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The American Blake Foundation

By G. E. BENTLEY, JR.

HE AMERICAN BLAKE FOUNDATION was founded

on 7 July 1970 by Professor Roger Easson and his wife,
Professor Kay Parkhurst Easson, to foster Blake scholarship.
According to a statement by the Eassons,

As a non-profit educational trust, the Foundation is designed
to create an inexpensive reprint series of Blake materials,
to host national Blake symposia, to build a research library
[the foundation library then contained 178 books], and, ulti-
muately, to award research grants and fellowships. The Advi-
sory Board of Directors currently consists of Stuart Curran,
Robert E Gleckner, John E. Grant, Jean Hagstrum, Joseph
Holland, Karl Kroeber, Paul Miner, Edward J. Rose, Rodger
L. Tarr, Robert R. Wark, Winston Weathers, and Joseph A.
Wittreich, Jr. The Executive Board is made up of Roger R.
Easson, Kay Parkhurst Easson, and [attorney] Dale J. Briggs.'

This was an extraordinarily ambitious program. It was clearly
influenced by the William Blake Trust, which had been estab-
lished with a substantial sum from the Graham Robertson es-
tate and was largely run by Sir Geoffrey Keynes; the trust pro-
duced remarkably fine exhibitions and facsimiles but did not
attempt symposia, journals, or research grants. The ambition
of the American Blake Foundation helps to explain the pres-
ence on its advisory board of Blake scholars as distinguished
as Curran, Gleckner, Grant, Hagstrum, Wark, and Wittreich.
It should also be said that Roger was extraordinarily energetic
and persuasive.

Crucial details of the enterprise appear in an essay in the
student newspaper at Illinois State University in Normal,
[llinois, where the Eassons taught:

The Center for the Study of William Blake is a private, non-
circulating library geared toward Blake scholarship and re-
search. It was begun in 1972 and is operated by Roger and Kay
Easson, ISU associate professors of English. ... [The library
includes] 95 per cent of all critical commentary on Blake in
book form ... [and] 1200 slides and graphic illustrations ...
The most costly item was ... “Night Thoughts,” which ... cost
the Eassons $2,500. ... the Center ... is actually owned by
three entities: the American Blake Foundation; the editorial
staff of “Blake Studies)” ... and of course, the Eassons, who
built half of the library from their own money, purchasing all
of the expensive rare books. ... the university and the English
department do not contribute to the Center, except in provid-
ing office space and allowing the pari [pair] three hours re-
lease time to work on “Blake Studies.” ... Currently, the Cen-
ter is used mostly by the “Blake Studies” editorial staff ...."

1. Blake Studies 3.2 (spring 1971): 105.

2. Edward Bury, “Mysticism Surrounds Blake Display." Daily Vidette
(c. September 1976); [ have seen only a photocopy of it
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Notice that the “three entities” which “actually owned” the
center— “the American Blake Foundation; the editorial staff
of ‘Blake Studies, ... and of course, the Eassons”—are virtu-
ally indistinguishable, I take it that the “Center” was chiefly a
room provided by the university for the work and library of
the American Blake Foundation, i.e., the Eassons.

The foundation produced a symposium, a periodical (Blake
Studies), facsimiles, and catalogues. The periodical and the
books made significant contributions to Blake scholarship.
The foundation’s first symposium—indeed, the only one
of which I have a record—was held on 21 October 1971 at
Ilinois State University.

In 1976, when the Eassons were moving from Normal,
Roger wrote to me that they had “a self-sustaining journal,
a self-sustaining facsimile press, an extensive research col-
lection (1,276 volumes at last count) endowed with a private
fund amounting to approximately $5,000 annually” In a letter
of 23 January 2007 he said that “the library was actually never
owned by the Foundation but belonged to us; it was placed on
loan to the Foundation for research purposes. All the funds
for book purchases came from our personal resources.’

