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A R T I C L E 

"To Defend the Bible in This Year 1798 
Would Cost a Man His Life" 

BY MORTON D. PALEY 

[A plenary lecture at the joint meeting ("1798 and Its Im
plications") of the British Association for the Study of Ro
manticism and the North American Society for the Study 
of Romanticism at St. Mary's College, Strawberry Hill, on 
6 July 1998.] 

For most of us here 1798 was above all the year of the 
Lyrical Ballads. But it was also, as we all know, the year 

of Napoleon in Egypt, the uprising of the United Irishmen 
and its bloody aftermath, of Malthus's first Essay on Popu
lation, and the year of (as Ian McCalmon puts it) "the most 
draconian, anti-radical crackdown of the entire Pittite'Ter
ror'" ("New Jerusalems" 26) For William Blake, it was a 
seemingly unexceptional year, a year for which there are 
no known letters and no known published works other than 
some commercial engravings. But it was also the year in 
which he wrote on the verso of the title page of Bishop Rich
ard Watson's An Apology for the Bible: "To defend the Bible 
in this year 1798 would cost a man his life" and then "The 
Beast and the Whore rule without controls."1 The Bishop's 
Apology was an attack upon The Age of Reason by Thomas 
Paine, and Blake's notes were a vehement counter-attack 
upon Bishop Watson. Why should Blake want to defend 
Thomas Paine, with whom he had some important points 
of disagreement, so unequivocally? That is my subject to
day, along with the place these annotations have in the de
velopment of Blake's thought, including just what he meant 
by the two sentences quoted. Say first! what mov'd Blake? 

History has not been kind to Richard Watson, D.D., 
Bishop of Landaff, sometime Regius Professor of Divinity 
at the University of Cambridge. His Apology for the Bible 
was celebrated in its day. It had first appeared in 1796, and 
the 1797 edition that Blake owned was its eighth at the time. 
It had also been published widely in America. Every 

1 The Complete Poetry and Prose of William Blake, ed. David V. 
Erdman (Berkeley and I.os Angeles: University of California Press, rev. 
ed., 1982) 611. This edition will hereafter be cited as E, with page 
number(s) following. G. E. Bentley, Jr., in William Blake's Writings, reads 
the last word of the second line as "control." In his excellent edition of 
the Annotations, G. Ingli-Jamcs reads it as "control" with a deleted last 
letter, as do I. 

Harvard student was given a copy! In the Anecdotes of the 
Life of Richard Watson, published by his son in 1817, Watson 
included fan letters from a society for discountenancing 
vice in Dublin and from the Convention of the Episcopal 
Church in Connecticut. He also asserted that an employer 
had printed off 3000 copies for distribution to his workers, 
and declared that many thousands more were sold in Scot
land and in England at a small price "without any profit or 
wish of profit to myself." (It was still going strong in 1817— 
a new edition is advertised in the end papers to the Anec
dotes.) 

Yet the only reason that Richard Watson is remembered 
today is he that he was attacked by two great poets, neither 
of whom even published his remarks. In 1793, William 
Wordsworth wrote but did not publish "A Letter to the 
Bishop of Landaff... By a Republican" {Prose Works 1: 32-
49) in reply to Watson's defense of the British constitution 
in an appendix to an earlier sermon. Wordsworth wrote: 
"It is feared that you have at last fallen, through one of the 
numerous trap-doors, into the tide of contempt to be swept 
down to the ocean of oblivion" {Prose Works 1: 31); how
ever, Wordsworth is decorum itself compared to Blake, who 
calls the Bishop "a State trickster" (E 612) and refers to his 
"cloven foot" (616). It isn't fair. Bishop Watson, as Florence 
Sandler has pointed out in an excellent essay, had opposed 
the American War, advocated the abolition of the slave 
trade, favored the enlargement of the franchise, and spo
ken for the repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts. He was 
a proponent of Roman Catholic emancipation, and was 
long known as "the dissenters' bishop." The Anecdotes docu
ments his broadmindedness. When the University of Cam
bridge proposed an address to the King in 1775 exhorting 
him to continue the American War, Bishop Watson actively 
engaged himself in opposition, but had to report "The To
ries beat us by eight votes . . . they owe their victory to the 
ministerial troops, which were poured in from the Admi
ralty, Treasury, &C. beyond expectation" (57). Bishop 
Watson originally had high hopes for the French Revolu
tion. "In 1792," he writes, "I published a Charge in which I 
had touched upon unpopular subjects—the advantages 
which would probably result to human society from the 
French Revolution.. .and the injustice and impolicy of our 
Test and Corporation Acts" (257). William Pitt, he tells us, 
rejected his arguments. He also prints a speech he made in 
the House of Lords on 15 January 1795, supporting the 
Duke of Bedford's motion for negotiations for peace with 
France (Burke's "Regicide Peace"). "Suppose, then," Bishop 
Watson asks, "the unfortunate Louis to be placed, by our 
efforts, on the throne of his ancestors, surrounded by his 
nobles in the plenitude of their ancient privilege; the bastile 
re-erected, and the people of France,—Heaven avert that 
part of the event!) once more crouching under the rod of 
despotic power, what advantage will Great Britain derive 
from this change?" (283). Asserting"! consider it as a Chris-
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1 Back of title page. "The Beast 
& the Whore rule without 
controlx" has been lightly 
lined through. At the end of the 
last word in that sentence a let

ter has been heavily inked out. 
Note that the sense of "Read 
patiently" and what follows is 
that Blake has finished reading 
Watson's book and is advising 
an implied reader of these an

notations as to how to ap

proach it. Courtesy of the 
Huntington Library and Art 
Gallery. 

tian effort of a humane people to put a stop to the effusion 
of blood" (281), he was the only Bishop to vote for the Duke 
of Bedford's motion. Could Bishop Watson appear to us 
today, hovering in the darksome air like a Blakean appari

tion, he might cry out the words W. H. Auden gives to 
Herod in the "Christmas Oratorio" For the Time Being. "I'm 

a liberal. I want everyone to be happy. I wish I had never 
been born." (125). 

Perhaps there just is no justice for a man who in 1793 
could publish sermons under the title The Wisdom and 
Goodness of God in Having Made Both Rich and Poor. (Inci

dentally, Blake's note next to the title of this book—"God 
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2 Untitled preface facing the verso of 
the title page. Blake's note in the top 
margin is written in pencil. Courtesy 
of the Huntington Library and Art 
Gallery. 

(VI 
— ~ * — ? m*-m 

1 H I S edition of the Apology for 
the Bible is publifliod, in compliance with the 
earneft folicitations of many fcrious perfens of all 
ranks. They have remarked to me, that thg.deif-
tical writings of Mr . Paine are circulated, »with 
great and pernicious induftry, amongft the un
learned part of the community, efpecially in large 
manufacturing towns ; and they have been plcafcd 
to think, that this Defence of Revealed Religion 
might, if generally diftributed, be efficacious in 
flopping that tOTrent of infidelity which endangers 
alike the future happinefs of individuals, and the 

jjrefent fafery of all chriftian ftatcs. Whatever 
weight there may be in this their opinion of the 
utility of publishing a cheap edition of this work, 
I have great pleafure in complying with their 
wiihcs. Books in fupport of religion are, in ge
neral, read with left tagernefs, and remembered 
with greater difficulty, than thofe are which favour 
infidelity ; and the reafv-n is obvious—men readily 
believe what they will), and the chriftian religion 
being oppofitC to fraudulent dealings in our inter-
courfe with others, to intemperance in the gratifi
cation of our own appetites, to all the fins, crime?, 
and vices which men are prone to, it cannot be a 
matter of furprife that many profligate, many 
Ihoughtkfl ptrfoni fhould liften with greedinefs to 
whatever tends to fr.ee them from it's influence. 

< \rth Park, 

made Man happy & rich but the Subtil made the innocent 
Poor" (E 612)—is in line with Paine's own reply to Watson, 
Agrarian Justice. "It is wrong to say God made Rich and Poor" 
Paine wrote, alluding to Watson's title; "he only made Male 
and Female; and he gave them the earth for their inherit
ance.")2 In any event, my purpose here is not to do justice 

: Page 5. Paine says he wrote the pamphlet in 1795-96 and decided 
to publish it after seeing the pamphlet listed (as did Blake) in Watson's 
Apology. 

to Bishop Watson, which I must leave to some other realm. 
It is, rather, to consider Blake's annotations to Watson's 
book. And we should note that Blake didn't annotate his 
copy of Watson's Apology all at once or with equal atten
tion to every part. An examination of the original in the 
Huntington Library shows that, although most of Blake's 
notes are in ink, the notes on at least four pages were writ
ten in pencil; and on page 1, two of the notes were written 
with a much finer nib than the rest. Furthermore, as E. B. 
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Murray (146) points out, Blake wrote some of his com
ments, such as the two paragraphs about public records, in 
a hasty scrawl. All this suggests more than one attack upon 
Watson's text, though they could been made at short inter
vals. Furthermore, Blake's attention was not sustained. The 
pages of front matter and the first 17 numbered pages all 
bear notes, then Blake's interest begins to lag and only four 
of the next 12 are annotated. From page 37 through 47 and 
again from 50 through 94, from 96 through 107, and from 
110-16 there are no notes at all, suggesting that Blake 
skimmed through or over what adds up to about half the 
book. At page 117 he returned to the fray, writing notes on 
the last four pages of the book, concluding that "Tom Paine 
is a better Christian than the Bishop" and that "the Bishop 
has only hurt Paines heel, while Paine has broken his head" 
(E 620). I begin, then, with Thomas Paine. 

That Blake knew Thomas Paine is not in doubt, although 
the myth that Blake saved Paine's life, transmitted from 
Frederick Tatham to Alexander Gilchrist for Gilchrist's life 
of Blake, has long been exploded. Tatham was also the 
source of the claim that "in their conversations, Paine said 
that religion was a law and a tye to all able minds," while 
"Blake . . . said what he was always asserting, that the reli
gion of Jesus, was a perfect law of Liberty . . ." (Blake Records 
4In). This doesn't sound right. Paine typically used "law" 
not for restraint—that is the "Blakean" meaning—but for 
freedom; time and again he contrasts the government of 
law in a republic with the government of kings. Similarly 
unconvincing is Samuel Palmer's statement to Gilchrist that 
"Blake rebuked the profanity of Paine" (Blake Records 4In); 
in an age when language was ridden with profanity, no one 
else has remarked that Blake objected to it. Of course this 
doesn't mean that no conversations with Paine took place. 
Blake had probably spoken of them to his two much 
younger friends, but some thirty years later they recollected 
them according to the current state of their own memories 
and beliefs—Tatham had become a member of Irving's 
Catholic Apostolic Church, Palmer a conservative Angli
can. (John Linnell, a reliable reporter, wrote "Paine" in a 
list of subjects he prepared for discussion with Gilchrist 
[Blake Records 319n]). Blake probably met Paine at one or 
more of the publisher Joseph Johnson's weekly gatherings. 
Paine of course was already famous for his Common Sense 
when he returned to England, and he became even more 
celebrated for The Rights of Man, published in 1791, said 
to have sold approximately 200,000 copies in a population 
of about six million.3 The publication of its second part in 
1792 caused Paine to be charged with seditious libel. More 
must be said in a moment about these books, which caused 
Blake to write Paine into his America and to give him an 

1 See Michael Phillips, "Blake and the Terror," The Library, 6th ser.,6 
(1994): 276, citing an anonymous Impartial Memoirs of the Life of Thom
as Paine (London, 1973). 

especially prominent place among the "fierce Americans" 
who rise to defend their continent against Albions Angel. 

