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The Poems of William Blake. Edited by W. H. 
Stevenson, tex t by David Erdman. Annotated 
English Poets. London: Longman, 1971. Pp. 
xxiv + 877. f.4.25. New York: W. W. Norton. 

Reviewed by Anne Kostelanetz Mellor 

W. H. Stevenson's annotated ed i t ion of David Erd-
man 's tex t of Blake's poems has much to commend i t , 
pa r t i cu la r l y to students reading Blake for the 
f i r s t t ime. For the general reader, i t combines 
what are perhaps the most sa t is fy ing features of 
both the Keynes (Oxford Standard Authors) text and 
the Erdman (Doubleday) t ex t . Stevenson follows 
Keynes in placing Blake's poems in chronological 
order, fo l lowing (with only one exception) the 
most recently accepted datings of the poems. The 
exception is Uriel, which Stevenson ( fo l lowing G. 
E. Bentley, J r . ) dates 1789 and places before The 
Book of Thel, despite the persuasive s t y l i s t i c , 
substant ive, and b ib l iographica l evidence offered 
by Erdman fo r dating Tiriel 1790, midway between 
Thel, plates 1-5 (1789) and Thel, 6 and Motto 
(1791 on). Stevenson he lp fu l l y inserts "To Tirzah" 
(c. 1804-5 or a f te r 1809) a f te r the "Pickering Man-
usc r i p t , " and of fers convincing h i s to r i ca l and b ib-
l iographical considerations fo r dating the "Picker-
ing Manuscript" i t s e l f c. 1805, rather than 1803. 

Stevenson also fol lows Keynes in modernizing 
Blake's spe l l ing and punctuation. Scholars may 
here prefer to consult Erdman's own tex t which pre-
serves Blake's eccentr ic spe l l ing and punctuation, 
but the average reader w i l l be helped by Steven-
son's judic ious punctuation, especial ly in such po-
ems as "The Everlasting Gospel" where d i f f e ren t 
voices speak. In choosing the Erdman text over the 
Keynes t e x t , Stevenson has cor rec t ly selected the 
most au thor i ta t ive tex t we have. Unfortunately fo r 
the scholar, however, Stevenson's ed i t ion is l i m i t -
ed sole ly to Blake's poetry, thus omit t ing the 
prose and le t te rs upon which most of us depend fo r 
teaching and research purposes. Even more annoying 
is the omission of the Gates of Paradise emblems, 
especial ly since Stevenson provides such ins igh t -
fu l comments on the emblems, captions and the re la -
t ionship of the 1793 and 1818 versions. 

In arranging Erdman's t e x t , Stevenson makes 
three important ed i t o r i a l decisions, a l l of which 
he convincingly j u s t i f i e s . He accepts W. F. Hal-
loran's reordering of l ines 1-121 of The French 
Revolution. Secondly, he reorders Nights Vi la and 
VIlb of Vala, p r i n t i ng Night V i la before Vl lb and 
arguing that Night VI lb was intended to fol low d i -
rec t l y upon V i l a . Readers of the Blake Newsletter 
(1[March 1968], 6-8) w i l l already be fami l i a r wi th 
Stevenson's persuasive arguments based on in terna l 
as wel l as b ib l iographica l evidence fo r th i s order-
ing . F ina l l y , Stevenson relegates plates 3, 4, 5, 
10, 18 and 32 of Milton (which appear only in the 
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l a te r copies C and D) to the end of the poem as an 
Appendix. He argues plausibly that these plates 
are " large ly digressive" and added for the purpose 
of increasing the to ta l number of plates in the po-
em to 50 (p. 484). 

The great achievement of th is volume l ies in 
i t s annotations, and here we must be extremely 
gratefu l to Stevenson for providing us with such 
de ta i led , extensive and ins igh t fu l notes. I found 
pa r t i cu la r l y useful his commentaries on the poly-
pus, the Druids, the Holy Thursday services at St. 
Paul 's , the Ovidian echoes in "Ah! Sunflower," and 
the numerous B ib l i ca l al lusions (supplied in great 
par t , we are t o l d , by Michael To l ley ) . Stevenson 
also provides b r i e f descriptions of the designs fo r 
the i l luminated poems (although he unaccountably o-
mits the design fo r the t i t lepage of Songs of In
nocence and of Experience [ p . 209]) and occasion-
a l l y gives a reference to a reproduction. In f u -
ture ed i t ions , he w i l l be able to bring such re fer -
ences up to date by including the numerous repro-
ductions l i s t e d in Robert Essick's Finding List 
published in the Blake Newsletter, 5 (Summer-Fall 
1971). 

