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In The Bookseller for 1 February 1868 appeared the 
following advertisement by John Camden Hotten: 

"Mr. Swinburne's New Book" 
Notice—the New Book by Mr. Swinburne, 'Wi l l iam 
Blake, A r t i s t and Poet

,;z
 is ready th is day. 

Thick 8 vo. c l o t h , g i l t , numberous coloured 
i l l u s t r a t i o n s , 16s. 
*A most extraordinary book, and one of the 
f i nes t pieces of prose composition which have 
appeared during the present century. See 
the Athenaeum, 11 January 1868.2 

The c r i t i ca l reception of Swinburne's book is a 
subject that has been vir tual ly ignored up to the 
present time. Only two reviews are mentioned in 
William Blake in the Nineteenth Century by Deborah 
Dorfman, and one of these is unaccountably not a 
review of Swinburne's book but a short essay by 
W. A. Cram which mentions neither Swinburne nor his 
William Blake. z Clyde Kenneth Hyder l i s t s seven 
reviews in Swinburne's Literary Career and Fame ; 

the discussion of these is b r i e f and, appropr iate ly, 
centers on Swinburne's l i t e r a r y reputation rather 
than Blake's. There are actual ly at least nine 
reviews, a l l published in 1868, forming an 
in terest ing spectrum of mid-Victorian c r i t i c a l 
opinion on Blake. At times we f ind the reviewers 
longing w i s t f u l l y for the less threatening Blake 
presented by G i l c h r i s t , and there occurs the 

1 All known t i t l e -pages , however, are inscribed William 
Blake / A Critical Essay. 

2 The Athenaeum's review actually appeared on 4 January. 

3 Cram's essay appeared in The Radical (Boston), 3 February 
1868, pp. 378-82. 
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predictable dismissal of Blake's visionary 
qua l i t i e s . S t i l l , two of the reviews are highly 
discerning ones, and even the more negative 

reviewers had to take Blake ser iously. Swinburne 

had made great claims fo r Blake as both poet and 

a r t i s t . Af ter t h i s , Blake might s t i l l be 

condemned, but he could no longer be ignored. 

Perhaps the f i r s t review to appear was that in 

The Athenaeum f o r 4 January 1868 (No. 2097), pp. 
1213. The anonymous reviewer takes what might 
be cal led an intermediate pos i t ion . He does not 
accept Swinburne's high claims for Blake's a r t , and 

he f inds "a strange contradict ion of fee l ing and 

outrage of that taste which we should expect to be 

innate in Blake, which, nevertheless, affected his 
Art of a l l kinds, p i c t o r i a l as well as poet ic , and 

seemed to be derived from the very root of his 
genius, inexpl icable and marvellously of fensive." 
The reviewer is sophist icated enough to real ize 

that some of Blake's views had been dis tor ted in 

order to make them conform to Swinburne's"What 
the subject and his c r i t i c mean by ' r ebe l l i on ' may 
not be the same"and he r i gh t l y sees the argument 

f o r "the alleged 'uselessness' of the Fine Arts" 
as Swinburne's rather than Blake's. This reviewer, 
though c r i t i c a l of both author and subject , has 
enough sympathy fo r the enterprise to make the book 
seem worth reading. The same cannot be said of the 

Saturday Review's c r i t i c , who has been i den t i f i ed 

as J . R. Green, "clergyman, h i s t o r i an , and 

l i b ra r i an at Lambeth Palace."5 The Saturday had in 

1866 published John Morley's savage review of 
Swinburne's Poems and Ballads; Green must have been 

chosen to do a s imi la r job on William Blake. "Have 

you seen the Saturday on me and Blake?" wrote 

Swinburne to W. M. Rossett i . "Of course I'm dead."6 

5 M. M. Bevington, The Saturday Review 1855-1868, New York, 
1941, pp. 223, 349. The review appears i n the issue f o r 1 

February 1868, pp. 14849. 