When the Eassons moved to Memphis State University in
1977, Roger said in a letter to me that they preferred not to
advertise their ownership of their plates from There is No
Natural Religion (pls. a4, a6, b3) and the Songs (pl. 23) because

[ do not wish it generally known that we are buying heavily at
auction .... The Center will be housed here in Patterson Hall,
and will begin with a collection of over twelve hundred vol-
umes, and will have an annual budget of a modest $10,000.00
per annum for book acquisition.

The Eassons compiled “William Blake: Notes toward a Cat-
alogue of the American Blake Foundation Research Library”
(12 February 1977), iv, 62 pp., xerox." It was to be revised for
“publication in September 1977," though so far as I know it
never appeared. In addition to criticism and the prints from
No Natural Religion and Songs, the most notable holdings of
the foundation recorded there were: Ariosto, Orlando furioso
(1783, 1785, 1791, 1799); Blair, The Grave (1808 [“Subscrib-
ers' Copy. Original Boards; uncut” plus the “Trade issue”],
1813 folio and quarto); Boydells Graphic lllustrations of ...
Shakspeare [21803]; Mrs. [A. E.| Bray, Life of Thomas Stothard,
R.A. (1851), extra-illustrated to 10 volumes “by Joseph Fran-
cis Daly with 829 engravings and 69 leaves with 110 original
drawings by Thomas Stothard,” including the plate Blake en-
graved for Chaucer (1782), plus a proof before letters; Bryant,
A New System, ... of Ancient Mythology (1774, 1776); Burger,
Leonora (1796); Darwin, Botanic Garden (1791, 1795, 1799);
Enfield, The Speaker (1774 [i.e., 1780]); Flaxman, Iliad (1805)
and Classical Compositions (1870); Fuseli, Lectures (1801);

3. Roger wrote on 27 February 2007 that the catalogue was made “pri-
marily for insurance purposes, since we were trusting the materials to
movers.”
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1. Roger and Kay Easson in the Center for the Study of William
Blake at Illinois State University, holding their copy of Night
Thoughts. On the table before them are Blake Trust facsimiles
and a copy of the life mask of Blake, and on the shelves behind
are recognizable Gilchrist's life of Blake and works apparently
in Japanese. Source: Edward Bury, “Mysticism Surrounds Blake
Display,” Daily Vidette (Normal, lllinois, ¢. September 1976).
Photo by Steve Cardot, courtesy of the Daily Vidette.

Gay, Fables (1793, [1811]); Hartley, Observations on Man
(1791); Hayley, Cowper (1803), Triumphs of Temper (1803),
Ballads (1805), and Romney (1809); Hogarth, “Beggar’s Op-
era” (“1st published state, 1788; 4th published state [Heath];
One Copy, colored”); Lavater, Aphorisms (1788) and Essays on
Physiognomy (1792 [i.e., 21818, lacking vol. 5], 1810); Malkin,
A Father’s Memoirs of His Child (1806); Rees, Cyclopeedia, two
sets, one with 73 fascicles out of 79, one with 77; Ritson, Select
Collection of English Songs (1783); Salzmann, Gymnastics for
Youth (1800); Scott, Poetical Works (1782); Shakspeare, Plays
(Rivington, 1805) and 8 vols. (missing vol. 4) (1839); Sted-
man, Narrative (1796, 1806); Stuart and Revett, Antiquities of
Athens, vol. 3 (1794); Virgil, Pastorals (1821); Wollstonecraft,
Original Stories (1791); Young, Night Thoughts (1797), two
copies, one in “Original Boards uncut” the other “disbound
for exhibition.”

In his letter of January 2007 Roger said that “most of the rar-
est materials have gone [to the University of Tulsa library] and
what remains are separate plates, books about Blake's circle,
the ephemera (sales catalogues, exhibition catalogues, and so
on) and the critical materials on Blake, art history, 18- and
19"™.century literature.”

Spring 2009




The publication program was very ambitious. The first to
appear was Blake Studies.

In imitation of it [Blake Newsletter], Professors Kay and Rog-
er Easson established the semi-annual Blake Studies in 1968.
Unlike Sir Geoffrey Keynes's book (1949, 1971), from which
the title is borrowed, Blake Studies has thus far been largely
concerned with appreciations and readings, sometimes of a
rather ephemeral kind.'

