canonical figures from the period, including
Wordsworth, Coleridge, Byron, and Scott, his
main focus is on popular culture. Thus, for
example, a reading of Byron’s ‘Song for the
Luddites’ (1816) is presented within the broader
context of parliamentary debates, broadsides,
and pamphleteering that constituted the mass of
pro- and anti-Luddite literature in the period.
But whether the focus is on ‘high’ or ‘low’
romanticism, the book is distinguished by the
exacting quality of its analyses. Combining the
skills of an acutely observant close reader with a
scrupulous dedication to the amassing and
evaluation of archival evidence, Haywood
demonstrates that violence was a central concern
of British Romantic culture. Where Haywood
differs, of course, from previous commentators
is in his insistence on the historical specificity of
violence. Noting that the period was concurrent
‘with a series of catastrophically violent events –
slavery and the slave trade, the American
revolution, the French revolution, the Irish
rebellion, and a series of industrial and political
riots’, he sets out to show how ‘spectacular
violence released into Romantic culture a new
repertoire of tropes of violation’ whilst also
equipping readers ‘with the means to
contextualize and critique that violence’.
In accordance with its commitment to the
relations between texts and events, the chapters
in Bloody Romanticism centre on the responses
of poets, pamphleteers, orators, popular
novelists, and graphic satirists to the excesses of
slavery, revolution, imperialism, and war. To
readers well versed in the ambivalent attitude
towards history displayed in canonical
Romanticism, Haywood’s stress on the
unstinting topicality of radical and mainstream
Romantic culture will come as something of a
surprise. Still more surprising is that culture’s
unflinching interest in the violent effects of
history. Haywood’s book thus makes for
disturbing reading, its pages littered with the
battered, bloodied, and eviscerated bodies of
slaves, soldiers, rioters, and indigenous peoples.
Where Haywood excels is in his ability to
draw out the textual and ideological
complexities of popular Romanticism. In his
opening chapter on the discourse of slavery, for
instance, he notes how the autobiography of
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Ian Haywood, Bloody Romanticism:
Spectacular Violence and the Politics of
Representation, 1776-1832.
Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan,
2006. Pp. 270. £50.
ISBN: 978403942821.
Bloody Romanticism opens with a familiar
scene. It is March 1802 and Dorothy and
William Wordsworth have spent the morning
reading a draft of the poem ‘The Butterfly’. In
the afternoon a ‘faint and pale’ stranger, a sailor,
knocks on their cottage door, asking for alms.
The sailor explains that he is on his way to
London to testify against his former captain, the
master of a slave ship. Later, Dorothy
assiduously records the captain’s crimes in her
journal and the following day Wordsworth is
inspired to compose another poem, ‘The
Emigrant Mother’, markedly different in tone to
‘The Butterfly’.
Here, in a nutshell, as Ian Haywood explains
‘is the Romantic landscape of spectacular
violence’. It is a scene emblematic of the
‘defining tension’ in Romanticism ‘between
retreat and engagement, between a subjective
contemplation of nature and the need to
intervene more overtly in the violent reality of
history’. What the sailor brings into the bucolic
realm of Dove cottage is a sense of the excessive
effects of British imperialism. Here is a man
who has experienced the iniquities of pressganging, the brute realties of the slave trade, and
the depredations of war; a man whose account of
the American Indian explodes the stereotype of
the ‘savage’ and whose determination to expose
the crimes of his master evokes the radical
power of the ‘mob’. Here too, in miniature, are
the subjects of this timely, thought-provoking,
and innovative study.
Like many recent books, Bloody Romanticism
works at the interface of literature and history.
Although Haywood devotes some attention to
24

Mary Prince, a West Indian Slave (1831)
mounts a ‘highly self-reflexive commentary on
the dangers of aestheticization’. The text,
Haywood argues, stages a conflict between
‘sentimental recuperation and voyeuristic
display’, which encourages the reader to work
for change outside the text. The sense in which
popular writing exploits the tension between
violent excess and the limits of representation,
prompting a call for change beyond the confines
of the aesthetic, is a recurring theme of Bloody
Romanticism. In the chapter on the French
revolution, the relentless cataloguing of the
horrors of republicanism in Cobbett’s The
Bloody Bouy (1797) becomes a means of
excluding reflection and debate. Language, in
this text, is mimetic of the mounting carnage
then taking place in revolutionary France. The
piling on of disgust is not, however, restricted to
anti-Jacobinism. Elsewhere, in a reading of
responses to the Irish rebellion of 1798, it is
used to signify ‘the limit of what can personally
be witnessed’ and thus to underscore the extent
of British atrocities. As the generic marker of
spectacular violence, the limit point of
representation thus serves a range of ideological
purposes: from the discourse of anti-slavery to
the depiction of American ‘savagery’.