6 The Swinburne Letters, ed. Cecil Y. Lang (New Haven, 1959) 
I , 289 ( l e t t e r dated 1 February 1868). This ed i t i on w i l l be 

c i ted as Letters. 
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l e f t The f i r s t issue of William Blake bears 
below the vignette the caption "Zamiel / From the 

Book of Job." This was fol lowed by a second issue 

indicated only by the delet ion of the caption and 

the subst i tu t ion of a new one: "'Going to and 

fro in the Earth.'" This is in turn followed by 
the socal led "Second Ed i t i on , " bearing the caption 

of the second issue; th is was rea l l y not a second 

ed i t ion at a l l but merely involved the subs t i tu 
t ion of a new t i t l e page. According to Thomas 
J . Wise, there was pr io r to a l l these a cancelled 

t i t l e page bearing the caption " I t hu r i e l / From 

the Book of Job." Wise claims that not more 

than s ix copies were pr in ted (A Bibliography . . . 
of Algernon Charles Swiribumet London, 1919, 
I , 185; reproduced p. 183). 

The t i t l e pages from the f i r s t and second issue 

of the f i r s t ed i t ion are reproduced from the 

co l lec t ion of Robert N. Essick, and with his 
permission. 
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Green pretends to believe that Swinburne wrote the 
book in order to avenge himself on Ph i l i s t i ne 
c r i t i c s . "Free as the rest of the world may be to 
toss them, a f te r a moment's perusal , to the but te r -
shop, Mr. Swinburne must have f e l t a secret sa t i s -
f ac t i on , as he penned these three hundred pages, 
in the thought that his reviewers would at least 
be bound to read him." The at tack, unfair as i t 
may be, has some po in t , for Swinburne's dithyrambic 
s ty le is vulnerable to thrusts l i k e 

How does i t help us to appreciate the Songs 
of Innocence to know that 'every page has 
the smell of A p r i l , ' or that i f 'these have 
the shape and smell of leaves and buds,' 
the Songs of Experience 'have in them the 
l i g h t and sound of f i r e and the sea'? This 
is j us t the sort of vapid twaddle which has 
h i ther to passed current for c r i t i c i sm in 
music alone, where we ask for some explanation 
of the re la t ion of Sterndale Bennett to 
Mendelssohn, and are to ld that the f i r s t is 
a fountain and the second is a star . 

Green does express admiration for Blake himself , 
but professes anger at Swinburne's having used 
his subject fo r "a 'shy' at ' P h i l i s t i a ' and 
mora l i t y . " According to Green, "The wrong done 
is done to Blake. Strange as his l i f e was, 
stranger as was his t a l k , we are among those who 
are ready to bow down before one who was at once 
a great a r t i s t and a great poet." 

By fa r the most in teres t ing and thoughtful 
response to William Blake came from the 
Fortnightly Review f o r February 1868 (pp. 216-20). 
The author was Moncure D. Conway, who was la te r to 
wr i te a biography of Thomas Paine. Conway had 
been born in V i rg in ia and raised as a Methodist, 
but he had gone on to attend the Harvard 
Theological School and to become a Uni tar ian. He 
was an active a b o l i t i o n i s t and a f r iend of Walt 
Whitman's; i t was Conway who acted as the f r iend ly 
intermediary in the correspondence that led to 
the f i r s t volume of Whitman's poems to be 
published in England, a select ion edited by 
Wil l iam Michael Rossetti and published in 1868 by 
John Camden Hotten in an ed i t ion "Uniform with Mr. 
Swinburne's Poems."'

7
 Conway had emigrated to 

England, become minister to a Unitar ian congregation 
at Finsbury, and had defended Swinburne in the 
New York Tribune in 1866. In return he received 
a f r i end ly l e t t e r in which Swinburne discussed 
Whitman, Blake, sea bath ing, and other matters of 
mutual i n te res t . Clearly the Fortnightly wanted 
a c r i t i c f r iend ly to Swinburne j u s t as the Saturday 
had wanted an unfr iendly one, and i t is i r on i ca l 
that by January 1868 the ed i to r of the Fortnightly 
was none other than John Morley, now grown f r i end ly 
to Swinburne and his works.

5
 Indeed, the or ig ina l 

choice of reviewer may have been Rossetti himself , 
for Swinburne and Rossetti had discussed the idea 
of the l a t t e r ' s reviewing William Blake f o r an 
unnamed per iod ica l ; the idea was dropped because 
Rossetti f e l t too closely associated wi th the book, 
which in the end was dedicated to him.

