

Husband to which every one allows a Great deal of Latitude

with hers accept my Affectionate Respects

[ am Dear Sir

7 August
1804
[1]7 S* Molton S'.

1. (right) Blake, autograph letter signed to William Hayley, 7
August 1804. Essick collection. Address, seal, and postmark on
the left, page 1 of the letter on the right. Pen and black ink on
laid paper, full sheet 22.8 x 36.6 cm. folded to make two leaves of
22.8 x 18.3 cm., then folded several more times to make a letter
packet. A large watermark in the center of the full sheet shows
a shield with a horn within, the shield surmounted by a crown
and with a finial at its lower termination. Below these motifs is
an elaborate JW cipher that identifies the paper as Whatman;
see Thomas Balston, James Whatman Father and Son (London:
Methuen, 1957) 157-58. The chain lines are 2.4 cm, apart. The
paper is in a remarkably fine state of preservation; it may have
been professionally cleaned shortly before its sale at Sotheby’s in
December 2009.

Blake sealed the letter with the wax (illus. 3) still present along
the left edge. When the letter was opened, presumably by Hay-
ley, the right edge of the folded sheet (middle of the full sheet
shown here) tore away, leaving a large, round hole affecting only
Blake's street number on the final page (illus. 2). The poorly
printed postmark, half below the seal and half below the central
hole, indicates the month (“A” and part of “U” for August, below
the hole) and year (“[1]804, below the seal). The day of the
month is within the inner circle, but only a fragment of the
number is printed. The double ring of the postmark indicates
that the letter was posted during the evening (that is, late after-
noon) shift of the post office. See Bentley, Blake’s Writings 2:
1753-55, and John G. Hendy, The History of the Early Postmarks
of the British Isles (London: Gill, 1905), for information on early
nineteenth-century postmarks.

Right of the word “near” in the address is a large, curled line
that may be a “6” or “9” or a lowercase “g.” This was written in
dark brown ink, similar to the ink used for the postmark, rather
than in Blake’s black ink. The same number or letter, also in
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Yours Sincerely

Will"™ Blake

brown ink, is written over or next to the address on several other
letters by Blake, including those of 16 September 1800 and 12
March 1804 to Hayley and 19 October 1801 to John Flaxman.
Postal workers probably added these figures as part of their
receipt or delivery of the letters.

A horizontal fold running through the center of the full sheet
does not appear to be related to the folding into two leaves or to
the subsequent multiple folds made to create a letter packet. It
was probably added during the later history of the document.

2. (on page 56) Blake's letter to Hayley of 7 August 1804, pages
2 (left) and 3 (right). The only palimpsest in the letter is on the
second (lefthand) page, fourth word in the fourth line from

the end. Blake appears first to have written an uppercase “E”
followed by an upward curve, then to have stopped and written
over these a larger capital “E” a lowercase “a,” and continued to
pen the word “Elated” Alexander Gourlay has suggested that
Blake began to write “Excited,” starting with the initial “E” and
the upward curve of an “x,” but changed his mind before adding
the diagonal of the “x”

Fall 2010




Fall 2010 Blake/An Illustrated Quarterly 55























































	ARTICLE