Bloody Romanticism ends with an impressive
chapter on the depiction of the ‘Spectacular
Riot’, embracing a wide array of events, from
the Gordon riots of 1780 to the Bristol riots of
1831. Here, as throughout, Haywood shows that
Romantic audiences were exposed to a
considerable amount of violent imagery and
description, a fact which challenges the idea that
Romanticism was essentially a pacific discourse,
unconcerned with the excesses of history.
Ultimately, this historical point has wider,
conceptual implications. As Haywood artfully
concludes, the value of non-canonical or popular
Romantic culture resides in its ability to take the
‘redemptive aesthetics of both sensibility and the
sublime to an extreme: just how much suffering
was it possible to represent in a “pleasing”
(acceptable and effective) manner?’
Philip Shaw
University of Leicester

R. S. White, Natural Rights and the
Birth of Romanticism. Basingstoke:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2006. Pp. 277.
£45. ISBN 9781403994783.
In Natural Rights and the Birth of Romanticism,
R. S. White argues that the Romantic period was
a time when paradigmatic change took place. A
number of voices began talking insistently about
‘natural rights’, the rights that everyone had
simply because they were alive. Whereas before
the 1790s these voices would have been
regarded as heretic or lunatic, from this decade
forth they became commonplace. As White
reminds us, these rights became enshrined in the
new governments emerging at this time: the
American Declaration of Independence stated
‘all men are created equal; they are endowed by
their Creator with certain inalienable rights; that
among these are life, liberty and the pursuit of
happiness’. In this document these rights are
also described as ‘the laws of nature’. The
French Declaration of the Rights of Man and of
the Citizen also stated ‘men are born and remain
free and equal in rights’; and these natural,
inalienable and even ‘sacred’ rights are defined
as ‘liberty, property, security, and resistance to
oppression’. White makes the point that it was
the poets and dramatists who could reach the
hearts and minds of the populace as he traces the
idea of ‘natural rights’ from its nebulous
beginnings in the 1790s to far more focussed
single issue campaigns: for the rights of women,
slaves, children; the right to vote; the rights of
workers, and of animals.
White begins by explaining how ‘natural law’
was different from but also was succeeded by
‘natural rights’. This beginning makes it clear
that White is very well placed to write this book,
since it follows logically on from his previous
book, Natural Law in English Renaissance
Literature. He explains how in ‘natural law’
there is an understanding that humans are
innately good, and that they have the ability
within themselves to be virtuous and make the
best moral choices. Thomas Hobbes, however,
thought that humans would only act according to
their self-interest and that they needed a power
out of themselves to persuade them to act in the
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common good. Using the language of
Darwinism (not Darwin), White tells us that
Hobbes’s metaphor for society was ‘as a state of
war and of men engaged in constant
competition’. It is immediate from the outset
that these arguments and theories are hugely
pertinent to the Romantic period, with its
contrary Rousseauean notion that people are
essentially good and that they have the means of
doing good within them. Setting up these
debates from the earlier period allows us to see
in relief the fundamental distinctions between
figures like Edmund Burke and Thomas Paine,
with the former’s insistence that people needed
to be controlled by a sublime and sovereign
power, and the latter’s belief in the authority of
the people.
White then shows us what happened after
Hobbes, with the ‘gradual reorientation or
development into the more defensive but more
intellectually compelling argument of natural
rights, the doctrine that on specific issues human
beings have rights which are justified by
reference to their simple existence as human
beings’. Again, echoing later debates
surrounding Darwin, we find a new emphasis on
co-operation, sympathy and sociability in the
Romantic period; nature is itself alluded to in the
attempt to prove that man is a social animal:
‘species survive by co-operation and by caring
for their young’. White’s occasional reminders
that these debates continued into the future are
chastening. He reminds us, for example, of
Margaret Thatcher’s promotion of the
Hobbesian idea that ‘greedy individualism is
nature’s way’.