I have only one large quarrel and a few small 
bones to pick with th is annotated ed i t i on . In his 
Preface, Stevenson w r i t es , " I have t r i e d in th is e-
d i t i on not to in te rpre t or expound any 'system' in 
[Blake 's ] works, but to give whatever information 
is necessary for the exposit ion of each poem or 
passage . . ." (p. x i ) . Stevenson's in tent ion is 
laudable, but again and again we f ind him of fer ing 
in terpretat ions as though they were fac t s , without 
acknowledging that some c r i t i c s disagree with him. 
For example, i t is surely an interpretat ion—and to 
my mind a dubious one--to i den t i f y the "Holy Word" 
in the " In t roduct ion" of Songs of Experience as the 
production of "Blake's oppressive ty ran t - fa ther -
god," a production designed " to bu l ly mankind" (p. 
209). Many readers may question Stevenson's asser-
t ions that we should not "doubt the s incer i t y of 
the Songs of Innocence" (p. 53); that the questions 
of the Voice of Sorrow on Plate 6 of Thel are mere-
ly " rhe to r i ca l " (p . 100); and that the angel in " I 
heard an angel s inging" from the Notebook " is one 
of the deluded creatures referred to in Marriage" 
(p. 147). And why is th is angel "deluded" while 
the "Good" referred to in the unused Motto for 
Songs of Innocence and of Experience is d e f i n i t i v e -
ly cal led "a term of approval—not the s a t i r i c 
'good' of Marriage" (p . 166)? Moreover, Stevenson's 
apparent assumption that Blake was a Platonis t (see 
pp. 106, 112, 861) comes per i lous ly close to ex-
pounding a "system" in Blake's works. I am not ar-
guing, of course, that Stevenson should not put 
fo r th in te rp re ta t ions , or even that his in te rpre ta -
t ions are necessarily in e r ro r , but only that he 
should not have presented them as wholly object ive 
" in format ion. " 

In several cases I take issue with Stevenson's 
descriptions of the designs. Too often his de-
scr ip t ions seem inaccurate, inadequate or overly 
subject ive. Since Blake's i l luminated designs vary 
s i gn i f i can t l y from copy to copy, Stevenson may 
simply have described copies other than the Trianon 
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Press facsimiles and Micro Methods microfi lms I 
have checked; but he has not i den t i f i ed the copies 
he used and, in any case, one could argue that he 
should have used these more generally avai lable 
copies. In copies D and I of The Marriage, plate 
11 depicts both a personi f ied sun with flaming hair 
and a crowned f igure w i th in a wave, tree or p lan t , 
as opposed to the single " t r i t o n l i k e male f igure" 
(p. I l l ) Stevenson records. Again, the design fo r 
"The Argument" in both these copies probably de-
picts a woman in the tree rather than the "gowned 
youth" Stevenson sees there (p. 103). Stevenson's 
descript ion of Oothoon and Bromion, "bound and 
shackled back to back," in the ta i lp iece (or f ron -
t isp iece) of Visions of the Daughters of Albion o-
mits mention of a very important d e t a i l , that 
Oothoon is not v i s i b l y chained (p. 186). Steven-
son also ignores the large b i rd in the upper l e f t 
corner of the design fo r "The Shepherd"—a b i rd 
which might possibly be the Holy Dove and therefore 
po ten t ia l l y s ign i f i can t enough to deserve mention 
(p. 55). Nor is i t a " fac t " that the "shepherd" 
(Piper?) in the f ront isp iece fo r Songs of Experi
ence is "holding the ch i l d ' s arms so that he cannot 
f l y away" (p. 209)--he might be simply balancing 
the ch i ld so that he doesn't f a l l o f f . 

A few annotations are disappoint ing: Tharmas, 
in The Four Zoas, seems more complex a f igure than 
Stevenson's i d e n t i f i c a t i o n of him as "Compassion" 
(p. 288) suggests; his discussion of "Havilah" 
sole ly in terms of i t s B ib l i ca l usage (p. 665) i g -
nores Blake's own associations with i t in his l e t -
te r to Hayley, 12 March 1804; and his de-emphasis 
of the word "system" in " I must create a system" (J 
10:20, p. 644) underestimates the importance of an 
organized system to Blake's la te a r t and poetry. I 
would also argue against Stevenson's annotation of 
"dominion of Edom" in The Marriage, plate 3, as 
"dominion over Edom" (p. 105). I t seems at least 
possible that Blake was fo l lowing B ib l i ca l usage 
here: dominion of in the sense of dominion by. 
Compare I I Chronicles 21:8: " In his [Jehoram's] 
days the Edomites revolted from under the dominion 
of Judah, and made themselves a King." 