As it turned out, this summary was inaccurate; as Roger told
me indignantly, the title of the journal did not derive from the
book by Keynes because they had never heard of it when the
journal was founded.

Blake Studies appeared somewhat irregularly (like some
other scholarly journals): vol. 1, no. 1 (fall 1968); vol. 1, no. 2
(spring [October] 1969); vol. 2, no. 1 ([late 1970]); vol. 2, no. 2
(spring [sic] 1970); vol. 3, no. 1 (fall 1970); vol. 3, no. 2 (spring
1971); vol. 4, no. 1 (fall [August] 1971); vol. 4, no. 2 (spring
1972 [January 1973]); vol. 5, no. 1 (fall 1972); vol. 5, no. 2
([March 1975]); vol. 6, no. 1 (fall 1973 [January 1974]); vol.
6, no. 2 ([1976]); vol. 7, no. 1 ([December 1974]); vol. 7, no. 2
([1975]); vol. 8, no. 1 ([1979]); vol. 8, no. 2 ([February 1980]);
vol. 9, nos. 1-2 ([March 1981]). It published 110 essays, some
by scholars as distinguished as Martin Butlin, Morris Eaves,
David V. Erdman, Robert N. Essick, Grant, Hagstrum, Mary
Lynn Johnson, Keynes, and Wittreich, and ceased without
notice to readers or to scholars who had contributed essays
accepted but not yet printed.

The foundation’s book-publishing plans were even more
ambitious: “The American Blake Foundation intends to pub-
lish facsimiles of America (E), Europe (H), The Song of Los
(E), Visions of the Daughters of Albion (F), An Island in the
Moon, and The Genesis Manuscript”™ They were to appear as
Materials for the Study of William Blake, vols. 1-6. I may pre-
tend to some authority on this matter, for | prepared editions
of all these save the Genesis manuscript. America (1974) and
Europe (1976 [i.e., 1979]) were actually published, but the rest
languish forlornly, waiting for the kiss of a prince or angel to
awaken them from their long sleep.

The facsimile of America copy E was produced in three
forms: (1) 474 numbered copies bound in peach-red linen; (2)
26 copies lettered A-Z in quarter red morocco with marbled
boards, signed by the editor; and (3) 5 copies in full morocco,
signed by the editor. The morocco copies contained extra re-
productions. At the time there was an epidemic of Americas:
William Blake Trust in full color (1963); in Stony Brook in
reduced size (1969); American Blake Foundation in mono-
tone (1974); Blake Newsletter (Albuquerque, 1975, $2.50), for
teachers; and illustrated by Paul Peter Piech and “assisted by
the American Blake Foundation” (1977, £50). The only previ-
ous separate editions had been the color facsimile by William

4. G. E. Bentley, Jr., Blake Books (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1977) 49,
5. Blake Books 50.
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Muir (1887) and a monotone edition (1947), and there has
been no separate paper edition since.

According to the colophon to the facsimile of Europe copy
H, “149 copies are numbered 1-149 and bound in fine linen.
26 copies are lettered A-Z and 10 are bound in quarter moroc-
co with marbled boards”® The last two forms included extra
reproductions. However, Essick, the most comprehensive and
systematic Blake collector of our time, tells me that he has a
copy issued with loose leaves in a cloth portfolio with a slip-
case (can this be from the set “bound in fine linen"?), signed
by the editor. He has never seen a copy of the issues of Europe
in quarter morocco or bound in fine linen.

The quarter-morocco bindings over marbled boards num-
bered and signed by the editor imitate the far more expensive
Blake Trust facsimiles. If you're going to imitate, imitate the
best.

The American Blake Foundation also produced two more
volumes (and proposed a third which has never appeared).
These were the most important work it accomplished.