The benefit of using a history of ideas
approach, as White himself points out, is that the
study can cut through history, looking at a
variety of texts, genres and authors. The idea of
natural rights is in itself ahistorical, or at least it
is not historically contingent. Humans have
rights simply by virtue of being alive; this was
obviously a levelling and liberating notion to the
Romantics. White’s writing style is hugely
readable, and the figures he covers are so central
to the Romantic period that this book really is
essential reading for undergraduates and
researchers alike. The chapters cover the novel
of sensibility (Goldsmith, Mackenzie in

particular), and all the major writers (and some
lesser known) of the 1790s: Thomas Paine,
Edmund Burke, Mary Wollstonecraft, Thomas
Spence, William Laurence Brown, William
Godwin, John Thelwall, Thomas Holcroft,
Helen Maria Williams, Elizabeth Inchbald,
Robert Bage, Charlotte Smith, Eliza Fenwick,
Mary Hays, Blake and Wordsworth. This book
is a major achievement and I can only hope that
the author will extend his project into the
nineteenth century, and continue his impressive
exploration of natural rights.
Sharon Ruston
Keele University

Justin Clemens, The Romanticism of
Contemporary Theory: Institution,
Aesthetics, Nihilism. Aldershot:
Ashgate, 2003. Pp. 238. £45.
ISBN 0754608751.
‘The central contention of this book can be
stated very simply indeed: contemporary theory
is still essentially Romantic – despite all its
declarations to the contrary, and despite all its
attempts to elude or exceed the limits
bequeathed it by Romantic thought’. Such
simplicity belies, however, the complexity of
Clemens’ text, a text that is remarkable for its
various ‘repetitions-with-differences’, its
multiple rehearsals and recapitulations of its
own content, indeed, its superb formal study of
ramification, reticulation and, ultimately,
deferral; all of which must be read as an index to
the author’s good-faith attention to the features
of a Romanticism that he sees as
‘uncircumventable’. Indeed, by the end of the
text, the reader who has been propelled through
this compelling and, at times, brilliant weaving
of concentrated language and thought, numerous
numbered lists, and carefully tendered
paradoxical argumentation, may well feel that
they have been exposed to a reader’s experience
of the sublime. In all seriousness, this would
seem to be the point. There is, it seems, a certain
permissible sublimation that, for all the text’s
themes of aporia, dissimulation and
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impossibility (contextualised as ‘our’
contemporary Romantic inheritance), enables a
focus on what is more possibly the text’s most
important engagement: not Romanticism per se,
but a registering of the ways in which
Romanticism operates institutionally through the
primacy accorded to aesthetics, and maintained
by the universalised ideology of nihilism.
Clemens is neither acolyte nor antagonist of
Romanticism; he seeks neither to ‘exceed’ nor
‘elude’ Romanticism (both gestures, being, as he
points out, essentially Romantic anyway), but
rather to diagnose its operations; Clemens’ aim,
one might say, is ‘simply to analyse and delimit
the internal, ambiguous, and often very abstract
relations that institutions, aesthetics, and
nihilism entertain with each other in the
discourse of Romantic criticism’.
Clemens’ analysis of Romanticism is shared
across his investigation of what he sees as its
three ‘problems’: the problem of the university
(the aporia of its institution), the problem of
nihilism (the aporia of Romanticism’s self
diagnosis), and the problem of aesthetics (the
aporia of its proposed solution) – a troika
governing Romanticism’s continual
proliferation, or what Clemens sees as
Romanticism’s ‘capacity to turn its limits into its
own self-overcoming, an overcoming which
then itself posits a new limit to be overcome in
its turn’. Clemens diagnoses a naturalised
nihilism here, but, with this, also a profound
sense that Romanticism persists by what is, in
effect, an aesthetics of (self) misrecognition, a
consequence of Romanticism’s insistence on the
‘impossible’ – its obsession with ‘redefining
what it admits cannot be defined’. Such an
understanding of Romanticism – prepared by
Clemens through his assessment of Kantian
aesthetics and Nietzschean nihilism – as
focussed on this notion of impossibility, is
essentially what, for Clemens, links
Romanticism with contemporary theory. It must
be said that Clemens’ investment in theory is
very much indebted to the widely investigated
affinities between Romanticism and Continental
philosophy.
