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Reviewed by the Santa Cruz Blake Study
Group

The Complete Poetry and Prose of William Blake, edited by
David Erdman, arrives as a “Newly Revised Edition” to
replace and “complete” (principally by the inclusion of all
the letters) the editor’s carlier effort, The Poetry and Prose
of William Blake, now out of print after selling over
38,000 copies.! The old E, as it was usually cited, quickly
became the generally recognized authoritative text for

Blake's work. The new E, as it will be cited here,? adds to
this impressive mantle of approval two more layers of certi-
fication. First, thanks to a transfer of the hardcover rights
by Anchor/Doubleday, a University Press now publishes
the library copies. The new E's second 74/ 0bstat appears in
the form of an actual “emblem” gracing the back of the
dust jacket, signifying that this volume is approved and
sanctioned by the Modern Language Association Commit-
tee on Scholarly Editions, known as the MLACSE (illus.
1). The distinction conferred by award of this emblem of
approval raises a number of questions that make a review
of this volume more than an ordinary enterprise.

Is this new revised standard edition now officially
authorized as the one which should be purchased and
read in the sizable academic market? Has the MLACSE
presumed to make definitive the long-standing distinc-
tion between Blake's verbal and his visual artistic com-
ponents?* Does the MLACSE emblem of approval extend
to the distinctly noz “newly revised” commentary by
Harold Bloom still included? In what follows we shall ex-
amine a few minute particulars of this edited version of
Blake's “text” bound back-to-back with the “Commen-
tary” in this volume. But our main concern shall be to
raise some theoretical questions about the assumptions
and presuppositions that inform the editorial enterprise
which made the production and institutional approval of
this volume possible.

I. MINUTE PARTICULARS

The Ancients entrusted their | ] to their Editors

Now then, after four hundred years, the truth of the law comes forth
to us; it has been bought for money in the synagogue. When the
world is grown old and everything hastens to the end let us even puc it
on the tombs of our ancestors, so that it may be known to them too,
who read a different version, that Jonah did not have the shadow of a
gourd but of an ivy; and again, when it so pleases the legislator, not an
ivy but some other bush. (Rufinus, Apologia contra Hieronymiumz)

Blake is no longer the prophet of écriture. Perhaps
the single statement that some young critics of the new
age found most compelling in Blake, his remark in the
Preface to Jerusalem that “the Ancients entrusted their
love to their Writing,"” has literally been obliterated. Or,
leaving open a recuperative strategy, could these young
critics say that Jerusalem’s traces have achieved a new dis-
semination? The line now reads: “the Ancients acknowl-
edge their love to their Deities” (illus. 2). The alteration
may serve as a lesson for all of us who were —or become —
wholly one with the Editor's text: CAVEAT LECTOR.
(Without concern for the accuracy of Erdman’s recovered
reading, we should note the effect of including in a
reading “text” lines that were deleted by Blake: compare
illustrations 2, 3, and 4.)

Comparing Erdman’s “text” with examples of the
productions by Blake that it re-presents, we realize again
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