Roger R. Easson and Robert N. Essick, William Blake:

Book Illustrator: A Bibliography and Catalogue of the

Commercial Engravings. Volume I: Plates Designed and

Engraved by Blake (Normal, Illinois, 1972);

... Volume II: Plates Designed or Engraved by Blake 1774-1796

(Memphis, Tennessee, 1979);

Volume III with plates designed or engraved by Blake 1797-
1827 was never published.

The financial returns were never as substantial as Roger
had hoped. As he wrote to me in January 2007, “What monies
we earned from publications went to pay publication costs.
Those monies never covered the costs as they were supposed
to, and Kay and [ covered the shortfalls”

[n 1979 the Eassons apparently abandoned their independ-
ent book-publishing program. Roger said to me in a letter of
12 March 1979 that they had tried to persuade Shambhala
to take over the American Blake Foundation series. However,
Shambhala insisted “on a popular not a scholarly format," so
the Eassons “had to redesign the series completely” By this
time they had already produced facsimiles of The First Book
of Urizen (G) and Milton (B) in 1978 for Shambhala’s Sacred
Art of the World series. They had also, as Roger wrote to
me, prepared for Shambhala two “triple volumes” consisting
of The Book of Thel, The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, and
Visions of the Daughters of Albion for the first and America,
Europe, and The Song of Los for the second, “projected for

6. A flier advertised “100 copies only, loose in portfolio made of light
blue linen, within dark blue slipcase. Gold Stamped. $60.00 each” “signed
and numbered by Professor Bentley” with no reference to any other form
of publication. A portfolio of loose sheets bore the imprint “Memphis,
1978"; my copy was received 5 March 1979, The limited edition colophon
says it was published in “Bloomington, lllinois” (home of Indiana Univer-
sity). Roger was not sanguine about the edition'’s commercial prospects;
he wrote to me on 3 October 1978, “I will very likely lose my shirt on

Europe too.”
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Spring 1980 Perhaps by this time Shambhala had noticed
that Blake's works are scarcely what would be regarded by the
religious as forming part of the Sacred Art of the World, and
no more Blake titles appeared in the series.

Roger tells me that the American Blake Foundation was dis-
solved in the early 1980s, In the autumn of 2008 most of the
Eassons’ remaining library of Blake was being sold through
John Windle. For instance, Victoria University in the Univer-
sity of Toronto acquired in October 2008 the Eassons™ very
curious copy of “Spring” pl. 2 (Songs of Innocence pl. 23).

The American Blake Foundation was a brave enterprise. Its
publications are worthy of honor and deserve to be remem-
bered with respect.

7. In his letter of October 1978 Roger said, “The series will contain all
the prophetic books in full color, except probably Jerusalem, and hope-
fully we will continue into the other book illustrations as well”
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Blake’s Grave

Luis and Carol Garrido have rediscovered the exact site of
Blake's grave at Bunhill Fields (some yards from the current
marker) and have published their research at their Friends of
Blake web site <http://www.friendsofblake.org>. They and the
Blake Society are working with the City of London to design
and raise funds for a new, correctly situated memorial stone.

Martin K. Nurmi, 1920-2008

Martin K. Nurmi, born in Duluth, Minnesota, received his
doctorate in English (“Blake’s Doctrine of Contraries: A Study
in Visionary Metaphysics”) from the University of Minnesota
in 1954. He was a faculty member at Kent State from 1955 un-
til his retirement in 1984, during which time he served terms
as department chair, head of the faculty senate, and dean of
the graduate school. His books include Blakes Marriage of
Heaven and Hell: A Critical Study (1957), A Blake Bibliogra-
phy (1964), in collaboration with G. E. Bentley, Jr., and Wil-
liam Blake (1975), an introduction to the poetry (“In trying to
make Blake's poetry more easily accessible, I hope I have not
diminished the wonder of his difference from most other po-
ets but only clarified it a little”). His love of music was reflect-
ed in his scholarship by the “Note on Musical Settings” ap-
pended to A Blake Bibliography, as well as reviews for Blake of
the concert at the Blake conference in Santa Barbara in 1976
and of Everett C. Frost's production of An Island in the Moon.
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