5
 Conway 

proved a good choice, fo r he not only wrote what 
George Meredith termed a "eu log is t i c " review but 
also provided a c r i t i c a l perspective of his own. 

Swinburne's c r i t i c a l strategy i s , in e f f e c t , 
to re-create the e f fec t of Blake upon his own 
s e n s i b i l i t y in a rush of euphoric language. In -
ev i tably he transforms Blake's major themes in to 
Swinburnian ones, j us t as in a qui te d i f fe ren t way 
Yeats was to produce a Yeatsean Blake a quarter of 
a century l a te r . Conway does not contradict 
Swinburne but he does draw upon his own experience 
of re l ig ious dissent and republican radicalism to 
provide certain insights which Swinburne does not. 
For example, when Swinburne refers to "the type-
yard i n f i d e l i t i e s of Paine" Conway remarks: 

. . . The f i r s t time I ever heard the name 
of Wil l iam Blake mentioned, was on the 
occasion of an assemblage of the fr iends 
of Thomas Paine in a c i t y of the Far West, 
to celebrate the anniversary of his b i r t h . 
He was there named with honor as a f a i t h f u l 
f r iend of Paine, whom he had rescued from 
his p o l i t i c a l pu rsuers^ ; but no one in 
the meeting seemed to have any fur ther 
association with Blake. Immediately af ter 
the d isc ip le who made th is a l l us ion , there 
arose a ' s p i r i t u a l i s t ' , who proceeded to 
announce that the work of Paine was good, 
but negative; he was the wild-honey-fed 
precursor of the higher r e l i g i o n ; he 
prepared the way fo r the new revelat ion 
of the S p i r i t s . So close did Paine and 
Blake come to each other again, without 
personal recogni t ion, in the New World, 
where each had projected his v is ions. 
America was, indeed, the New At lan t is 
of many poets and prophets: Berkeley, 
Montesquieu, Shelley, Coleridge, Southey, 
and many others , saw the u n f u l f i l l e d 
dreams of Humanity hovering over i t ; but 
thus far only the dreams of Paine and 
Blake have descended upon i t - - t h a t of 
the former in i t s l i be ra t ion from the 
governmental and re l ig ious establishments 
of the Old World--that of Blake, in the 
re-ascent of mystical be l ie fs which have 
taken the form of transcendentalism among 
the cu l t i va ted , and sp i r i t i sm with the 
vulgar. 

The episode of the s p i r i t u a l i s t i s worthy of 
Henry James, and there is a f ine perception here 
o f , to use a l a te r w r i t e r ' s phrase, the p o l i t i c s 

7 Hotten's "New Book L i s t " f o r 1868; th i s item is fol lowed 
immediately by William Blake. 

8 Morley's predecessor was G. H. Lewes, also f r i end l y to 
Swinburne: Lewes had wanted to publ ish par t of 'rlillian Blake 
in the Fortnightly. See Letters, I , 149; V I , 349-50; also W. 
M. Rosse t t i , Rossetti Papers (New York, 1903), pp. 243, 245. 

9 See Letters, I , 284. 

10 I t ' s i n te res t i ng to note that th is anecdote was c i r cu l a t i n g 
among Paine's admirers before the pub l ica t ion of G i l c h r i s t ' s 
Life, published in 1863--the year in which Conway emigrated to 
England. The story i s of course in Tatham's MS biography, but 
th i s was not published u n t i l 1906. 
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of v i s ion . In making his journey from Southern 
Methodism to a Unitar ian chapel in the north of 
London, Conway had a l l i e d himself with a noncom-
formist t r ad i t i on in some ways s imi la r to Blake's. 
This accounts fo r his a b i l i t y to explain Blake's 
theology. For example, Swinburne had declared 
that Blake's be l i e f "That a f te r Chr is t ' s death he 
became Jehovah" was "the most wonderful part of 
his be l i e f or theory." Conway observes: 