The theorists discussed, Deleuze and Guattari,
Jacques Lacan, Eve Kosofky Sedgwick, Ian
Hunter, and Alain Badiou, are each given a

chapter, and have been chosen by Clemens to
represent the ‘supersaturation’ of Romanticism.
Among these theorists are those not only hostile
to Romanticism but to each other as well; this
‘fact’ of their diversity argues all the better
Clemens’ overall claim when he finds them to
be ‘in fee’ to Romanticism despite themselves.
Although he omits detailed discussion of the
‘superstars’ of Romantic Continental ‘theory’
(Derrida, de Man, Lyotard, Baudrillard, Rorty,
Butler) Clemens’ does, nevertheless, persist to
read his sample of theorists by drawing on that
now familiar ‘toolbox’ of impossible and
aporetic ‘Continental’ non-concepts – his gaze,
thus, is irremediably Romantic, as is made clear
by his own declaration that Romanticism is
‘obsessed with difference, and with the
differences of differences … [h]ence tropes of
sublimity, silence, negation, catachresis,
allegory, [and] irony …’.
Throughout the twentieth century we have
often seen the Romanticism of aporia and
impossibility converted into a laudable ethical
regard for Otherness. Such an aporetic
Romanticism must also be balanced against the
similarly available possibility of conservatism,
bureaucracy, stasis, and more generally, the
naturalisation and mystification of power. In a
sense, then – and this is once again to
oversimplify Clemens’ multifaceted and poised
argument – Clemens’ text is notable for its
observation of this possibility in its
anatomisation
of
Romanticism’s
uncirumventable and unlocalisable force.
Clemens offers no answer as to alternatives to
Romanticism, but does proffer a contingent
program for the questioning of the sovereignty
of the aesthetics-nihilism-institution conjunction
that, by virtue of its dissembling misrecognitions
and paradoxes, constrains and prescribes the
University to a certain passivity in which, as
Clemens’ writes: ‘… it remains strictly speaking
undecidable whether such Romantic thought can
still offer a genuine way to think beyond its own
aporias, or whether its indefinitely exciting
quasi-apocalyptic hesitations are themselves
simple reflex moves of more trivial institutional
shifts’. Clemens’ position, it seems, is that we
are not in a position to answer this within the
academy when a response to Romanticism is
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always already governed by the aesthetic, moral,
and philosophical imperatives of Romanticism
itself.
Nicholas Wright
University of Canterbury, Aotearoa
New Zealand

from Substance to otherness, followed by a
return to itself as Subject’. He then turns his
sights toward the natural sciences. He first looks
at the Hôtel-Dieu and the way in which it
influences Xavier Bichat to ‘think of vitality as a
process, by which the non-vital gets converted to
the vital’. Next up is the British chemist
Humphry Davy and an examination of how his
insights into chemical processes position him ‘at
the origin of metatheory’. He finishes this
section with an exploration of Évariste Galois’s
mathematical genius, interweaving the theorems
and proofs for those who can appreciate them,
but then expertly summarizing the components
for those of us who find it expedient to skim the
complicated polynomial equations. In the third
section of the book, Chai examines the reactions
to Romantic theory from three different
perspectives: Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s attempt
at an awareness of metatheory ‘by means of a
Reason/Understanding distinction’, Mary
Shelley’s ‘impulse to conceptualize the external
as natural’, and finally Friedrich Hölderlin’s
reflections on ‘the limits of theory’ and the
‘capacity of Romantic theory to look beyond
itself’.
Chai excels at explicating difficult material
and then clarifying it in a concise and
comprehensible fashion. It is perhaps this
enviable ability that prompted him to begin his
quest to ‘see the way Romantic theory grew out
of particular material circumstances’ and then to
describe ‘the process by which it got from
circumstances to theory’. His scope is extensive,
but his conclusions are both erudite and
persuasive: 1) ‘For the Romantic period, we
might say that what theory meant, first of all,
was the dream of a power over things’; 2) ‘In
addition to whatever power it might convey over
things, theory for the Romantic period is equally
about creation’; 3) ‘Finally, what Romantic
theory exemplified most of all, perhaps, was a
sense of possibility’. This sense of possibility
prompts him to suggest that Romantic theory
‘isn’t just our past but, more important, a
possibility for our future’, which initiates the
following: ‘Here, then, was the crucial insight of
Romantic theory, the ultimate source of all its
possibility: the perception that in order to arrive
at a meaningful analysis of theory, you couldn’t

Leon Chai, Romantic Theory: Forms of
Reflexivity in the Revolutionary Era.
Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University
Press, 2006. Pp. 304. $55.00.
ISBN 0801883962.
Leon Chai has crafted an excellent monograph,
which should be required reading for those
interested in the theoretical underpinnings of the
Romantic period as well as Romantic scholars in
general. In order to get beyond what he calls the
‘the present theory impasse’, he felt it necessary
to ‘retrace the way we got here: to go back to the
source or sources of all modern theory’. For
Chai, the Romantic period initiated the
‘tendency toward self-reflexivity that we
identify as the hallmark of the modern’. Thus, in
a very immediate and codifiable way, he allows
his readers to see how these origins have laid the
groundwork for the theories that permeate our
academic culture today.
Most of the chapters begin with a historical
and contextual mise en scène, which provides
immediate access to the important theoretical
work about to commence. He examines the
theoretical zeitgeist of the Romantic age from a
number of different perspectives: mathematics,
chemistry, medicine, philosophy, religion and
literature.
Chai begins with Rousseau’s tomb, La
Nouvelle Héloise, and P. B. Shelley’s negativity
as an ‘assertion of the power of mind’ especially
in ‘its capacity to abolish what we perceive’. He
then examines Friedrich Wolf and Friedrich
Schlegel’s nostalgia for the lost perfection of
ancient Greece. He concludes the first section
with Napoleonic reflexivity and battle tactics at
Jena. In the second section, he begins with a
dazzling explication of Hegel’s Preface t o
Phenomenology of Spirit, ‘with its movement
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just think about it in relation to a particular field.
Instead, you had to think about theory on a more
general level, regardless of field, so as to be able
to say what would hold true for any given form
of theory.’ Chai adheres to this proposition
himself, thinking about theory not only on a
more general and pervasive level, but also
drawing upon his conclusions to become more
self-aware as to the current theoretical
stagnation. As such, he hopes that by revisiting
Romantic theory, we might be able to ‘recover
some of those sources of possibility we had
apparently lost’.
It should be understood that this monograph
isn’t simply about examining the groundwork of
Romantic theory; instead, this text attempts to
develop a way beyond the critical impasse he
describes in the first few pages and even to
propose ‘a new paradigm for Romantic studies’.
Whether or not that actually occurs is yet to be
seen. This text, though, has definitely set the
stage for just such an endeavor. Highly
recommended.
G. Todd Davis
Kentucky State University

of the subjects addressed in his eight substantial
chapters will also want to consult this work.
Jarvis’s coverage is impressive. The study
includes weighty chapters addressing the
political and economic scene, travel and
exploration, the literary marketplace, education
and the family, science, religion and ethics, the
sense of the past, and aesthetics and the visual
arts. Inevitably, in some areas, Jarvis is
providing a synthesis of past and recent critical
approaches to the culture of the Romantic period
for his readership, but in many others his
commentary goes well beyond the known and
familiar landscape of existing critical
commentaries, opening up new areas for further
research and enquiry.
Jarvis states as his aim in the introduction to
the volume is ‘to contextualise the modern
Romantic canon, a canon no longer monopolised
by a small number of male poets but including
novels and non-fictional prose (Romantic drama
is still uncommon on university syllabuses) as
well as poetry, by both male and female
authors.’ This study is therefore of great value
when complementing study of romantic period
writing that goes beyond the accepted canon and
to include women poets and novelists. The book
begins, of course, with an introduction to the
social and political scene of the period and the
‘master theme’ of the age, the French
Revolution. Jarvis provides an excellent and
succinct summary of the politics of the age, both
national and international, stressing the impact
of war and industrialization. Much of this
material is necessarily familiar though
repackaged in an accessible and engaging way.