Paine first appears in America as one of a carefully se
lected group of seven: "Washington, Franklin, Paine & War
ren, Gates, Hancock, & Green" (3: 4, E 52). The list is bal
anced between men known primarily as soldiers and as ci
vilians, although some were of course both. In a second 
list of seven, there are two substitutions, but Paine remains; 
and in two other contexts the seven are distilled to three: 
"Washington / And Paine and Warren with their foreheads 
toward the east" (9: 10-11; see also 12: 7). Washington's 
presence is of course inevitable. Warren's importance lies 
in his being a heroic martyr. (A doctor by profession, he 
was killed at Bunker Hill and portrayed in John Trumbull's 
Death of General Warren as a dying Christ being bayoneted 
by an English soldier.4) Paine's special prominence lies of 
course in his being a writer, specifically, as far as America is 
concerned, the author of Common Sense, in which Paine 
wrote "The cause of America is in a great measure the cause 
of all mankind." Some of his other statements there would 
have struck a particular resonance in Blake. "Government, 
like dress, is the badge oflost innocence; the palaces of kings 
are built on the ruins of the bowers of paradise" (67). Paine 
appeals to scripture to prove that "the will of the Almighty, 
as declared by Gideon and the prophet Samuel, expressly 
disapproves of the government of kings" (72). Like Blake, 
Paine uses biblical typology to convey some of his mean
ings. The rights of kings are made parallel in Common Sense 
to the doctrine of original sin, which of course Paine re
jects: 

For as in Adam all sinned, and as in the first electors 
all men obeyed; as in the one all mankind were sub
jected to Satan, and in the other to Sovereignty; as 
our innocence was lost in the first, and our authority 
in the last; and as both disable us from re-assuming 
some former state and privilege, it unanswerably fol
lows that original sin and hereditary succession are 
parallels. (77) 

George III is "the hardened, sullen, Pharaoh of ," 
and he sounds a lot like Blake's Noboddaddy when Paine 
calls him "the wretch, that with the pretended title of FA
THER OF HIS PEOPLE can unfeelingly hear of their 
slaughter, and composedly sleep with their blood on his 
soul" (87). 

I love hanging & drawing & quartering [says 
Nobodaddy] 

Every bit as well as war & slaughtering 

1 D. W. Dorrbecker observes that Warren wrote for the Boston Ga
zette under the name "True Patriot" (Continental Prophecies 129). The 
Trumble Death of Warren was part of a series of eight paintings begun 
in 1784. See Ronald Paulson, "John Trumbull and the Representation 
of the American Revolution," Studies in Romanticism 21(1982): 341 -56. 
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3 Verso of preface, facing page 1. Blake 
carefully links his marginal note to three 
words of text. Courtesy of the Hunting

ton Library and Art Gallery. 

^ x ^ / n c*<fdill(MLo ~ 
> A ^ 7 vUvd .//uc/fi *T'¥^ d**ry~ 

Lately Pub!ijbed, Prici Two HMfMb 

A DEFENCE of REVEALED RELIGION, in T W O 
SERMONS, preached in the CATHEDRAL CHURCH 

of LANDAFF ; and a CHARCE delivered to the CLERGY of 
that Diocefe in June, 1795. By R. WATSON, D. D. F. R. S. 
Lord Biihop of LandafT, and Regius Piofcilbr of DiTiuity in 
the University of Cambridge. 

Printed for T. E V A N S , in PatemofterRow: 

Of whom may be had, written by the fame Author, 
\ 

1. An APOLOGY for CHRISTIANITY, in a Scries of Let
ters, addrefled to Edwaid Gibbon, F.f.i. Author 01 the Hntory 
of the Decline and Fall oi the Roman Empire, FifcJi Edition, 
I't ice 3s. fewed. 

1. CHEMICAL ESSAYS, in Five Volumes, the Siwh Fdition, 
Price 20s. fewed. Volumes Three, Fjur, an* Fire, nay 
ke had feparate, to complete Sets. 

3. A Colleflion of THEOLOGICAL TRACTS, in Six larje 
Volumes, 8vo. the Second Edition, Price l l . i 6 ; . in 
Hoards. 

4. A few Copies 0/ the above Book printed on Royal Paper, 
Piice l l . 14s. in KOAIJS. 

/ 5. An ADDRESS to YOUNG PERSONS aftrr CONFIRMA
TION, the Fourth Ldilioi!, 181110. itilchtJ, Price 6d. or l l . 
p^r Hundred. 

h. Another Edition of the above Book printed on • 6ne P. per, 
• and large Letter, Hitched in pu'pie Paper. Price is. or 

4I. prr liundicd. 

r . ft/ / * t w j « i of the WESTMINSTER 
olr/luK trM'1 Annirerfary Meeting in Charlotte

I'lie WISDOM and GOODNESS of GOD, in htvinf made 
1H201U ■ SERMON, prra.hed before the. 

DISPKNSARY, at the 
rtreet Chapel; »ith an 

f* 
♦ 1 *H4*t ■ 

Appendix, containing REFLECTIONS on the piefent State 
1 I HO LA MB and F R A N C E : the Thud Edition, Prii ■ is . 

I. SERMONS on Public Occaiions, and TRACTS on Reli
|ioul Stibjeds, I*iice lis. in Boards. 

| , A CHARGE delivered to the Clergy of t,ke Dioctfe ofLusdiff 
111 Juue, 1751. Price i». 

61 a t»+il *tiAu> vi ;<fafPA**i*\*, /fii. 

■ 

. . . If they rebel they must go to hell 
They shall have a Priest & a passing bell 

(E 499) 

In a population of a little over three million, Common 
Sense sold over 100,000 copies. Blake's comment appears 
in the Annotations to Watson, in which Paine is daringly 
paralleled with Jesus: "Is it a greater miracle to feed five 
thousand men with five loaves than to overthrow all the 
armies of Europe with a small pamphlet" (E 617). 

But wasn't Paine a deist and wasn't Blake opposed to ev

erything that deism represented? The answer to the first 
question is certainly yes. "Adam, if there ever was such a 
man, was created a deist," Paine asserts in The Age of Rea

son (55). But the answer to the second must give us pause. 
A glance at the Concordance shows that Blake did not even 
use the word "deist" or its cognates before writing the An

notations to Watson. 
The first instance is, in fact, in those annotations, but it 

was revised out by Blake as follows: "The Deists say that 
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I HAVE lately met with a book of your's, mUMfl , 7*** 
T H E A G E OP REASON*, part the fecond, being an •***+■ " ■£ 

inveltigation of tme and of fabulous theology ;—and I 
think it not incotifiilent with my ftation, and the duty I 
owe to focicty, to trouble you and the world with fome 
obfervations on fo extraordinary a performance. Extra
ordinary I eftcem i t ; not from any novelty in the objec
tions which you have produced again ft revealed religion, / ^ ' y , 
(for 1 find little or rTolTOVetty in than,) but from the zeal / 
with which yon labour to diifrminate your opinions, and 
from the confidence with which you efleem them true. £ .__ 
You perceive, by this, that 1 give you credit for your -i^-vu^ttu 
fincenty, how much foever I may queftion your wifdom, *>\*4ud*+2±. 
in writing in fuch a manner on luch a iubject: and I have ' 
no reluctance in acknowledging, that you poflefsa con
nderable ihare of energy of language, ,ana acutenel* of 
invelligaticoi; though I mtift be allowed to lament, that 
theft t dents have not been applied in a manner more ufe
f'ul to human kind. anTnuirc creditable to yourlelf. 

FncgTn wth yoTfr preface. Vou therein ftate—dm you 
had long had an intention of publishing your thoughts up
on religion, but that you had originally referved it to a 
Liter period in life.—1 hope there is no want of charity 
in faying, that it would have been fortunate for the chril
tian worbi^had yojjrj^ife bmijcjminatcd before you had 
fillfi 1 let! yourjfntcntio^i. In accomplishing your purpole 
yoITttiJl finve*nn/tttle.l the faith of thoufands; rooted 
from the minds of the jnhappy virtuous all their comfort
able aftursnee of a future recompence; have annihilated "J"~M~' 
in the minds of the flagitious all their fears of future t**-*^ 
punishment; you will have given the reins to the d o m i  ^ , A u y ^ ^ ^ 
nation of every paflion, and have thereby contributed to ' 
the introduction of thepublic infecurity, and of the pri
vate unhappinefs uluully and almoft aeccflarily accompa / 
nying a ftate of corrupted morals. 

4 Page 1. The annotations around the 
title "Letter I" and those to the right of it 
were written with a finer nib than the 
rest. Courtesy of the Huntington Library 
and Art Gallery. 

$*£y<*<,fi fdu f|j*» J^L*A /*<£-/& 

*l H.-,t&rU^i f*~*r 

Christianity put a stop to improvement & the Bishop has 
not shewn the contrary" (E 615). For "The Deists say" Blake 
substituted "Paine says." So "Paine" is here interchangeable 
with "the Deists" but in both instances, Blake appears to be 
indicating either neutrality or outright agreement. This is 
a far cry from Blake's later vehement denunciat ions of "De

ism" as expressed in the last three lines of Night VIII of The 
Four Zoas: 

The Ashes of Mystery began to animate they calld it 
Deism 

And Natural Religion as of old so now anew began 
Babylon again in Infancy Calld Natural Religion. 