But th is would seem to be the logica l 
necessity of his pos i t i on , supposing 
that the place and not the nature of 
Jehovah is meant . . . . A re l i g ion 
v ictor ious in any country over the 
previous re l ig ion of that country, 
outlaws the d i v i n i t i e s of the conquered 
r i v a l r e l i g i o n , and gradually converts 
those d i v i n i t i e s in to dev i l s . The 
serpent was worshipped as a god before 
i t was cursed as a d e v i l . The god 
Odin is now the d iabol ica l w i l d huntsman 
of the Alps; and every Bon Diable, clad 
in f r u i t f u l green, may trace his lineage 
to Pan. Jehovah, whom so-cal led 
Chr i s t ian i t y worships s t i l l even under 
the name of Chr is t , rea l l y c ruc i f ied 
Chr is t , and Christ is the leader of the 
outlawed Gods--theological ly, dev i l s - -o f 
Nature. Pharisaism, now surviving as 
Mora l i t y , represents the dominion of 
Jehovah; that Jesus, the Forgiver, over-
throws, restor ing the passions and 
impulses to freedom and power. 

This i s a s t r i k i n g l y successful explanation of 
Blake's gnomic statement; even the one point that 
seems somewhat wrong, the use of the term "Nature," 
seems less so when we remember that Conway is 
speaking of a passage in The Marriage of Heaven and 
Hell, not of Blake's la te r a t t i tude toward Nature. 
Blake would no doubt have used the word "Energy," 
while Conway's idea of Nature is perhaps tinged 
with Emersonian connotations. 

Although Conway praises William Blake as "a 
very important contr ibut ion to both the poetical 
and philosophical l i t e r a t u r e of our t ime," he is 
nevertheless aware of certain lacks. 

I t could have been wished that Mr. Swinburne 
had f e l t equal to the rather heavy task 
of showing the re la t ion of Blake to 
Swedenborg. Super f i c ia l l y there is 
reason enough fo r Blake's d i s l i ke of 
Swedenborg, whose temperament was without 
poetry or humour, and acted l i ke a 
Medusa upon his h e l l s , heavens, and 
angels . . . . Nevertheless, hard as 
were the fe t te rs of Calvinism upon him, 
Swedenborg, in sundry passages, ingen-
iously overlooked by his fo l lowers , had 
the germs of an opt imist f a i t h in him. 
He sees s p i r i t s in he l l qui te happy in a 
b e l i e f that they are in heaven, and giv ing 
thanks. And where they were suf fer ing 
he saw hope brooding over them . . . . 
With Blake the soul of the current 
theology which s t i l l haunted Swedenborg 

is u t t e r l y dead and trampled on; but he 
has not been able to r i d himself of i t s 
body of language and images, however he 
may force these to strange and su ic ida l 
services. 

Here again we see an awareness of Blake's complex 
re lat ionship to his t r a d i t i o n , an awareness rare 
before our own century. Also, Conway i s one of 
the few contemporary reviewers to appreciate the 
facsimi le i l l u s t r a t i o n s to A Critical Essay, 
remarking that "the publ isher, and the a r t i s t who 
has reproduced in i t some of the most character is t ic 
works of Blake's penc i l , have spared no pains to 
present wor th i l y things of which poor Blake, s i t t i n g 
in his comfortless room, said " I wrote and painted 
them in ages of e t e r n i t y , before my mortal l i f e . ' " 

The next dated review to appear is that in The 
Examiner for 8 February 1868, pp. 84-86. The 
anonymous c r i t i c praises Swinburne condescendingly 
fo r having undertaken the unattainable task of 
making Blake's works i n t e l l i g i b l e . There is 
nostalgia for G i l c h r i s t , who did no such th ing . 
"Mr. G i l ch r i s t . . . was too sensible to the fau l ts 
and f o l l i e s of the man, and too honest to deny or 
ignore them." Blake was of course a w r i t e r of 
beaut i fu l l y r i c s , "some of which are worthy of 
being read on the same day wi th the l y r i cs of Keats 
and Shel ley." But he over-reached himself , much 
as Mr. Swinburne, who " l i k e the subject of his 
euology . . . would seem to be possessed of a l us t 
of paradox, insat iable and i r rep ress ib le . " The 
comments on Blake's symbolic works are worthy of 
Urizen himself , as the reviewer describes Blake 
" in his wanderings through trackless space and 
his a l legor ic readings of the ba t t l e between abstract 
good and e v i l , his nightmare t ransf igurat ions of 
darkness in to l i g h t and l i g h t in to darkness,--his 
revol t ing phantasies regarding sex, and his 
unconscious blasphemies of a l l that is cal led God 
and that is worshipped--." The Examiner*s w r i t e r is 
unable to d is t inguish Swinburne's views from Blake 's , 
and part of his review (unl ike the Athenaeum's) i s 
devoted to attacking views on ar t that were not 
Blake's at a l l . Swinburne had defended "a r t for 
the sake of a r t " ; The Examiner repl ies with a 
defense of a r t in the service of r e l i g i o n . This 
review shows no par t i cu la r knowledge of Blake and 
merely repeats commonplace assumptions. 

