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Reviews 

Joseph Anthony Wi t t re i ch , J r . The Romantics 
on Milton: Formal Essays and Critical Asides 
[Blake, Wordsworth, Coleridge, Lamb, Landor, 
H a z l i t t , Hunt, DeQuincey, Byron, Shelley, and 
Keats]. Cleveland: The Press of Case Western 
Reserve Univers i ty , 1970. Pp. 594. $15.00 

Reviewed by Andy P. Antippas 

M i l t on i s t s , Romanticists, and histor ians of c r i t i -
cism must be gratefu l fo r the material p l e n t i f u l l y 
garnered by Mr. Wi t t re i ch . He has harvested the 
references and al lusions to Mi l ton from the essays, 
journa ls , d ia r i es , notebooks, marginal ia, l e t t e r s , 
reported conversations, and poems of the major 
wr i ters of the Romantic per iod, and he has thus 
provided us with a vade mecvm in to the hearts and 
minds of those most perspicacious readers, and, 
not su rp r i s ing ly , wi th a considerable amount of 
excel lent reading. 

Wi t t re ich does not pretend to o f fe r complete 
b ib l iographical apparatus, but , nonetheless, the 
cross-referenced notes at the end of e\/ery chapter 
contain everything of importance concerning the 
influence of Mil ton on the Romantics. The s l i g h t -
er remarks of Lamb, Landor, H a z l i t t , Hunt, and 
DeQuincey and a b r i e f descr ipt ion of Coleridge's 
lectures are l i s t e d in two appendices. The Col-
eridge section w i l l no doubt be expanded when a 
new ed i t ion of th is volume is cal led for and new 
material is made generally avai lab le . An add i t ion-
al appendix w i l l serve to l i s t any oversights such 
as the Mil ton references in The Poetical Works of 
William Wordsworth, ed. de Sel incourt , I , 35; De-
Quincey, Collected Writings , ed. Masson, V, 211; 
and The Letters of John Keats, ed. Ro l l i ns , I , 397. 

Wi t t re ich i n t e l l i g e n t l y surmounts the dangers 
of Ba r t l e t t i z i n g and avoids the atomism and gnomic 
i so la t ion of remarks by constantly quoting a suf-
f i c i e n t amount of material to preserve the coher-
ence and the context of each observation. This 
generous sampling i t s e l f assists in making the 
case Wi t t re ich presents in his valuable introduc-
tory essay: namely, that the Romantics "are the 
unacknowledged archi tects of Mil ton c r i t i c i sm as 
we know i t today" (p. i x ) , and that somehow, the 
pro-Mil torn* sts and con were a party to e i ther i g -
noring the issues raised by the Romantic c r i t i c s 
or imperfect ly label ing Romantic commentary as 
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1 & 2 Two sketches, recto and verso, of "Isaiah 
f o r e t e l l i n g the C ruc i f i x i on , " by Blake, c. 1821. 
4 3/4 x 3 inches. Reproduced by permission of 
the Trustees of the B r i t i s h Museum. 

too narrowly concerned with verse techniques or 
too rad ica l l y Satanizing. 

Add i t i ona l l y , the co l lec t ion makes i t clearer 
that M i l ton , more than Shakespeare, was the fulcrum 
and the omphalos of the c r i t i c a l theor iz ing of the 
period and especial ly of resolving the problem of 
the role and funct ion of the poet. The Romantics 
decidedly exercised Wellek's "perspectivism" which 
" t r i es to see the object from a l l possible sides 
and is convinced that there is an ob jec t . " As i f 
in rejoinder to Johnson's Life* the Romantics num-
bered the streaks on the t u l i p and considered M i l -
ton as polemic is t , Pur i tan, prophet, mythopoeicist, 
and poet; always before them, however, was the 
object of t he i r de l ibera t ions , Mil ton the Man. I t 
is more than chronological ly appropriate, there-
fo re , that the Blake selections begin the antho-
logy. 

In his l i t e r a l - i m a g i n a t i v i s t way, Blake does 
apotheosize Mi l ton the Man, and i t is a testimony 
to the strength of character of Case Western Re-
serve Press that they pr in ted the whole of Milton 
from the Keynes ed i t i on . In i t s new se t t i ng , j os -
t led by s imi la r i f more parochial ly-formed expres-
sions, Milton gains new signi f icance and becomes 
at once more singular yet more conventional. Blake's 
other mode of c r i t i c i s m , his ninety-odd i l l u s t r a -
t ions of Mi l ton 's poems, is an acknowledged omis-
sion (note 72, p. 21 ; note 22, p. 101). The cost 
would no doubt have been p roh ib i t i ve and we can 
get by, at least fo r the time being, wi th Marcia 
R. Pointon's numerous reproductions and in teres t ing 
commentary in Milton and English Art. A l l in a l l , 
Wi t t re ich has demonstrated that the Romantics were 
Mi l ton 's f i t t e s t audience and that Blake was f ron t 
row center. 

Pierre Boutang. William Blake. Paris: 
Editions de l 'Herne, 1970. 

Reviewed by Simone Pignard 

The publ icat ion of Pierre Boutang's William Blake 
by the Editions de l'Herne in 1970 indicated a 
renewed in te res t in Blake on the part of French 
c r i t i c s and readers. Since Pierre Berger's mon-
umental thesis {William Blake, Mysticisme et Poesie, 
1907), th is is the f i r s t book in the French lang-
uage which promised to be a substant ia l c r i t i c a l 
appraisal of Blake's works. Thus, i t is not sur-
pr is ing that the book was received with such an 
outburst of passion (see the t ranslat ions of some 
a r t i c les from Le Monde in the Winter 1971 issue of 
the Blake Newsletter). Following Pierre Leyris 
(the author of one of the a r t i c l e s ) , my main pur-
pose here is to warn the reader against the num-
erous aberrations in Boutang's book. This work 
would perhaps have been to lerable in England or 
in the United States; but given the state of i n -
fancy of Blake c r i t i c i s m in France, th is book 
might deprive a prospective Blake reader of the 
enthusiasm that the reading of Blake should arouse. 