(111:2224, E 386) 

"Natural Religion" may, of course, be equated with de

ism and Blake had indeed entitled a tractate etched in 1788 
THERE is NO Natural Religion. However, there his atti

tude is benignly ironical and gently corrective: he attempts 
to show that Natural Religion is selfundermining and that 
the very percept ion of na tu re takes us in to a realm of 
imaginat ion—or as Blake puts it at this t ime, Poetic Ge
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nius—that is beyond nature. With one exception, the words 
"Natural Religion" do not appear again in Blake's writings 
until the Vala passage just quoted (or in Milton, whichever 
was earlier). That exception is in the Annotations to Watson, 
where in a riposte to the Bishop Blake writes: "Natural Re
ligion is the voice of God & not the result of reasoning on 
the powers of Satan" (E 614).5 In the case of Paine, Blake at 
this time could well take the attitude expressed by the Uni
tarian minister Gilbert Wakefield, whose The Spirit of Chris
tianity, Compared with the Spirit of the Times in Great Brit
ain, with its denunciation of "the Moloch Priest" and "wor
shippers of Baal" in the Anglican Church, was a strong in
fluence on Coleridge's Religious Musings. Writing of the 
Master and fellows of Queens College, Wakefield said "I 
would give with rapture to a French Deist, as purity and 
perfection, compared with such apostates to the liberty and 
sanctity of the gospel..." (16). The truth is that many of 
the attitudes that we think of as characteristic of Blake were 
not yet his in 1798. In Blake's account of the founders of 
religions in The Song of Los (1795), Jesus is treated no bet
ter than the rest: "(a man of sorrows) he recievd / A Gospel 
from wretched Theotormon" (3: 23-24, E 67)— 
Theotormon being, of course, the God-tormented and self-
tormented man of Visions of the Daughters of Albion. Note 
that this negative reference is not merely to the Christian 
church but to Christianity itself. Of course there are also 
positive references—the Jesus of The Marriage of Heaven 
and Hell who "was all virtue, and acted from impulse: not 
from rules" (E 43). But how far is this from Paine's view of 
Jesus as "a virtuous reformer and revolutionist" in The Age 
of Reason7. 

Why Blake should wish to defend Paine requires little 
explanation. There is a considerable overlap between 
Blakean discourse in the 1790s and Paine's in Rights of Man. 
One aspect of this, on the subject of charters, was remarked 
by the late E. P. Thompson, in his excellent essay on Blake's 
"London," and on this subject I will only point further to 
the proximity in Blake's poem of two key words that occur 
in one of Paine's discussions of "chartered monopolies"(75) 
"Every chartered town," writes Paine, "is an aristocratical 
monopoly in itself, and the qualification of electors pro
ceeds out of these chartered monopolies." Shortly after this, 
Paine says: "Conquest and tyranny transplanted themselves 
with William the Conqueror from Normandy into England, 
and the country is yet disfigured with the marks." Are these 
disfiguring "marks" not the "marks of weakness, marks of 
woe," Blake discerned in every face he met in the "charterd 
streets" of "London"? Both can use figures from Bunyan 
similarly, as when Paine writes that the "compounded im
age" of the downfall(s) of the Bastille and Despotism be
come "as figuratively united as Bunyan's Doubting Castle 
and Giant Despair" (52). Blake and Paine share with other 

5 As pointed out by Essick 210. 

radicals of the 1790s the association of revolution with fire, 
but a sentence from part 2 of The Rights of Man comes par
ticularly close to Blake's statement that "France reciev'd the 
Demons light" (E 57) from America. "From a small spark 
kindled in America," wrote Paine, "a flame has arisen, not 
to be extinguished. Without consuming, like the ultima 
Ratio Regum, it winds its progress from nation to nation 
and conquers by a silent operation "(210). When we come 
to The Age of Reason, we find that this overlap continues. 
Paine refers to the establishment as "the adulterous con
nection of church and state" (87), bringing to mind pas
sages in Blake like the one in Vala in which Rahab is "the 
deluded harlot of the kings of the earth" (E 363). When 
Paine characterizes the biblical account of the creation, it 
sounds much like much like a summary of the early chap
ters of The [First] Book ofUrizen: "It is nobody that speaks. 
It is nobody that hears. It is addressed to nobody. It has 
neither first, second, not third person" (12). Paine can also 
apply biblical typology after his own fashion, casting him
self as the doubting Thomas of scripture. Observing that 
this apostle did not believe in the resurrection, Paine re
marks "So neither will I; and the reason is equally as good 
for me and for every other person as for Thomas" (6)." Paine 
denies that biblical prophets predicted the future, con
demns "humility," and attacks "Mystery." I don't want to 
exaggerate the convergence: the differences, too are impor
tant. Paine's universe is an "immense machine," which is 
compared to a mill, to which Blake could well have replied 
in the words of THERE is NO Natural Religion : "The same 
dull round even of a univer[s]e would soon become a mill 
with complicated wheels" (E 2). Blake acknowledges a dif
ference with Paine as well as with Watson when he writes 
"The Bishop never saw the Everlasting Gospel any more 
than Tom Paine" (E 619). What Blake concentrates on in 
these annotations, however, is the common ground he 
shares with Paine, not the differences between them. 

Blake's note on the back of Watson's title page continues: 
"The Beast & the Whore rule without control [x]" (E 611)— 
a sentence lightly crossed out, probably by the timorous 
hand of Samuel Palmer, who later owned the book. As we 
see, Blake was at this point beginning to develop his sym
bolism of the conjunction of the state with its established 
church. Blake could have said as did Coleridge, in a note to 
the edition of his Religious Musings in 1797: "I am con
vinced that the Babylon of the Apocalypse does not apply 
to Rome exclusively; but to the union of Religion with 
Power and Wealth, wherever it is found" (Poems 89n). 
Blake's most striking visual conceptualization of this to date 
was the astonishing title page for Night the Eighth of Young's 
Night Thoughts, showing the scarlet woman with her cup 

" It's true that Blake makes even larger claims for Paine, seeing in 
Mm "the Holy Ghost who in Paine strives with Christendom as in 
(:hi ist he strove with the lews" (E 614). 
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of abominations mounted on a great red dragon whose 
seven grotesque heads embody the institutions of church 
and state. Blake would later go on to elaborate this concep
tion in pictures like The Whore of Babylon and the Dante 
illustrations of Philip the Fair embracing Beatrice, and he 
would introduce it near the end of Night the Eighth of The 
Four Zoas, where John of Patmos "saw the Harlot of the 
Kings of Earth & saw her Cup / Of fornication food of Ore 
& Satan pressd from the fruit of Mystery" (111: 6-7, E 386). 
But when Blake annotated Watson's Apology, this symbol
ism was relatively fresh; as in so many other areas, we see it 
crystallizing in the later 1790s. At the same time, Blake was 
expressing in his art some of the positive religious feeling 
that we do not find in the Lambeth books. Once more we 
see this especially in the illustrations to Night Thoughts, 
with its images of Jesus crucified, Jesus resurrected, and 
Jesus the True Vine. These are far from the more spiritually 
charged images of Jesus Blake later produced—for example 
plate 76 oi Jerusalem—but they do suggest the direction in 
which he was tending more than anything he wrote at the 
time. 

The argument between the Bishop and Paine is, as Blake 
perceives, deeply political, having to do with "the English 
Crusade against France," but it is cast in a theological form. 
Blake had probably learned enough about what would come 
to be known as the Higher Criticism of the Bible, both from 
the writings of Alexander Geddes, as Jerome McGann has 
argued,7 and from the presence of Geddes in the Johnson 
circle, to see that the Regius Professor of Divinity's histori
cal arguments were hopelessly out of touch. Paine attacks 
the evidence for the authorship of the Pentateuch by Moses 
and for the witnessing of miracles by Jesus in the Gospels 
as a means of denying the truth of the events that are re
counted. Bishop Watson, as one would expect, defends the 
received accounts, but he says that even if Moses, Joshua, 
and Samuel did not write the books attributed to them, 
they could still be true, as they would have been assembled 
from "public records." Blake at this point rejoins "Nothing 
can be more contemptible than to suppose Public 
RECORDS to be true" (E 617), anticipating Byron's satire 
on the Gazettes in Don Juan. Blake refers to Deuteronomy 
31:24, which begins "And it came to pass, when Moses had 
made an end of writing the words of this law in a book . . . " 
If Moses didn't write it, whoever did was a liar. This con
futes the Bishop, but it actually isn't very important to Blake, 
for he adds "it ceases to be history & becomes a Poem of 
probable impossibilities fabricated for pleasure as moderns 
say but I say by Inspiration" (E 616). It sounds as if Blake 
were about to claim a different source for the authenticity 
of these books, especially when he writes shortly afterwards 
"If historical facts can be written by inspiration Miltons 
Paradise Lost is as true as Genesis, or Exodus" (E 617). We 

7 McGann, "The Idea of an Indeterminate Text." 

appear to be nearing the position of The Marriage of Heaven 
and Hell, in which Isaiah and Ezekiel say they derive their 
prophecies from the Poetic Genius and Isaiah speaks of "all 
poets" as if they were members of one fraternity. Yet Blake 
is not actually prepared to give this authority to the five 
books of Moses, because he objects to them on ethical 
grounds. "The Wickedness of the Israelites in murdering 
so many thousands under pretence of a command from 
God is altogether Abominable & Blasphemous" (E 614). 
So the divinity of the Bible depends as little on "inspira
tion" as it does on historical facts. Blake goes on to say that 
it consists "in the Sentiments & Examples which whether 
true or Parabolic are Equally useful as Examples given to 
us of the perverseness of some & its consequent evil & the 
honesty of others & its consequent good" (E 618). What it 
comes down to is a matter of conscience. When the Bishop 
rhetorically asks of conscience "Or is it merely our own 
judgment of the moral rectitude and turpitude of our ac
tions?" Blake underlined "Or is it merely" and wrote: "Con
science in those that have it is unequivocal, it is the voice of 
God Our judgment of right and wrong is reason" (E 613). 

On the subject of miracles: the Bishop believed in them, 
Paine did not. Did Blake? Yes and no. Blake points out that 
the Gospels were written after the fact, and he asserts "Jesus 
could not do miracles where unbelief hinderd" (E 616). 
We seem to be back in the territory of The Marriage once 
again, and of Ezekiel's statement that all poets believe that 
a firm persuasion that a thing is so makes it so, and that "in 
ages of imagination this firm persuasion removed moun
tains." Indeed, after comparing the miracle of the loaves 
and fishes with the effects of Paine's Common Sense, Blake 
writes: 

. . . look over the events of your own life & if you do 
not find that you have done such miracles and lived 
by such you do not see as I do True I cannot do a 
miracle thro experiment 8c to domineer over & prove 
to others my superior power as neither could Christ 
But I can 8c do work such as both astonish 8c comfort 
me 8c mine. How can Paine the worker of miracles 
ever doubt Christs in the above sense of the word 
miracle [.} 

(E617) 

But what is "the above sense"? In the comparison with 
Common Sense the miracle is a metaphor. In Blake's refer
ence to himself as a miracle worker, it is another kind of 
metaphor, much the same as he used in a letter to George 
Cumberland on 26 August 1799: "As to Myself about whom 
you are so kindly Interested. I live by Miracle" (E 704). That 
doesn't tell us whether Blake thought Jesus fed a multitude 
with loaves and fishes. Of course I am not trying to subject 
Blake (or even Bishop Watson) to a theological cross-ex
amination here. I just want to point out that when Blake 
asks how Paine can ever doubt Christ's miracles he is prac-
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ticing a beautiful form of equivocation, and that this indi
cates something further about Blake's position in 1798. 