One review which appeared at about th is time 
now has a merely spectral existence. The Imperial 
Reviewt a weekly that was published fo r only two 
years, has so f a r been located only in the B r i t i s h 
Museum; but the Museum's copies were, we are 
informed, destroyed by bombing in World War I I .

2 1 

I t i s to be hoped that a copy of th is review may 
one day be found elsewhere, but meanwhile we do 
have a port ion of i t repr inted in an American 
pe r i od i ca l , The Round Table (No. 161, 22 February 

11 The British Union Catalogue records 105 numbers pdblished 
from 5 January 1867 to 26 December 1868. 
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1868, pp. 124-25). The Imperial accuses Swinburne 
of wishing to t o t a l l y sever the good and the 
beau t i f u l , but then, in a strange reversal of 
expectat ion, goes on to condemn Blake and praise 
Swinburne. "What has Blake to do with Swinburne? 
Blake, whose mad uncouth rhapsodies are such a 
contrast to our la tes t poet 's voluptuous music; 
Blake, whose weird designs are such a contrast to 
the sharp c lassical f igures over which Mr. Swinburne 
loves to throw a new glow." Despite Swinburne's 
lack of moral p r i nc ip l es , the reviewer f inds A 
Critical Essay redeemed by Swinburne's l i t e r a r y 
excellences. 

Of th i s book we wish to speak in high 
pra ise; i t shows a subtle power of 
analyzing character, a fau l t less s t y le . 
Accept the 'da ta , ' and i t is a perfect 
work. I f we could only take of i t and 
Mr. Swinburne in general the view which 
dear old Charles Lamb takes of the 
Caroline Dramatists—that they belong 
to an a i ry world in which our ordinary 
moral rules have no place--we should be 
able to go fur ther and pronounce i t a 
valuable contr ibut ion to l i t e r a r y 
biography. 

As th is i s , however, not the case, the reviewer 
expresses "A doubt whether the author of Atalanta 
was qui te the man to put the f in i sh ing touch to 
what poor G i l c h r i s t l e f t incomplete, and to draw 
out for us what lessons can be drawn out from the 
l i f e of Wil l iam Blake, painter and poet." The 
Round Table shares th is doubt and much more. 
Swinburne's s ty le is pronounced "too f l o r i d to be 
f a u l t l e s s , " and as fo r what the Imperial ca l ls "the 
vagaries which a l l regre t , but which cannot destroy 
his excel lence," The Round Table objects: 

Vagary is a somewhat mi ld term to that 
mental and moral depravity in which Mr. 
Swinburne g lor ies- - the worship of l icense, 
the apotheosis of l u s t , which he would 
make the guiding rule of l i f e . . . . A 
poet who f a i l s in a r t by choosing such 
subjects as a r t revolts a t ; a philosopher 
who, less wise than Lord Ly t ton, dissevers 
the Good from the Beau t i f u l ; a moral is t 
whose code of perfect ion is completed by 
a world made one vast b ro the l , can, i t 
seems to us, be cal led excel lent only by 
a curious tw is t of language. 

Of Wil l iam Blake, painter and poet, The Round Table 

has nothing to say. 

