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David Wagenknecht. Blake's Night: William 
Blake and the Idea of Pastoral. Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1973. 
Pp. xi + 320. $12. 

Reviewed by Karl Kroeber 

No b r i e f review can do jus t i ce to Professor 
Wagenknecht's minutely par t icu lar ized in te rpre-
ta t ions . I t is d i f f i c u l t even to place his 
readings in any main l ine of recent Blakean 
c r i t i c i s m , for his e f f o r t to depict Blake as a 
"pastora l " poet depends almost en t i r e l y on a study 
of Renaissance pas tora l , The Landscape of the Mind. 
There the pastoral poet is defined as one who 
presents "a f i c t i o n imi ta t ing an ideal d i f f i c u l t 
to cred i t in terms of the imagery which supports 
the f i c t i o n , " and the idea of pastoral as that 
" th is -wor ld l iness and otherworldliness can be 
reconci led, and that a t r u l y cu l t i va ted man, 
whatever his int imat ions of d i v i n i t y , may f ind a 
natural human voice." Despite the somewhat 
unpromising nature of these quotat ions, Wagenknecht 
makes but a single reference to Empson and does 
not use his ideas, and completely ignores John 
Holloway's discussion of the psychologizing of 
pastoral in Songs of Innocence, an unfortunate 
omission. Wagenknecht's commitment is to abstract 
c r i t i c a l constructs. In Blake's Night l i t e r a r y 
h is tory is at best discontinuous: even in minute 
par t icu lars there is nothing fanc i fu l in the 
comparison between Blake's Songs and The Shepheardes 
Calendar." Nothing f a n c i f u l , to be sure, but 
ignoring the two hundred years which separate them 
may not be the most adroi t fashion for developing 
the s igni f icance of such a comparison. 

Pivotal for Wagenknecht is his in te rpre ta t ion 
of "N ight , " prov ing, he bel ieves, " tha t the themes 
appropriate to [B lake 's ] pastorals are central to 
his imaginative and i n te l l ec tua l concerns . . . we 
may expect to f i nd an important pastoral element in 
his mature work. This is in fac t so much the case 
that we can read r i gh t through Blake's career 
regarding him d i s t i n c t l y as pastoral or as epic 
poet." Blake, in other words, is to be understood 
as fol lowing the celebrated Renaissance/Virgil ian 
pattern of poetic development from pastoral to 
epic. Thel is in terpreted to elucidate th is 
pa t te rn , y ie ld ing the ins igh t that "we cannot 
conceive o f avoiding Experience without f a l l i n g 
in to i t ; therefore the language by means of which 
we conceive Innocence is dependent upon Experience 
and tends to reinforce i t . This means that what-
ever else the p ic ture of Thel's world is l i k e , i t 
is not unreal . " This is one of the more in teres t ing 
suggestions in the book, and from i t flows 
Wagenknecht's f i na l statement of the l i nk between 
Blake's ear ly and la te work, o r , ra ther , the i r 
essential i d e n t i t y : "the in te rpos i t ion of the 
Covering Cherub, of the darkness of Generation, 
between Albion and Jesus--and more pa r t i cu la r l y 
the joyous acceptance of th is sac r i f i ce by the 
Divine Imagination in Los-- is Blake's f i n a l version 

of the idea of pastora l . The complexity of that 
idea--whereby the human imagination must 
simultaneously apprehend r e a l i t y as fa l l en and as 
capable of transcendence—is very great in the 
las t pages of Jerusalem* but there is no dif ference 
in kind from the many analogous real izat ions of 
the idea in pages of Blake which we have already 
seen." 

I should think few readers would want to 
quarrel wi th Wagenknecht's fundamental idea, but 
some may feel discomfort at his mode of presentat ion. 
Unity can be perceived and demonstrated in Blake's 
poetry wi thout confining i t w i th in the l im i t s of a 
r i g i d , s t a t i c a l l y conceived pattern of Renaissance 
a r t . Closer at tent ion to the processes by which 
t r a d i t i o n s , genres, and modes of l i t e r a r y 
s e n s i b i l i t y changed between the la te r sixteenth 
and the l a te r eighteenth centuries would have 
enriched and strengthened the power of Wagenknecht's 
c r i t i c i s m . The hermetic s p i r i t of Blake's Night 
makes i t seem more l i ke a work of ten or f i f t een 
years ago than a contemporary piece of Blake 
c r i t i c i s m , bu t , by the same token, the dated 
qua l i t y of the book indicates i t s freedom from 
the pernicious fads of 1970s Blake scholarship. 
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