In response to Bishop Watson's comparison of Moses to 
"the judge of the land in [carrying out the law] condemn
ing criminals to death," Blake wrote: "All Penal Laws court 
Transgression & therefore are cruelty & Murder" (E 618). 
This is not a Paineite position; it is a Godwinian one, and it 
is at the same time profoundly antinomian in spirit. In his 
excellent discussion of antinomianism and Blake, Danger
ous Enthusiasm, John Mee has rightly stressed how impor
tant a component of Blake's beliefs antinomianism was in 
the 1790s, and the Annotations to Watson certainly bear 
him out. Seeing all civil (and religious) institutions as evil 
is the negative pole of antinomianism; the positive pole is 
seeing the divine within. We see a strong emphasis on this 
element in Blake's writings of the earlier 1790s, like The 
Marriage and Visions of the Daughters of Albion.— "Life de
lights in life," "every thing that lives is holy."— In the An
notations we see very little of that positive pole. Thomas 
Paine is an "Inspired Man" who gives himself to his "Ener
getic Genius," but nevertheless "the Beast 8c the Whore rule 
without control [s]." There is a sense of desperation in this 
vision of things; as Sandler puts it, "the last years of the 
1790s apparently constituted for Blake a crisis of faith and 
interpretation" ("Defending the Bible," 44). After moving 
to Felpham, of course, Blake would have a series of vision
ary experiences that profoundly affected the content of his 
poetry and art. His later attitude is exemplified by the only 
written reference he would ever make to Paine after these 
Annotations, written in the Notebook essay known under 
the editorial title "A Vision of the Last Judgment": "Many 
persons such as Paine 8c Voltaire, with some of the Ancient 
Greeks, say: 'We will not converse concerning Good & Evil 
we will live in Paradise & Liberty You may do so in Spirit 
but not in the <Mortal> Body as you pretend till after the 
Last Judgment. . . . '" (E 564). The ground Blake had shared 
with Thomas Paine had disappeared, or to be more pre
cise, had become irrelevant to him. 

I wish to close with a suggestion as to why Blake so stressed 
"this year 1798." It brings us back to Bishop Watson, who 
at the end of 1797 or very early in 1798, published an Ad
dress to the British People in which, in addition to defend
ing war taxes, he asserted that political reformers and dis
senters were loyal subjects and that they would resist a 
French invasion. This was an old theme of Watson's. The 
book became another bestseller thanks to government 
sponsorship, although Watson claimed in the Anecdotes that 
he was not consulted on the government's decision to print 
and give it away gratis. Fourteen editions appeared in Lon
don alone. Not all reformers and dissenters were grateful 
to the Bishop for his defense of their loyalty, however. In 
January 1798 Watson wrote: "On this and on other occa
sions some violent men, whose views of political and eccle

siastical reform extended far beyond mine, were filled with 
resentment against me, reproaching me with having 
changed my principles, and deserted the cause. This accu
sation was wholly without foundation; for my principles 
were not republican principles, nor was my cause their 
cause." One of these dissenting dissenters was Gilbert 
Wakefield. In Watson's words, "These publications of mine 
had excited the displeasure of Mr. Gilbert Wakefield (one 
of the first scholars of the age), and, unfortunately for him
self, he published a pamphlet against them. The adminis
tration prosecuted him for some of the expressions in his 
pamphlet, which they thought were seditious, and he was 
fined and imprisoned. I took some pains to prevent this 
prosecution, thinking the liberty of the press to be the pal
ladium of the constitution; but I did not succeed in my 
endeavours" (Anecdotes 305). On 29 January 1799 Wakefield 
wrote to Watson asking the Bishop to be a character wit
ness for him, but Watson replied that as he had never met 
Wakefield, he could not be a witness as to his character, 
although he admired Wakefield's talents and would rejoice 
"at your being extricated from your present difficulty" 
(306). Wakefield was not extricated—he was sentenced to 
two years' imprisonment in May 1799—but I want to re
turn to the beginning of 1798, and Wakefield's A Reply to 
the Bishop of Landaff's Address to the People of England. 

Joseph Johnson had previously published at least one of 
Wakefield's pamphlets, Thoughts on Public Worship in 1792, 
but A Reply was published by J. Cuthell. In it Wakefield as
serted of "our corrupt and guilty ministries": 

They have occasioned a destruction of the human spe
cies infinitely tremendous beyond the most merciless 
tyrants of ancient and modern times. . . .Land and 
sea is covered with the carcasses of their slain: — they 
have engendered sham plots, false alarms, and vision
ary assassinations, for the purpose of deluding the un
wary, and to establish their own power by a military 
despotism, in due time, over England, like that, which 
now tramples bleeding Ireland to the earth. (21-23) 

In contradiction to the Bishop's view, Wakefield argued 
that the poor had nothing to lose by a French victory, and 
that if the French landed sixty or seventy thousand men in 
England, the kingdom would fall to them. He also projected 
a millennial vision of the sort more frequently encountered 
at the beginning of the decade than in 1798: "We, sons of 
peace, or see, or think we see, a gleam of glory through the 
mist, which now envelopes our horizon. Great revolutions 
are accomplishing: a general fermentation is working for 
the purpose of general refinement throughout the uni
verse." Cuthell was arrested immediately after publication. 
Copies of the pamphlet were found in Johnson's shop, and 
he was indicted on 11 January 1798. The charge was that 
"Joseph Johnson . . . being a malicious seditious and ill dis
posed person and being greatly disaffected to our said sov-
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ereign Lord the King . . . wickedly and seditiously did pub
lish and cause to be published a certain scandalous mali
cious and seditious libel.. ."8 Although Johnson would not 
be tried until July and his sentence was put off even fur
ther, the seriousness of his position must have been evi
dent from the start. Johnson had ever been a risk-taker, 
but never an imprudent one. He had been the original 
publisher of part 1 of Paine's Rights of Man but after only a 
few copies had been sold, he transferred the book to J. S. 
Jordan. (Jordan was not prosecuted for this but he too was 
arrested for selling Wakefield's Reply.) Johnson certainly re
alized his danger. He engaged as his lawyer the celebrated 
Thomas Erskine, the successful counsel for the defense in 
the State Trials of 1794; and it has been suggested by Paul 
Magnusson ("The Politics of'Frost At Midnight'") that he 
published Coleridge's Fears in Solitude volume in April 1798 
as his part of a joint effort to show that neither poet nor 
publisher was pro-French. Probably in the political atmo
sphere of 1798 nothing would have helped. He was eventu
ally sentenced to six months' in the King's Bench Prison, 
although as it turned out he served his sentence under the 
milder regimen of the Marshalsea, where he was already 
incarcerated. Sometimes much is made of the comparative 
lightness of the sentence—to which one might rejoin with 
Gulliver's comment on the lenity of the King of Lilliput: "I 
could not discover the lenity and favour of this sentence, 
but conceived it (perhaps erroneously) rather to be rigor
ous than gentle." It is true that, like other economically 
privileged prisoners, Johnson was able to entertain while 
in jail and that he continued to hold his weekly dinners 
there. But the loss of personal freedom is in itself an acute 
punishment—why else would it be inflicted?—and Johnson 
was well known to be physically frail and suffering from 
asthma. Although he continued to be a publisher and book
seller after his release, his activities were much reduced. It 
would have required no prophetic powers on Blake's part 
to sense that this (or worse) would be the outcome of 
Johnson's arrest and prosecution. 

The practical implications cannot, of course, be ig
nored—Blake could not ignore them. The year 1798 is a 
case in point. In that year only eight engravings by William 
Blake, all executed (probably after Fuseli) in 1797, are 
known to have been published. All were in books pub
lished by Joseph Johnson: four engravings for Charles 
Allen's New and Improved History of England and four more 
for Allen's New and Improved Roman History. At some point 
such practical considerations merge with Blake's highest 
aspirations as artist and poet. Although Johnson and Blake 
were not close friends, Johnson had nevertheless played a 

* See Gerald Tyson, Joseph Johnson: A Liberal Publisher (Iowa City: 
University of Iowa Press, 1979) 159.1 am indebted to Tyson's excellent 
book for the account of Johnson's arrest and trial. 

considerable role in Blake's life. As I've mentioned, it must 
be through Johnson that Blake met Paine, and it is likely 
that Blake at least occasionally attended Johnson's Tuesday 
dinners, giving him entree to a group of writers and other 
intellectuals with whom Blake had at least some common 
interests. Johnson evidently encouraged Blake not only as 
an engraver but also as a poet and as an artist. The first 
book of Blake's poem The French Revolution was printed 
for Johnson in 1791, although the existence of this work is 
limited to a single set of proofs. (The reason for its 
nonpublication remains unexplained.) Blake's The Gates 
of Paradise when originally offered in 1793 bore Johnson's 
name as well as Blake's as publisher. As Keri Davies has 
shown in a paper at a previous Strawberry Hill conference, 
Johnson exhibited books by Blake, which must surely mean 
illuminated books, at his place of business. And in the 1790s 
Johnson was, of course, Blake's major employer. Blake's 
professional life as an engraver had become intertwined 
with Johnson as early as 1779. In 1783 Blake contributed at 
least nine plates after other artists (including Thomas 
Stothard) to Johnson's publication of Joseph Ritson's im
portant Select Collection of English Songs. Blake's work for 
Johnson in the 1790s includes some of his most important 
engravings. Blake engraved six plates after his own designs 
for Mary Wollstonecraft's Original Stories from Real Life 
(1791), and Johnson was also the publisher of John Gabriel 
Stedman's Narrative of a Five Years' Expedition against the 
Revolted Negroes of Surinam, to which Blake contributed 
approximately 16 engravings executed between 1791 and 
1794. Johnson ran against fashionable opinion in prefer
ring Blake's engraving to that of the more fashionable 
Bartolozzi's. Writing to Erasmus Darwin in connection with 
a projected engraving of the Portland Vase in 1791, Johnson 
said: "Blake is certainly capable of making an exact copy of 
the vase, I believe more so than Mr. B[artolozzi]" (Blake 
Records 43). This would have cheered Blake, who despised 
what he called the "soft" quality of his rival's work. The 
Botanic Garden, in which Blake's engravings of the Port
land Vase appeared in 1791, also featured his powerful en
graving after Fuseli's Fertilization of Egypt, and Blake later 
added an engraving, after Fuseli's Tornado, published in 
the third edition of 1795. Johnson also employed Blake on 
some purely commercial tasks, but it is clear that he was 
one of the very few publishers in London who had a true 
appreciation of Blake's abilities as a designer and engraver 
of book illustrations. It's possible to regret that Johnson 
did not make Blake a protege as he had Mary WoUstonecraft 
or that (as far as we know) he did not value Blake's paint
ing as he did Henry Fuseli's. It remains that no other em
ployer played even a remotely similar role in Blake's life. 