On 1 March 1868 "Mr. Swinburne's Essay on 
Blake" was the subject of an a r t i c l e in The 
Spectator, one which was both longer—close to 
three thousand words—and more in teres t ing than 
most. Though i t displays a remarkable sense of 
Swinburne's strengths and weaknesses, the view of 
Blake is the conventional one: " . . . He has 
wr i t ten a few l i t t l e poems that w i l l las t as long 
as English l i t e r a t u r e . . . through a l l his poems 
there are d is t r ibu ted—at rare i n t e r v a l s , - - l i n e s 
of wonderful beauty and marvellous power, but i t i s 
also true that nine out of ten of his poet ical 

compositions are f u l l e r of deformity than of 
beauty, overloaded with chaotic rubbish, smoky with 
confused and laboring thought, d isf igured by windy 
and grandiloquent nonsense, choked with unmeaning 
names, wi th an insane mythology, and an anarchic 
philosophy." So far th is is the usual Ph i l i s t i n e 
rhe to r i c , but the reviewer does have an in teres t ing 
c r i t i c a l point to make, one which may remind us of 
more recent attacks on Blake and on the Romantic 
t r ad i t i on such as those of Yvor Winters and W. K. 
Wimsatt. " . . . His poetry . . . habi tua l ly 
uses things which, as real th ings, have necessari ly 
a dozen d i f fe ren t a t t r ibutes and accidents, in the 
place of some one of those at t r ibutes or accidents, 
and that one so often so a r b i t r a r i l y chosen, and 
so frequent ly var ied, that even his profoundest 
admirers, l i ke Mr. Swinburne, are generally 
compelled to confess that i t is pure haphazard to 
guess at the exact purport of Blake's w i ld myths 
and dim a l legor ies . " In the century that has 
passed since th i s was w r i t t e n , we have learned how 
to read Blake; but we must remember that Swinburne 
himself had not claimed that the long poems were 
consistent, successful , or even understandable—not 
u n t i l the El l is-Yeats Works of 1893 was an attempt 
made to do t h i s . The Spectator c r i t i c accurately 
describes a general problem in the in te rpre ta t ion 
of Blake but mistakenly assumes that the problem 
cannot be solved. He is a lso, with Conway, one of 
the few contemporaries to appreciate the value of 
the f i r s t color facsimi le plates of Blake ever 
published. F i n a l l y , he takes care to discriminate 
between author and subject , attempting to do 
j us t i ce to both: 

On the whole, th is volume is a real 
addit ion to the knowledge of Blake's great 
genius as an a r t i s t . Some of the i l l u s t r a -
t i ons—par t i cu la r l y the tender and sweet 
fancy taken from the book of The l , of the 
marriage of the dewdrop and the raindrop, 
and the strange f ront isp iece in which the 
crescent moon, l i k e the mystic eye of God, 
looks down on Blake's three great enemies, 
the representatives of induct ive reason 
(Bacon, Newton, and Locke)^

2
, with a 

weird expression of i n te l l ec tua l scorn and 
penetrating insight—wi 11 fascinate even 
those who prefer a more i n t e l l i g i b l e s ty le 
of a r t . Mr. Swinburne—though, with 
something of the fee l ing of a discoverer, 
he attaches far more importance than i t 
deserves to Blake's prophetic rhodomontade,— 
has profoundly studied his subject. 
Impertinent and shallow though he often 
is , - - though he too often manages to cast 
a sense of impurity on Blake which Blake 
would never produce for h imsel f , - -he yet 
in terprets Blake subtly on the whole, and 
with more of a sincere disinterestedness 

12 This i n te rp re ta t i on is ev ident ly the c r i t i c ' s , f o r Swinburne 
does not mention Bacon, Newton, and Locke in his discussion of 
th i s design (p la te 70 of Jerusalem) on page 293. The facs imi le 
p la te is the f ron t i sp iece to William Blake. Of course the three 
names appear in l i n e 15 of t h i s p l a te . 
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of admirat ion, than he has h i ther to 
bestowed in p r i n t on any other poet. 