These are niggl ing d e t a i l s , however, and Ste-
venson more than compensates fo r such minor flaws 
by giv ing us so much useful mater ia l . In addit ion 
to the excel lent annotations already mentioned, 
Stevenson provides i l l umina t ing comparisons with 
the early draf ts of " In fant Sorrow" and "The Tyger" 
and with Isaac Watts' "Cradle Hymn"; helpful maps 
of B ib l i ca l Palest ine, of the environs of London 
mentioned in Blake's poems, and of the c i t y of Lon-
don in c. 1810; and in teres t ing b ib l iographical 
notes t e l l i n g which poems were paired in seven of 
the eight ea r l i es t copies of Songs of Innocence . 
Al l of Blake's readers w i l l want to have ready ac-
cess to the wealth of background and b ib l iog raph i -
cal information gathered together in th is book. 
Stevenson's volume is the second step toward the 
ideal ed i t ion of Blake: his complete poems, l e t -
ters and prose wr i t ings edited by David Erdman, t o -
gether with colored photographic reproductions of 
his i l luminated pages, and annotations by W. H. 
Stevenson. 

William Blake's Water-Colour Designs for 
Gray's Poems—A Commemorative Catalogue. 
With an introduction and commentary by 
Geoffrey Keynes Kt. London: Trianon Press 
for the William Blake Trust, 1971. Pp. 
xx + 72. I l lus t ra ted . $7.50 + $1 postage 
from the Yale University Art Gallery, New 
Haven, Conn. 

Reviewed by Morton D. Paley 

1971-72 were vintage years for the study of Blake's 
i l l u s t r a t i o n s to the poems of Gray. Previous to 
t ha t , very l i t t l e had been seen of th is major se-
r ies of designs and s t i l l less wr i t ten about them.^ 
In 1971, however, appeared Irene Tayler 's f ine 
study

2
; the i l l u s t r a t i o n s themselves were published 

in a magnificent facsimi le by the Trianon Press fo r 
the Will iam Blake Trust ; and an exh ib i t ion of o r i g -
inals and facsimiles opened at the Tate Gal lery. 
The fol lowing spring th is exh ib i t i on , fo r which the 
publ icat ion at hand is the catalogue, was mounted 
at the Yale Universi ty Art Gallery in col laborat ion 
with the Paul Mellon Center fo r B r i t i sh Art and 
B r i t i sh Studies. Although modestly described by 
i t s author as "an introductory handbook," th is 
catalogue is in i t s e l f a major contr ibut ion to the 
in te rpre ta t ion of i t s subject. 

What inev i tab ly s t r ikes one f i r s t is the 
wealth of i l l u s t r a t i o n s in the catalogue. Sixteen 
designs (eighteen, counting the f ron t and back 
covers) are reproduced fu l l -page in color and one 
in monochrome, and at the back of the book a l l 116 
are given, four to a page, in reduced monochrome. 
Also reproduced fu l l -page are Flaxman's pencil 
drawing of Blake and the t i t lepage of the 1790 ed i -
t ion of Gray which Blake used. There is a useful 
"Concordance of Blake's handwritten t i t l e s " which 
correlates Blake's t i t l e s , the l ines from Gray i l -
lus t ra ted (as Blake transcribed them), Blake's 
manuscript numbers, the page numbers of the 1790 
e d i t i o n , and the design numbers. (As Blake num-
bered his designs fo r each poem as a separate se-
quence, his manuscript numbers necessarily d i f f e r 
from the design numbers for the en t i re ser ies. ) 
This i s a very welcome tool fo r anyone who wishes 
to study the series at length. 

^For reproductions prior to 1971, see Robert 
Essick, A Finding List of Reproductions of Blake's 
Art, Blake Newsletter, 5 (1971), 69-72. For a de-
tai led history of the i l l u s t r a t ions and the l i t e r a -
ture about them, see Irene Tayler, Blake's Illus-
trations to the Poems of Gray, pp. 3-25. 

^Reviewed by Thomas H. Helmstadter, Blake 
Newsletter, 4 (1971), 140-42; see also my review in 
Criticism, 14 (1972), 93-96. 
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