In addition to his employment of Blake, Johnson had 
published some of the most important liberal and radical 
works of the 1790s. To take but one of many examples, 
Unitarian literature was one of Johnson's specialties, and 
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Johnson remained Joseph Priestley's publisher to the end 
of Priestley's life. Rational dissent was no doubt too ratio
nal for Blake, but Blake need not have completely agreed 
with the Unitarians to see that theirs was one way of de
fending the Bible. (Johnson's business would go on, but 
Priestley's later letters are full of complaints about his 
publisher's dilatoriness.) And in addition to the public ef
fect of Johnson's arrest, Blake may well have seen a more 
specific application to himself. I suggested a long time ago 
that the arrest of Richard Brothers in 1795 and his conse
quent confinement in an insane asylum had a cautionary 
effect on Blake. Brothers was charged with "unlawfully, 
maliciously, and wickedly writing, publishing, and print
ing various fantastical prophecies, with intent to cause dis
sension and other disturbances within the realm."9 Blake 
must have realized how easily this law could have been ap
plied to him, and the case of Brothers is likely to explain at 
least in part why Blake stopped issuing illuminated books 
for over a decade after 1795. (The information provided in 
John Barrell's important essay "Imagining the King's Death" 
could provide further material for this argument.) Johnson 
was no prophet in the modern or any other sense of the 
word—he had ever tried to keep to the windy side of the 
law—but his arrest for selling a book demonstrated the dan
gers of opposition all the more. It could cost a man his life, 
or part of it. "I have been commanded from Hell not to 
print this," wrote Blake in his copy of Watson's book, "as it 
is what our Enemies wish." The poem Vala, on which Blake 
was already working, was written out in a format that would 
have made it virtually impossible to publish. In 1798 Blake 
had printed no poetry or prose of his own for over three 
years (and with some very minor exceptions it would be at 
least a decade more until he did so). 

In 1798 Blake realized that one period of his life had 
ended. It had been a period of enormous activity during 
which Blake produced some of the works by which he is 
still best known. It had been a period of exciting personal 
associations. And it had been a period of shared revolu
tionary hope, hope typified by the author whom Blake de
fended in his Annotations. The optimism, expectation, and 
joy of that period are typified in part of a letter that I would 
like to make the final words of this lecture. Upon getting 
news of the publication of The Rights of Man in the spring 
of 1791, Thomas Holcroft wrote jubilantly to William 
Godwin: "Hey for the New Jerusalem! The millennium! 
And peace and beatitude be unto the soul of Thomas 
Paine."10 

9 See Paley, "William Blake, the Prince of the Hebrews, and the 
Woman Clothed with the Sun," in William Blake: Essays in Honour of 
Sir Geoffrey Kcvncs (Oxford: Clarendon Press, year?) 260-93. 

10 C. Kegan Paul, William Godwin, His Friends and Contemporaries 
1:69. 
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R E V I E W S 

Robert M. Ryan. The Romantic Reformation: 
Religious Politics in English Literature, 1789-
1824. Cambridge Studies in Romanticism 24. 
Cambridge: University Press, 1997. Pp. ix + 
202. $59.95. 

Reviewed by SHEILA A. SPECTOR 

In his 1972 review of M. H. Abrams's Natural Supernatu-
ralistn: Tradition and Revolution in Romantic Literature, 

J. Hillis Miller argued: "Abrams' clinging metaphysical pre
suppositions obscure a clear vision of what is most prob
lematical in the historical sequence he describes." Giving 
rise to the critical attitudes that would dominate the acad
emy for the next quarter century, Miller complained that 
by relying on "the grand tradition of modern humanistic 
scholarship," Abrams overlooked "[t]his alternative scheme, 
with its various aspects or motifs, [that have] always been 
present as a shadow or reversed mirror image within the 
Western tradition, even in the texts Abrams discusses." 
Consequently, he concluded, Abrams's "failure to recog
nize its pervasive presence in texts both traditional and 
modern is perhaps the chief limitation of Natural Super-
naturalism." 

Apparently responding to Miller's suggestion, during the 
past 25 years or so, subsequent critics have explored any 
number of "alternative schemes," subjecting literature of 
the romantic period to every manner of analysis—exclud
ing the metaphysical, that is. For in the years since 1972, 
there have been few, if any, book-length studies of roman
tic "metaphysics," at least not until Robert M. Ryan's The 
Romantic Reformation: Religious Politics in English Litera
ture, 1789-1824. Picking up where Natural Supernatural-
ism left off, Ryan has inverted Abrams's assertion that "in 
the Romantic consciousness revolutionary optimism gave 
way to 'revolutionary disillusionment or despair,'" arguing 
that "[ijnstead of lamenting Romanticism as a political re
treat, then, one may more usefully see it as a creative and 
effective engagement in the contemporary religious crisis, 
an engagement that was perceived as having far-reaching 
consequences in the political order" (5). In this study of 
Blake, Wordsworth, Byron, Keats, Mary Shelley, and Percy 
Shelley, Ryan 

examine[s] the literature of the Romantic period as a 
conscious attempt by a group of writers to influence 
the religious transformation that was taking place in 
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their society. They all saw that they could have an im
portant cultural impact by altering the character of 
the system of religion that was increasing its hold as 
the dominant ideology and idealism of their time. I 
call what they attempted a reformation because, after 
periods of youthful iconoclasm, they all finally be
came more interested in purifying or redefining 
England's national religion than in attempting to 
eradicate it. (7) 

In his approach to his texts—specifically Jerusalem, The 
Excursion, Cain, Endymion, Frankenstein, and Prometheus 
Unbound—Ryan deliberately places himself within the 
Abrams tradition of humanistic scholarship, thus provid
ing the necessary continuity for a critical strand that has 
been neglected since the publication of Natural Supernatu-
ralism. Unfortunately, he also, like Abrams, has restricted 
himself to "the grand tradition of modern humanistic 
scholarship," excluding almost any reference to "the alter
native schemes" that we now know, from our own post-
structuralist vantage point, to be not only not "shadow or 
reversed," but, in fact, integral parts of the larger, more 
grand, because more complex, English tradition of roman
tic literature. 

The Romantic Reformation provides a fairly conventional 
analysis, containing an introduction and seven chapters, 
the first delineating the cultural context and each of the 
remaining six devoted to one of the writers being discussed. 
In his introduction, Ryan establishes the need for his study 
of the social and political impact of religion during the ro
mantic period. Although, as he notes, it is traditional to 
interpret the romantic disengagement as a form of disillu
sionment, he believes that it more rightly reflected the rec
ognition that as the mediator between political and eco
nomic imperatives, religion could provide an effective arena 
for expression. Consequently, "all the poets committed 
themselves resolutely to this work of cultural critique and 
rehabilitation" (4). In fact, Ryan believes that "The career 
of each of the Romantic poets has a clearer outline when 
seen as an attempt to define a religious position in dia
logue or conflict with the dominant belief system in their 
society" (9). 

As Ryan explains in the first chapter, "A Sect of Dissent
ers," religious liberty was prominent among the liberal cam
paigns waged during the Romantic period. Spurred on by 
the growing numbers of Protestant Dissenters and 
Evangelicals, English religious debate revolved around the 
effects of the Act of Toleration, passed in 1688. Originally 
intended to appease non-Anglicans, the Act permitted Dis
senters freedom of worship, though it stopped short of 
granting them citizenship. By the late eighteenth century, 
the number and political strength of the non- Anglicans had 
grown to the point that they were clamoring not simply 
for toleration but for religious liberty, and ultimately, for 
dismantling the monopoly exercised by the established 

church. During this period, political debate was dominated 
by religious interests, for contrary to common belief, it was 
not the church which required the state's protection, but 
the other way around—the government needed the church 
to restrain the people. Consequently, the religious disputes 
threatened the very stability of the nation. Within this con
text, those romantics who wrote about religious matters 
were effectively taking up the agenda of the Dissenters, at
tempting to reform Christianity so that it might better ful
fill its own ideals. 

After establishing this context, Ryan turns to Blake. Chap
ter 2, "Blake's Orthodoxy," attempts to resolve "the para
dox of Blake the anti-Christian Christian, the religious re
former who has been mistaken for an atheist by so many 
careful readers" (78), hypothesizing that "Blake took it as 
his primary poetic mission to combat the corrupt, de
formed Christianity that served as the state religion of Brit
ain and to articulate an alternative, more authentic, radi
cally reformed and purified version of the religion of Jesus" 
(44). By defining Protestant orthodoxy in the broadest pos
sible terms, as belief in "the divine humanity of Jesus Christ 
and his redemption of the fallen human race," Ryan then 
asserts that "by the standard of his time Blake seems to have 
been quite adequately orthodox in regard to the essential 
core of the faith" (53). Confusion over Blake's attitude to
wards religion has arisen from a misapprehension of Blake's 
dialectic. While it is customary to believe that in The Mar
riage of Heaven and Hell, Blake takes the devil's side, Ryan 
views the voices of the devil and the angels as contrary ex
tremes, with the truth lying somewhere between the two. 
He argues that Blake used the dialectic in this way in order 
to defamiliarize an orthodoxy that might otherwise be over
looked. 

Relying primarily on Frye's Fearful Symmetry: A Study of 
William Blake (1947), Bloom's Blake's Apocalypse: A Study 
in Poetic Argument (1963), and Paley's Continuing City: 
William Blake's Jerusalem (1983), Ryan provides a conven
tional reading of Jerusalem to support his thesis about 
Blake's orthodoxy, in which he interprets the prophecy as 
"the story of the fall and redemption of mankind, or 
Albion," and associates Jerusalem with "fallen mankind's 
memory or understanding of Jesus, the Divine Humanity" 
(60, and n45). Vala and Rahab, who seduce Albion away 
from Jerusalem, symbolize natural religion. Unlike many 
of his contemporaries, however, Blake did not view deism 
as an alternative to the national church; rather, he saw little 
difference between the two, believing that "fallen mankind's 
religious sense was radically corrupt, so that religion, which 
ought to indicate the path to redemption, became a nearly 
insuperable stumbling block to it" (69). Los labors at his 
furnace, therefore, "to forge an authentic Christianity of 
'Mercy, Pity, Peace, and Love'" (71). 