More challenging is his second chapter
concerning travel and exploration, an area in
which Jarvis is, of course, one of our leading
scholars. This chapter admirably sets out the
global and international aspects of Romantic
period writing, engaging with recent arguments
concerning the construction of identity in the
period. Dealing with Europe, Africa, Oceania
and the East, Jarvis details the extraordinary
impact made by accounts of other cultures and
geographies for the Romantic mind. His
discussion of America is authoritative and, his
discussion of the East penetrates further than

Robin Jarvis, The Romantic Period:
The Intellectual and Cultural Context of
English Literature, 1789-1830. Harlow:
Longman, 2004. Pp. 219. Pb.: £25.99.
ISBN 0582382394.
There are a plethora of introductory accounts,
companions, readers and guides to the various
periods and movements of what we call English
literature aimed chiefly at the undergraduate
body. Romantic period literature is no exception
to this, and the numbers of background and
context books we have to select from in
constructing our course reading lists is
substantial. Robin Jarvis’s comprehensive
account of the intellectual and cultural
background of the Romantic period in that fine
and well-established series, Longman Literature
in English, should certainly be included on all
our lists as a wide-ranging and up-to date survey
of the subject. More than this, serious scholars
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much Orientalist criticism in taking in its
purview China and the Far East.
Jarvis’s economic and informative narrative of
the literary marketplace is invaluable in its
summary of the subject and its marshalling of
recent criticism and research by James Raven,
Clifford Siskin, Jon Klancher, William St Clair
and others. Probably less familiar, is his
treatment of the domestic arena, including
education (at all levels), courtship and marriage
and parent-child relationships. Jarvis confirms
that the environmentalist approach to childhood
is the one that is most often encountered in the
period, but he counsels against too monolithic a
perception of the child and provides a range of
differing views and attitudes. Jarvis’s discussion
of science in the Romantic period is particularly
impressive and one of the best and most exciting
chapters in the book. Again he weaves a
succinct and creditably thorough narrative
involving the period’s major scientific theories
and discoveries (there were an awful lot of
them), providing an excellent introduction to
topics such as the vitalist debate and the German
naturphilosophie. Throughout Jarvis stresses the
links between science and politics. Again his
discussions are thorough and move into
advanced and underexploited areas, such as, in
this case, his treatment of the ‘Transcendental
anatomy’ of Lorenz Oken in Germany and
Etienne Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire in France. The
impact of Geoffrey’s science on the second
generation of Romantic period writers and the
milieu they inhabited remains a much underresearched area.
Jarvis’s final three chapters address the
spectrum of religious thinking, Romantic
historicism and the visual arts. These are sound
and comprehensive introductions to their
subjects. Particularly noteworthy is Jarvis’s
discussion of Romantic historicism and the rise
of a new historical outlook in the period and the
ways in which Romantic writers elaborated
constructions such as the classical and the
primitive in fashioning a more sophisticated
historical consciousness. Similarly his treatment
of the place of art in an increasingly commercial
and industrial society is very valuable. Jarvis’s
lucid and engaging summaries of the debates
concerning the sublime and picturesque are

especially useful. The book is rounded off with a
chronology of events, historical, political and
literary which outlines publishing and political
synergies, as well as select bibliographies, and
notes on individual authors. Jarvis’s study of the
intellectual context of Romantic period literature
admirably fulfils its brief. It provides hugely
knowledgeable and informative discussions of
the background to the literary endeavour of the
time, as well as breaking new ground in
numerous areas. It is written in a highly
attractive and accessible style capable of
hooking the reader into its narrative of ideas,
events and personalities. It should feature as
essential reading on all our course lists and its
chapters are ones which we should ourselves
return to frequently to as a reminder of the
extraordinary literary and intellectual endeavour
of the period.
Peter J. Kitson
University of Dundee

Susan Staves, A Literary History of
Women’s Writing in Britain, 1660-1789.
Cambridge University Press, 2006.
Pp. 536. £85. ISBN 0521858658.