Simone Pignard is writing a doctoral thesis at the 
Sorbonne on Blake 's influence on American poetry 
from 1930 to 1970. 
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Boutang's tone and a t t i t ude are t r u l y appal l -
ing throughout his book. He repeatedly launches 
vehement attacks against previous t ranslators 
( inc luding Andre' Gide and Madeleine Cazamian, 
without naming the l a t t e r ) . He presents himself 
as Blake's r i gh t f u l Messiah who has come to de-
l i v e r French readers of Blake from the ev i l of the 
aforementioned t rans la to rs . He thus proceeds to 
re- t rans la te a certa in number of poems (the 
shorter ones), providing us with tedious j u s t i f i -
cations fo r his choice of one word over another. 
This leads to a considerable reduction of the 
purely c r i t i c a l port ion of the book. I f I were 
to adopt Boutang's polemical a t t i t u d e , I could 
say that th is reduction is a l l the bet ter s ince, 
in the c r i t i c a l sect ion, his complete misreading 
of Blake becomes unbearable. 

We have, f i r s t , to put up with i r r i t a t i n g 
phrases such as "the secret of th is poem. . . . " 
One of the most b latant misreadings of Blake 
appears in Boutang's comments on the beginning 
of Milton: " I t is strange that Blake, hyperbolic 
in his a f f i rmat ion of human unity in the d iv ine , 
so ambivalent (and res t i ve ! ) toward the mystery of 
the singular e lect ion of the Jews, has b u i l t his 
demented and unbearable myth of the e lect ion of 
A lb ion, his de i f i ca t ion of the English people as 
the o r i g i n a l , genuine Jews" (p. 57). This , of 
course, refers to the opening l ines of Milton: 

I w i l l not cease from Mental F ight , 
Nor shal l my Sword sleep in my hand 
T i l l we have b u i l t Jerusalem 
In England's green & pleasant Land. 

Boutang defines Blake's posi t ion as some sort of 
" s p i r i t u a l nat ional ism." Pierre Leyris has a l -
ready pointed out th is unforgivable e r ro r , but 
I wish to stress i t as a devastating example of 
l i t e r a l reading. Even a beginning Blake student 
knows that the above l ines do not , by any means, 
contain a s t ra in of vulgar j ingoism. One has to 
be aware of Blake's par t i cu la r use of t r a d i t i o n . 
The equation of Jerusalem and England stems from 
the sole fac t that Blake happens to be English 
by b i r t h . On the super f i c ia l l e v e l , i t i s as 
simple as tha t . Further, Blake states again and 
again that Jerusalem has to be b u i l t where one 
stands, or to use popular terminology, here and 
now. But i f , l i ke Boutang, one ins i s t s that 

Blake's Jerusalem is a native land, l e t me say 
that i t i s the native land of Imagination, not 
any spec i f ic geographical locat ion . Likewise, the 
Bible fo r Blake does not re late the story of a 
precise people back there in the past; i t s world 
is present to us as we read i t . 

As fo r "the de i f i ca t ion of the English people, 
Blake's treatment of Ore and revolut ion should 
s u f f i c i e n t l y convey Blake's d i s t rus t of anything 
happening on a national l eve l . The word "de i f i ca -
t i o n " i t s e l f is very inappropr iate, as i t implies 
a s t a t i c b e a t i f i c a t i o n , whereas fo r Blake, the 
struggle to release the d i v i n i t y in man, i . e . Imag-
i na t i on , never ceases. Likewise, every word in 
Boutang's assertion could be easi ly refuted. I 
i n s i s t on th is passage because i t c lear ly reveals 
the basic weakness of Boutang's c r i t i c i s m . 

I t would be pointless to go on with the l i s t 
of Boutang's misreadings; I shal l only focus fo r 
a moment on his treatment of Songs of Innooenoe and 
of Experience. The t ranslat ions themselves are 
far too abstract . Then, Boutang commits the dread-
fu l er ror of i den t i f y ing the f i r s t person used in 
these poems with Blake himself . This shows an 
ignorance of Blake's subtle use of perspective (or 
point of view) in these poems, an element which is 
essential to t he i r meaning. Besides, Boutang con-
siders them as an independent un i t , whereas they 
should be related to the to ta l frame of Blake's 
works fo r a f u l l understanding of them. For ex-
ample, the consideration of "To Tirzah" leads 
Boutang to accuse Blake of "pur i tanism." This 
overlooks the role of the senses in what Blake 
ca l ls "the In te l lec tua l Ba t t l e , " to say the least . 

But somehow, Boutang manages to end his book 
with th is rather astonishing assert ion: "And I 
began to love Blake, not only his poetry, and to 
const i tute my own vis ion of him—a v is ion that is 
both personal and t rue ; how do I know that i t is 
true? By the fac t that i t has transformed me 
along the way: the fa lse does not transform you." 
(p. 264). 

He succeeds indeed in bui ld ing up his own 
"v i s ion" of Blake, but whether or not i t is s t i l l 
Blake's v is ion is another matter. 

French students of Blake have an urgent need 
fo r competent and sensi t ive studies of Blake. 
Francis Leaud has star ted the d r i ve , but his book, 
although a good one, const i tutes but an introduc-
t ion to Blake's universe. 
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