As with Blake and Jerusalem, the rest of the monograph 
examines the means by which these particular romantic 
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writers used specific texts as vehicles for working out their 
own attitudes towards the state church. Chapter 3, "Nature's 
Priest," sees The Excursion as encapsulating the religious 
peregrinations of Wordsworth's own life. As a young man, 
he had studied for religious orders, his 1793 turn to pan
theism being motivated by politics as much as by religion. 
By 1800, though, he returned to a more traditional, if more 
expansive theology in which the natural religion could co
exist with basic Christianity. From this perspective, The 
Excursion emerges as a personal history of Wordsworth's 
own faith, each of the speakers representing an aspect of 
his religious life. In addition to the Poet, the Solitary is the 
"alienated revolutionary," the Wanderer the "natural reli
gionist," and the Pastor the conventional cleric. By leaving 
the ending unresolved, Wordsworth seems to be advocat
ing a capacious religion that can accommodate such dis
parate theological stances. 

In chapter 4, "The Ironies of Belief," Ryan focuses on 
Byron's satire as a medium through which to reform the 
national religion, the main thrust of the irony deriving from 
the fact that both believers and unbelievers alike assert theirs 
to be the true and definitive word on religion. Written from 
a sympathetic perspective, Cain provides a balanced dia
logue between faith and skepticism, and though Byron re
mains distant from his hero, he still, according to Ryan, 
sympathizes with Cain, "trapped as he is in an intellectual 
milieu where dissatisfaction, curiosity, and even honesty 
are condemned, if only by the human apologists for the 
divine order" (141). 

For Keats, the reformative impulse was manifested in his 
choice of Greek mythology over Christian, as Ryan explains 
in chapter 5, "The Politics of Greek Religion." More than 
evidence of nostalgia, the Greek models were used as the 
means of illuminating his objections to mainstream Chris
tianity. As his philosophy developed, however, Keats came 
to recognize the shortcomings of the Greek culture as well, 
but rather than turn to Christianity, he renounced mythol
ogy entirely, advocating in its place a neutral form of de
ism. 

For Mary Shelley, the question of religion, as seen in chap
ter 6, "The Christian Monster," was far more complex than 
it was for any of the other writers included in this mono
graph. Having been raised to an anti-Christian Godwinian 
ideology, which she found flawed, she used the monster in 
Frankenstein as the instrument for criticizing both the state 
church and her father's antithetical views, thereby avoid
ing the need to endorse either. In contrast to Mary Shelley, 
who apparently found no faith worth advocating, Percy's 
idea of God was so exalted that no human conception could 
reach his ideal. Consequently, as Ryan argues in the last 
chapter, "The Unknown God," Shelley followed the via 
negativa, identifying error rather than truth. From this per
spective, Prometheus Unbound emerges as an allegory of 
two conflicting impulses, to repudiate false conceptions of 

God, while articulating a truer vision. Thus, Shelley seems 
to present pure Christianity as a liberating ideology, predi
cated on the virtues of charity, mercy, and forgiveness. 

Ryan's conclusion to this survey is somewhat restrained. 
Noting that the Evangelicals had a far greater impact on 
the English than did the works of these six writers, he con
cludes that their influence was more indirect: "There seems 
to be a special religious vitality in the work of the Roman
tic writers that continues to serve a kind of scriptural func
tion, teaching and inspiring individual readers generation 
after generation" (233). In contrast, the thesis stated at the 
beginning of the book seems a bit optimistic: 

My primary thesis in this book is that all the poets 
committed themselves resolutely to this work of cul
tural critique and rehabilitation. . . . Religion was the 
crucial mediator between the cultural and the politi
cal-economic spheres in England, and the Romantics 
directed their creative energies toward intervention 
in that arena If the British Constitution in church 
and State was resistant to change on its political side, 
the religious dimension of the power structure still 
seemed susceptible of correction. Instead of lament
ing Romanticism as a political retreat, then, one may 
more usefully see it as a creative and effective engage
ment in the contemporary religious crisis, an engage
ment that was perceived as having far-reaching con
sequences in the political order. (4-5) 

The disparity between Ryan's introduction and conclu
sion reflects the central weakness of this study. The prob
lem, as Miller had foreseen in 1972, is that concentrating 
on a single focus blinkers one from recognizing the broader 
ramifications surrounding the romantic attitude towards 
religion and the state church. There is no doubt that these 
six writers expended a great deal of creative energy explor
ing the proper role of a national religion; less clear is the 
larger significance of their effort. Ryan's miscalculation 
derives from his decision to center his study in what is es
sentially a white, Anglo-Saxon Protestant, primarily male 
vacuum whose effect is not only to cut his writers off from 
the global forces that influenced the Anglican Church of 
their day, but to isolate himself from the broader critical 
and cultural perspectives that might enable him more ef
fectively to contextualize this study of what he believes to 
be the "Romantic Reformation." 

The most obvious limitation of Ryan's approach is ca
nonical. With the exception of Mary Shelley, Ryan seems 
to assume the authority of the conventional, six male poet 
canon of British romanticism, omitting any of the other 
poets or genres of the period. (Ryan justifies his exclusion 
of Coleridge on the grounds that he "came to understand 
himself primarily as a theologian and only secondarily as a 
poet or a writer of fictions" [10].) Despite his assertion 
that Mary Shelley was chosen both because of her personal 
relationships with contemporary writers and "her own 
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original critical perspective on the values represented by 
that spirit" (179), it seems hard not to wonder if she was 
included primarily as a token, especially since she is not a 
poet but a novelist. 

More serious is the limited and ambiguous religious con
text. Regardless of whether, as Ryan claims, it was "Protes
tants who fomented most of the domestic agitation dur
ing the crucial decade of the 1790s in which British Ro
manticism first emerged as a cultural force" (19), in fact, 
all of the works he deals with were written after 1810, and 
therefore, were affected by more issues than those involved 
with the Dissenters and Evangelicals. During the nineteenth 
century, the English were being forced with greater degrees 
of insistence to confront the inconsistencies of their state 
church. In addition to the Scots, who had maintained their 
own national church even after uniting with England in 
1707, there were the Irish Catholics, who had become part 
of the United Kingdom in 1800, and the lews, who had 
been legal residents, if not citizens, since the seventeenth 
century. As the Empire continued to grow, so, too, did the 
variety of non-Anglican, non-Protestant, even non-Chris
tian peoples to be dealt with. 

Actually, the reformation of the national Church coin
cides more closely with the so-called "long century" of Brit
ish romanticism. The period seems to have been initiated 
by the failed Jew Bill of 1753, which was passed on 22 May, 
only to be repealed on 20 December. Despite the bill's 
modest intent of permitting just the naturalization of the 
Jews, public outcry (accompanied by the chant, "No Jews, 
no Wooden Shoes") was prohibitive. Religious reform was 
therefore delayed until 1858, when on 23 July, Baron Lionel 
de Rothschild was permitted to take his seat in the House 
without having been required to swear an oath "on the true 
faith of a Christian." In between, Parliament wrestled with 
the legal complications associated with non-Anglican resi
dents demanding their educational and economic rights, 
and the religious ramifications of granting equal rights to 
"heretics." 

Ryan is correct to situate the national religion in its larger 
political and economic contexts. However, by restricting 
his inquiry to Protestant activities, he sometimes overlooks 
the religious contradictions inherent in the romantic lit
erature he considers. Certainly, it is possible to define Chris
tian orthodoxy broadly enough to include Blake, but in so 
doing, Ryan only parodies Blake himself who defines Chris
tianity broadly enough to encompass the Jews, as he says 
in Jerusalem: "If Humility is Christianity; you O Jews are 
the true Christians;... Take up the Cross O Israel 8c follow 
Jesus." The same kind of ecumenism seems to dominate 
Ryan's interpretation of Wordsworth: "Since he himself had 
found a refuge in the Church he concluded that others 
could likewise harbor there, even Catholics and Dissent
ers if they lay aside their specific doctrinal rigidities" (116). 
Missing, however, is the recognition that both Blake and 

Wordsworth are advocating at best only a specious toler
ance, both defining, and thereby restricting, the beliefs 
of others. In another context, Ryan rationalizes Percy 
Shelley's bigotry against Hindus and Turks as "an alloy of 
pragmatism" (206). These writers all lived in intellectual 
milieus whose boundaries far exceeded the narrow range 
of the state church, and apologizing for their prejudices 
does them a disservice. Ryan would have done better to 
consider how these apparently narrow views of religion 
related to the ever-expanding world in which the roman
tics lived. 

Publishing in the mid-1990s, Ryan had access to the best 
of two worlds. Situating himself within the Abrams tra
dition of humanistic scholarship, he foregrounded an im
portant topic which has been marginalized for decades. 
But by neglecting the many cultural studies that were un
available to his predecessor, he repeated over again the 
"same dull round" that itself strongly contributed to the 
critical reformation we have been experiencing since the 
publication of Natural Supernaturalism. The Romantic Ref
ormation: Religious Politics in English Literature, 1789-1824 
would have been far more useful had Robert M. Ryan 
taken greater advantage of "the best and happiest moments 
of the happiest and best minds." 
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Reviewed by DAVID WORRALL 

Bentley's labors, both here and in Blake Books, Blake 
Records and Blake Records Supplement, have been hugely 

important to the expansion of Blake studies. It's surely not 
too fanciful to trace back to Bentley's foundations the origi
nal impulses behind the new "Superbibliography" of Essick 
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and Viscomi (although their scholarship has always been 
more than that, of course). Such is the complexity of Blake's 
work (drawings, watercolors, oils, various processes of en
graving, manuscripts, multiple "originals" of illuminated 
books, etc.), and so rapid has been the expansion of 
romanticism's centrality within English studies during the 
1960s and now the 1990s, that it always had urgent need of 
being firmly grounded in critical empiricism. If it becomes 
the case that the six or seven canonical writers diminish to 
a rump as future critical interest in them dwindles, Blake 
may endure as the only one whose complex textual mate
riality will be certain to ensure that he remains unco-opted 
into any newer, broader and more democratic cultural his
tories of the period. What might make sense as an argu
ment about Blake's life as a writer may make less sense about 
his work as an artist, and vice versa. However that develops 
in the future, Bentley's two Blake Books volumes enable us 
to visualize, at a glance, not only the totality of Blake study 
but also to glimpse its developmental process. It will be no 
surprise that the column of index inches (centimeters if you 
must) devoted to Keynes and Erdman are now much re
duced, their primacy overtaken ("neck and neck" as horse-
racing commentators would have it) by Essick and Bentley 

himself. But our colleagues do not jockey, for it has long 
been thanks to the collective labors of Bentley, Essick, 
Dorrbecker (and many others), that the Blake Books them
selves have been continually updated by the rapid annual 
bibliographies and checklists which appear here in Blake. 
As a community of scholars we continue to have much to 
be grateful for. 