The Westminster Review fo r Apr i l 1868 (pp. 
587-88) makes the refreshing admission that "not 
having read Mr. G i l c h r i s t ' s L i fe of Blake, nor the 
poems of Blake, to which Mr. Swinburne constantly 
re fe rs , we are for these, i f fo r no other reasons, 
incompetent to give anything l i ke a complete or 
f i na l ve rd ic t . " This omission does not prevent the 
reviewer from asserting that Blake wrote some 
beaut i fu l l y r i cs - -he is favorably compared with 
Keats and Shelley—but that his other compositions 
are "doggerel rhapsodies" which bear out Al lan 
Cunningham's view that Blake "was subject to 
constant ha l luc ina t ions . " Blake's ideas were in 
his own case pure, but "with a l l allowance for 
poetical an t i c i pa t i on , the antinomianism of Blake 
is dangerous and his mysticism he re t i ca l , p a r t i a l , 
and d is in teg ra t ing . " The reviewer then passes from 
Blake's d is in tegrat ing mysticism to the Life and 
Letters of Fred K. W. Robertson, M. A. 3 Incumbent 
of Trinity Chapel 3 Brighton. 

The las t review to be considered was by an 
anonymous wr i t e r who had read Blake and read him 
sympathetical ly. I t appeared in The Broadway 
annual (London and New York) fo r 1868, pp. 723-30. 
The c r i t i c recommends the G i l ch r i s t Life to those 
"who would learn more about a very remarkable--and 
despite his pecu l i a r i t i es - - a very loveable man," 
and he refutes the charge of insan i ty . "Blake, 
though eccent r ic , was by no means mad, for he knew 
that his visions were not matters of f ac t , but 
phenomena seen by his imagination, nor did he expect 
other people to see what he saw. Insane persons, 
on the contrary, believe in the l i t e r a l existence 
of the i r visionary fancies." And he perceptively 
points out that the very publ icat ion of Swinburne's 
book has s ign i f icance: "The star of a h i ther to 
neglected genius must be in the ascendant when the 
most dist inguished of our youthful poets devotes 
a volume of 300 pages to a careful analysis of his 
various compositions." The Broadway is also 
unusual in recognizing, with Swinburne, the i n t e r -
dependence of Blake's tex t and his designs. "The 
only proper way to study these 'Prophecies' i s in 
the o r ig ina l copies, where Blake's f lowing ly-
engraved words are aided by his wondrously fanc i fu l 
and suggestive designs. Separated from these 
designs, the le t ter -press loses more than hal f i t s 
fervency and s t rength. " The last part of the 
review is addressed pa r t i cu la r l y to American 
readers, who are t o l d that "Had Joseph Smith, the 
Mormon prophet, set his eyes on these w r i t i n g s , he 
would assuredly have adopted them as the sacred 
canon of his new reve la t ion. . . ." The "Visions 
of America" [sic] i s discussed, and there fol lows 
an in teres t ing p a r a l l e l : 

F i n a l l y , l e t us observe two points in 
which th is remarkable t r iumvirate of 
l y r i s t s , Blake, Whitman,

23
 and Swinburne, 

a l l agree. They are a l l insurgents 
against the commonly-recognized dogmas 
of re l i g ion and social l i f e ; and they 
are a l l d i l i g e n t Bible-students. Blake 
wri tes l i k e a modern Ezekie l ; Whitman, 
though his language is more nineteenth-

century and vernacular, is suffused with 
B ib l i ca l inf luences; while in Mr. Swinburne's 
essay, B ib l i ca l metaphors and turns of 
expression may be found in almost every page. 

The Broadway' s c r i t i c thus jo ins Conway in 
ant ic ipat ing some modern trends in the understanding 
of Blake and his t r a d i t i o n , trends which have the i r 
or ig in in Swinburne's Critical Essay. 

13 Swinburne had compared Blake and Whitman at the end of A 
Critical Essay (p. 303). On 17 February 1868 Whitman wrote to 
Conway " I have not yet seen the February f o r t n i g h t l y - - n o r the 
book Wi l l iam Blake--but sha l l procure & read both. I feel 
prepared in advance to render my cord ia l and admirant respect 
to Mr. Swinburne--& would be glad to have him know tha t I 
thank him h e a r t i l y f o r the mention which, I understand, he has 
made of me in the Blake" (from facs imi le in Moncure D. Conway, 
Autobiography [Boston and New York, 1904], I , between pp. 218 
and 219). 
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Facsimile of plate 20 of The Marriage of Heaven 
and Hellt following p. 224 of William Blake. 
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