As Bentley realized a long time ago, and the rest of us 
somewhat later, the study of Blake is a uniquely complex 
activity because the abundance, technical complexity and 
material diversity of Blake's original artifacts is combined 
with a dearth of "literary" information about his life. We 
have all, at one time or another, leapt upon a dated "WB 
inv" monogram to bolster some favorite—if more or less 
shaky—hermeneutic about his life or work, but the mate
riality of the artifact, the principal domain of the bibliog
rapher, has increasingly tended to trounce us. We all now 
know, for example, that only some of the big Tate Gallery 
color prints dated by Blake "1795" might be dateable to 
1795—since some of the paper is watermarked 1803—but 
now, it seems, in the absence of anything more convinc
ing, we must also learn not to call Hecate "Hecate." Such 
are the things bibliographers (and gallery curators) do to 
us, and it hurts. Although Blake Books Supplement confines 
itself explicitly to primary and secondary written records, 
the adjacent domain of art history will frequently converge 
with the literary bibliographies when the act of interpreta
tion confronts the status of the archive. Ultimately, what 
we need is a Supplement to the Supplement, with Butlin and 
Bentley butted end to end, so to speak, collating the array 
of materialities connected with Blake. As it is, Bentley's book 
is our latest (and best) stab at attaining this essential em
pirical control over Blake. And such control is needed if we 
are to have some chance of curbing our own excesses, er
rors and omissions as scholars. 

How professional were we that we missed noticing that 
copies E-H and H-K of There is No Natural Religion were 
Victorian facsimiles (139)? Or, if confirmed, how did we— 
until 1991—fail to notice a whole set of 1809 silver buttons 
with Blake's portrait appearing amidst those of Nelson, Pitt 
and other luminaries in that crucial Descriptive Catalogue 
year (3)? And what of the so-called "Felpham Rummer" 
inscribed "Blake in Anguish Felpham August 1803" (70-
72, pi. 2)? A glass goblet is solid enough, surely? Yet we 
missed it, and much else. Unless you have at your elbow a 
complete run of Blake's back to 1977 (with past bibliogra
phers Thomas Minnick and Detlef Dorrbecker giving way 
to Bentley himself), then Blake Books Supplement will be 
essential at your desk keeping you informed about the to
tality of artifacts involved in modern Blake studies. Its user 
will even extract oddments of innocent humor such as find
ing, for example, that (exotically), the Journal of Aesthetics 
and Art Criticism is indexed next to the Journal of Aoyama 
Gakuin Women's Junior College. Much like Bentley's pho
tographic dressing, in a recent issue of Blake, of Blake's life 
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mask with his recently discovered spectacles {speculative 
spectacles, strictly), we can never be quite sure of the ex
tent of this impish fun. 

One of the most valuable sections of Blake Books Supple
ment is that devoted to newly recorded and newly traced 
copies of the illuminated books. The former includes, for 
example, a census of information on the German and Aus
trian "Lambeth" books discovered by Dorrbecker in the 
1980s while the latter includes many new details of Blake's 
mid nineteenth-century provenance. In the light of the 
"Superbibliography" with its careful interpellation from ar
tifacts, it is now of significance that Bentley records as 
"Newly Recorded Copies" no less than seven individual 
plates and one "Newly Traced" copy of plates from Jerusa
lem copy J. Similarly, if less dramatically, Bentley methodi
cally records new editions of books containing Blake's com
mercial engravings and gives, for example, new locations 
of editions of his Blair's Grave, including details of con
temporary announcements about its publication. On their 
own these are matters of minor moment but cumulatively, 
when enriched with other similar notes, they enable us to 
gauge the extent of Blake's contemporary circulation and 
help us visualize Blake-the-craftsman as well as Blake-the-
visionary. Further help, usually in the form of addenda to 
the 1977 Blake Books, is also provided in the form of tables 
of new Blake titles and copies, lists of stab holes, collec
tions, details of location and ownership, plate sizes, water
marks and reproductions (including reprints before 1863). 
Of course, this information is augmented, inter alia, by 
details of dimensions, color, binding orders etc. 

As one might expect, over half of Blake Books Supplement 
is given over to a straightforward bibliography of Blake criti
cism, mostly postdating the first Blake Books but also fill
ing in many of that volume's bibliographical escapees. The 
global coverage is impressive with articles, books and the
ses recorded in most of the major and minor European 
languages (viz., Catalan as well as Spanish) in addition to 
emergent but identifiable Indian and Japanese bodies of 
scholarship. As one might expect, although the entries in
clude newspaper and other ephemeral publications, the 
core of the bibliography of criticism consists of the main
stream output of academically oriented books and journal 
articles with the listings frequently bearing Bentley's own 
annotations. Many of these are short synoptic quotations 
from the works themselves but he quite often provides his 
own analytical comments, sometimes including evaluative 
judgements about style (e.g., "rambling," "severe") or con
tent ("wonderfully inaccurate,""masterful,""conventional," 
"highly sophisticated," "rudimentary"). More frequently, 
however, Bentley's comments (not nearly as starkly reduc
tive as I have presented here) provide a true analytical an
notation, by which I mean that they elucidate information 
from otherwise unreveahng titles. For example, Robert 
Essick's 1978 Notes & Queries piece, economically titled 
"William Blake and Sir Thomas Lawrence," is annotated 

by Bentley to reveal the core of its information (in this case 
the existence of an 1830 William Etty letter stating that 
Lawrence sent Blake £100). By also providing analytical 
entries for Blake chapters in books not otherwise signally, 
or obviously, concerned with him, as well as cumulative 
annotated entries for long running journal volumes such 
as Blake, the Blake Books Supplement will cut down much 
speculative searching and retrieval. 

Ours is an age of information, the age of IT. My first ac
tion on entering a library is not to go to the catalogue but 
to padlock my laptop within range of an electricity socket. 
In considering how Blake Books Supplement might be used 
in the future, it seems extraordinarily shortsighted of Ox
ford University Press not to have presented the academic 
market with the possibility of having (as antiquarian book
sellers are fond of saying) the "very scarce" 1977 Blake Books 
electronically merged with Blake Books Supplement and to 
sell them both on CD-ROM (I am presuming that the lat
ter, if not the former, would have been presented to the 
Press on disk). While Bentley's index is very good (he in
dexes watermarks, for example—even if "J Whatman" 
comes inexplicably under "J") and includes some attempt 
to index significant title words (e.g., "Enlightenment," 
"Body," "Self" etc.), what today's scholarly community re
quires is "Electronic Searchability." The indexing of names 
and places is exemplary (I've tried faulting the index but 
haven't yet managed to do so) but, given the increasingly 
artifact-based nature of Blake studies, what if I wished to 
search out, for example, all leaf dimensions of 24.3 cm in 
the illuminated books? Or what if I wished to collect all 
Blakeana relating to, say, 1890 (e.g., sales, exhibitions, edi
tions, articles, books)? Or, quite simply, to find all refer
ences to "woodcut," both in the section on original works 
and in the titles or annotations of the critical bibliogra
phy? While I recognize that the physicality of modern schol
arly practices are often curiously asymmetrical (why is it 
that I always padlock my laptop but never my Bentley?), 
the types of research Blake Books Supplement might poten
tially support is far greater than the abilities of a paper in
dex to serve. It is also difficult, but necessary, to incorpo
rate information from the old Blake Books and merge it 
with the Supplement (I am thinking, in particular, of prov
enance details and physical descriptions of the illuminated 
books). The Supplement tends to assume ownership or sight 
of Blake Books exactly at those points where other data
bases (e.g., MLA, ABELL) cannot be of much help. To such 
wistful electronic mergers we might also add The Marriage 
of Blake Recants and Supplement. It seems a pity that such a 
Herculean set of labors, and such wonderful achievements 
as Blake Books/Records/Supplcments should be confined to 
the archaic and undemocratic world of print. Perhaps en
lightened opportunism at Oxford University Press might 
persuade them of the economic potential of selling, either 
in CD-ROM format or over the internet, not just Blake 

48 Blake/An Illustrated Quarterly Fall 1998 



Books Supplement but the now dormant Blake Books: three 
OUP incomes for two copyrights. Just as the Blake internet 
sites have shown so splendidly, we have at our disposal the 
means to lead our discipline in the digitalization of literary 
studies: Bentley's four Blake books ought to be there in the 
vanguard. Blake studies, and romanticism in general, 
should count itself fortunate to have been so well served, 
and for so long, by the dedicated (if not precisely devout) 
scholarship of Jerry and Beth Bentley. 

Finn Coren, The Blake Project: Spring (Bard 
Records, BACD-1) ($15.44) and The Blake 
Project: Spring: Appendix (Bard Records, 
BACD-2) ($9.87). 

Reviewed by THOMAS DILLINGHAM 

Many composers have attempted to fill the wistful quiet 
left for lovers of William Blake's poems by the anec

dotes of his having sung some of them to tunes of his own 
devising at public gatherings. With no hope, apparently, of 
recovering Blake's tunes, we must be satisfied with the ef
forts of admirers. One of the best known is Parry's anthem 
based on the preface to Milton, and Ralph Vaughan Will
iams and Benjamin Britten, among others, have offered 
their versions of the lyrics, including some texts from Songs 
of Innocence and of Experience. More recently, Greg Brown 
has recorded his pleasant country/folk setting of the Songs 
and before him, that indispensable citizen of the world, 
Allen Ginsberg, tuned the Songs in many public appear
ances and for several recordings, evolving a style of perfor
mance that fits nicely with what is called world music. 

Now comes the artistically ambitious and powerful re
cording by a Norwegian rock composer, Finn Coren, The 
Blake Project. Presented in two parts of 10 songs each, 
"Spring" and "Silent Melancholy," with a separate "Appen
dix," this work can only be described as a song cycle, a term 
which might daunt by its implicit comparison with 
Schubert's Winterreise, Schumann's Liederkreis, or Mahler's 
Kindertotenlieder. In each case, the composer has chosen to 
set a series of poems by a master and has grouped the mu
sical results to provide both meaningful interplay among 
the songs and an overall sense of unity. The same intention 
and effect are apparent in The Blake Project. Coren has been 
working on this cycle for nearly 10 years, producing set
tings of 22 of the Songs of Innocence and of Experience (in
cluding two versions each of "The Tyger" and "The Fly," 
along with two lyrics from Poetical Sketches, three from the 
Notebook, and "Jerusalem," the preface to Milton. 

Coren uses a variety of styles and instrumentations for 
the different songs; "The Sick Rose," for example, is a quiet 

lament accompanied by acoustic guitar, while "London," 
set with electric piano, two violins and a cello, with Coren's 
vocal (as in some other songs as well) as a kind of 
sprechstimme, with a crooning repetition of the name "Lon
don" interpolated between verses. "To Tirzah" introduces 
a trumpet to particularly dramatic effect, while more ex
otic instruments (tablas, cembalo, Hardanger-fiddle, bagla-
bouzouki) are featured along with the familiar electric gui
tars, bass, and percussion of more conventional rock 
groups. The musical styles range from the quiet, medita
tive sounds of "The Sick Rose," "The Voice of the Ancient 
Bard" or "Little Boy Lost" to hard percussion-driven rock 
(as in the angry sounds of "The Chimney Sweeper" or "Holy 
Thursday" from Experience) to a John Lennon-like lyricism 
(as in "Spring," "Cradle Song," or "Holy Thursday" from 
Innocence) to songs that might be compared with the best 
of Lou Reed or Elvis Costello. "Jerusalem" has the feel of an 
operatic chorale, though firmly grounded in rock idiom. 

There is also variety in the production of the music—a 
few songs are recorded in relatively straightforward man
ner, while many are given a surreal or angry or even threat
ening quality by overdubbing, reverberation, echo, and 
startling sound effects. Coren is especially good at musi
cally punctuating or emphasizing words or phrases with 
instrumental notes or riffs that function rather like the ten
drils, flowers, vine leaves, insects and other intruders into 
Blake's verbal spaces. While the influences of the Beatles 
and others mentioned here are apparent, the music remains 
distinctively Coren's. (Listening with stereo earphones pro
vides a particularly intense experience of the sometimes 
elaborate sound production on these albums.) 

A most impressive feature of Coren's settings is his sense 
of the dialectical ironies and even wicked humor of many 
of the songs. "The Little Vagabond," for example, is pre-

Fall 1998 Blake/An Illustrated Quarterly 49 



sented as a jaunty, swinging dance tune that builds to up
roarious humor in the repetition of the third stanza at the 
end with its mockery of "modest Dame Lurch, who is al
ways at Church." This is followed, in the "Appendix," with 
a soulful lullaby-like "Nurse's Song" that is itself fiercely 
ironic. Just as Blake comments on possible reversals of po
etic meaning or mood with his illuminations, so Coren uses 
contrasting musical styles to point up the indignation, an
ger or fear underlying the poems. "The Lamb" begins with 
an almost condescending spoken version of the first stanza, 
followed by an eerie orchestration with the quality of "space 
music" that emphasizes both the cosmic context of the 
poem and the peculiar combination of reassurance and 
menace that pervades it. 

As has been indicated here, Coren does not simply settle 
on a surface characteristic or mood of a poem and try to 
reproduce it in his musical setting. His responses to Blake 
are as complex and interactive as those of any reader who 
hopes to experience the range of Blake's meaning and as 
critical as Blake's own responses when he set out to illus
trate the works of other poets or to illuminate his own. 
Coren's music can embody both the exuberance and the 
grimness, the joy and the pain of the world Blake creates 
and explores. In some cases, the multiple character is 
present in a single setting; in others, the presence of two 
settings of the same poem offers a glimpse of the complex
ity of Coren's responses. This is particularly apparent in 
the two versions of "The Wild Flower's Song" ("As I wanderd 
the forest/The green leaves among") from the Notebook. 
The first version is bouncy, upbeat, cheerful, but with an 
ironic tinge made inevitable by the final lines ("To seek for 
new Joy/But I met with scorn"). This same poem is reset as 
a mournful dirge, accompanied by strings and cello, to end 
the "Appendix." Neither version exhausts the poem, but they 
complement each other and indicate the sophistication of 
Coren's understanding of Blake's work. 

The relationship of the "Appendix" to other two parts of 
the Project opens the question of its unity. The word "ap
pendix" suggests that the songs included might be discards 
or extras that would not fit with the design of the rest, the 
album an afterthought or a monument to the wish not to 
waste any good material. I would prefer, however, to see 
the whole work as a triptych rather than a diptych, since 
"Appendix" seems as artfully arranged as the first two parts 
and, though it could not be said to offer a summation, it 
stands comfortably next to the other two parts, offering 
alternative versions of "The Tyger" (a more conventional 
rocking version) and "The Fly" (labeled a "Norwegian Folk 
Version," scored for mandolin and Hardanger-fiddle) and 
the extraordinary blues-based version of "A Poison Tree." 
The closing mournful version of "A Wild Flower's Song" 
parallels the setting of "The Sick Rose" at the conclusion of 
"Silent Melancholy" (Coren's overall title for the second 
part of "Spring"). By intermixing songs of experience with 
songs of innocence, Coren emphasizes the immanence of 
each state in the other, and his music reinforces the point 

with its complex commentary. Coren's version of Blake is 
dark; some might find it bleak. It provides the pleasures of 
powerful music and of the compulsion to think deeply, with 
the musicians, about Blake's work. 

Finn Coren has said that he took special pains not only 
with the music but with the design of his album, and the 
result is worth mentioning. The booklets that come with 
the CDs are beautifully designed, with reproductions of 
pages from Songs of Innocence and of Experience handsomely 
reprinted against appropriate backgrounds, and the "self-
portrait" of Blake (possibly by Linnell) from Robert Essick's 
collection providing an image of the poet consistent with 
the tone and mood of the album. (One glitch: Coren at
tributes to W.B. Yeats some lines from Blake's notebook 
poem, "The Caverns of the Grave I've Seen"; apparently 
these lines were quoted in the introduction to a selection 
of Yeats's poems; they are undeniably Yeatsian both the-
matically and tonally, so the confusion is not surprising.) 

At the time of this writing, Coren's albums are not dis
tributed in the United States. (He also has an earlier al
bum, A Full Moon in March, based on poems of Yeats.) They 
are available from a Swedish online company— 
www.boxman.com—and may be made available through 
a Canadian or U.S. distributor in the near future. Certainly 
the high artistic quality of these albums would richly re
ward any who chose to listen to them, even those not oth
erwise fond of rock music. While there are other rock al
bums that may properly be called song cycles (Lou Reed's 
Songs for Drella and Magic and Loss, Elvis Costello's The 
Juliet Letters, Sting's Suinnioncr\ Talcs, and others), few have 
devoted themselves to exploring the possible interaction 
of music with the poetic complexity of a poet like Blake. It 
will be interesting to see what Coren produces in the fu
ture. 
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N E W S L E T T E R 
THE BLAKE JOURNAL 

The Blake Journal is the publication of the the Blake Soci
ety at St. James. It is free to members but also available from 
a number of bookshops and galleries. 

The editorial policy of the Journal is to offer a wide cov
erage of items concerning Blake or related to a Blakean tra
dition. Past editions have included academic articles, but 
we aim also to offer space for other, perhaps more personal 
and speculative responses to Blake's work. 

The editors are currently commisioning pieces for the 
third edition. We would also like to extend an invitation to 
readers of Blake/An Illustrated Quarterly to submit their 
work for inclusion. 

Articles should normally be 3000-4000 words in length, 
but can be much shorter. Accompanying graphics are wel
come. We also include short notices of and reports from 
conferences, theatre, exhibitions, etc. 

We are happy to receive or arrange for reviews of books, 
etc. Please address your work or initial enquiries to the 
editors: Dr Michael Grenfell, School of Education, 
Unversity of Southampton, Highfield, Southampton, SO 17 
1BJ, UK. Telephone 44 (0) 1703 593472; fax 44 (0) 1703 
593556; email: m.grenfell@soton.ac.uk, or to Andrew 
Solomon, 35 Hillway, London N6 6AH. 

Current contents of The Blake Journal include: 
"Mrs Q" by David Worrall 
"Blake and Gnosis" by Valerie Parslow 
"A Blakean Manifesto" by Michael Grenfell 
"God, Man, George Steiner and Me" by Sunao Vagabond 
"To Build Jerusalem" by Andrew Solomon 
"London Stone —a Print of 1791" by James Bogan 
Soetsu Yanagi's William Blake by Hatsuko Niimi 
George Goyder by Peter Cadogan 
Impressions of Jeanne Moskal's Blake, Ethics and Forgive
ness by Adrian Peeler 
Conference at St Mary's University College: Blake and the 
Book 
Book Reviews 
The Tyger the Lamb and the Terrible Desart by Stanley 
Gardner, reviewed by Sir Peter Parker 
William Blake and the Daughters of Albion by Helen P. 
Bruder, reviewed by Christopher Rubenstein 
Romanticism and the Androgynous Sublime by Warren 
Stevenson, reviewed by Christopher Rubenstein 

PIONEERS OF THE SPIRIT—WILLIAM BLAKE 

Pioneers of the Spirit is a series of programs on the lives 
and views of spiritual leaders: "living portraits of mystical 
figures . . . Each biographical profile weaves together ex

cerpts from the personal writings of each mystic, dramatic 
artwork, expert commentary, and a compelling narration 
focusing on the relevance of each pioneer to contempo
rary times." 

Pioneers of the Spirit—William Blake includes interviews 
with Blake scholar Sheila Spector, Peter Cadojan of the Blake 
Society, and Tim Heath of the House of Blake. It will air on 
Odyssey, a national cable channel devoted to programming 
on religious and spiritual concerns. Viewers can find out 
when it will air early next year by calling 212-964-1663 (ask 
for Elmer). Once the programs air they are repackaged as 
videos with study guides. They can be purchased for under 
$15.00 through the Trinity Bookstore, Trinity Church, 74 
Trinity Place, NY NY 10006 or call 212-602-9689. 

CRUIKSHANK AT PRINCETON 

The Princeton University Library has just completed a 
website displaying prints and book illustrations of George 
Cruikshank (1792-1878): http://www.princeton.edu/ 
-vismat/cruikshank/. Princeton has one of the largest col
lections of Cruikshank manuscripts, books, prints, and art
work, including more than a hundred drawings. The 
website contains links to the manuscripts finding aid, a cata
logue of drawings, and an experimental interactive gallery 
showing preliminary drawings next to the finished prints, 
along with commentary and cataloguing records. The gal
lery can be browsed chronologically, thus serving as an 
overview of Cruikshank's career. Any suggestions, com
ments, or corrections gratefully appreciated. 

John Bidwell 
Curator of Graphic Arts 
Princeton University Library 
graphics@pucc.princeton.edu 

ROMANTIC REVELATIONS 

Romantic Revelations, the 6th International Residential 
Conference of the British Association for Romantic Stud
ies is to be hosted by the Department of English, Keele Uni
versity, from Thursday 29 July to Sunday 1 August 1999. 
Plenary speakers already scheduled to appear include 
Morton Paley, Frances Ferguson and John Barrell. Enqui
ries should be directed to the organizers, Simon Bainbridge 
and Edward Larrissy, at the Department of English, Keele 
University, Keele, Staffordshire ST5 5BG, UK. Tel: +44 
(0)1782 583138. E-mail: ena01@keele.ac.uk. 
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