The most distinctive aspect of Susan Staves’s
new Literary History of Women’s Writing in
Britain is its commitment to evaluation as well
as description. Staves regards her account of
eighteenth-century women’s writing as ‘a
subspecies of the history of art’, and insists on
the importance of judging works according to
their aesthetic merits. In the first few pages of
the volume, she declares – with characteristic
forthrightness – that ‘I do not see why a person
like me who has spent the better part of forty
years immersed in Restoration and eighteenthcentury British literature and history should not
be capable of some useful discrimination
between a good eighteenth-century poem and a
bad one’. Throughout her volume she offers
high praise to many of the texts that she
discusses, from Anne Finch’s Miscellany Poems
(1713) (‘the most accomplished volume of
poems published by a woman between 1660 and
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1789’) to Frances Burney’s Cecilia (1782) (‘the
most ambitious and brilliantly successful book
of this period’). While some forgotten texts
receive extensive treatment because of their
literary merit – Mary Collyer’s novel, Felicia to
Charlotte (1744, 1749) represents just one case
in point – other works that now occupy a secure
position on many undergraduate syllabuses but
which fail to impress Staves – such as the fiction
of Eliza Haywood – receive scant attention.
Yet in spite of the emphasis that Staves places
on evaluation, she rarely indulges in any close
engagement with the more literary
characteristics of the texts that she praises.
Indeed, her critical analysis is often anodyne, as
when she observes, following a passage from
Burney’s Evelina (1778) which displays
Evelina’s family in all their excruciating
vulgarity, that ‘the reader is invited to
sympathize with the delicate Evelina as she
squirms under the humiliations of being
associated with such people’. Staves takes her
readers on a grand tour of the highlights of
eighteenth-century women’s writing without
pausing to explore in detail any of the sites that
she visits.
The tension between Staves’s desire to write
an evaluative, aesthetically-oriented literary
history and her apparent lack of inclination to
engage in detailed critical analysis of the texts
which fill that history is perhaps a result of the
ambiguous nature of her narrative’s intended
audience. Staves’s introduction suggests that her
history is aimed both at specialists and at new
students in the field of eighteenth-century
women’s writing. In fact, the history itself falls
just short of meeting the needs of either party.
By focusing on non-fictional prose as well as
more conventional literary genres, Staves does
make the important observation that ‘what
modern critics have supposed were omnipresent
constraints on women writers in this period were
merely the conventions of the domestic novel’.
However, the simplicity of much of Staves’s
analysis of texts, her tendency towards plot
summary, and the fact that she presents her
readers with very little new archival material
limits this history’s appeal to established
scholars. Inexperienced readers, however, may
often find her style too allusive. It is difficult to

know how an undergraduate with no depth of
reading in Restoration literature might assess
Staves’s claim that some of Aphra Behn’s plays
‘are hard to distinguish from those of mediocre
male contemporaries like Edwards Ravenscroft
or Thomas D’Urfey and her verse in
tragicomedy or tragedy is distinctly inferior to
Dryden’s or to Thomas Otway’s’, given that this
assertion is not substantiated by reference to the
plays themselves. Perhaps Staves’s history
would work best as a starting point for students
who are about to embark on a course in
eighteenth-century women’s writing (an
impression reinforced by the syllabus-like list of
key texts that prefaces each of the history’s
seven chronologically-arranged sections). It is to
be hoped that, under such circumstances,
Staves’s forthright expressions of opinion might
become provocative debating points for seminar
discussions, rather than maxims to be recycled
uncritically in student essays.
Staves’s monumental work is a kind of
evaluative encyclopaedia of eighteenth-century
women’s writing, designed to tempt novices to
discover the treasures offered by this field and
also to reflect the labours of a career spent
working in it. While Staves repeatedly asserts
that she aims to give priority to texts (rather than
authors’ biographies or pre-existing critical
conceptions about eighteenth-century literary
culture), it is actually Staves’s own relationship
with those texts that stands front and centre in
her literary history. One great advantage of such
an evaluative approach towards eighteenthcentury literary culture is that it seems to permit,
and even encourage, present-day readers to
decide for themselves whether or not they like
the way in which that culture is presented to
them.
Rebecca Bullard
Merton College, Oxford
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This escape is then exemplified by Raymond’s
second chapter, entitled ‘Lethe’s Shore: Mary
Shelley’s Sacred Horror’. Reminding us of
Dante’s influence on Shelley’s Mathilda –
Dante’s character, Matelda, has come through
purgatory and survived incest – Raymond argues
that Shelley rejects the patriarchal notion of
purgatory, speaking instead from a spectral,
uncanny, yet still living, space. Significantly to
Raymond’s reading, the publication history of
Mathilda ‘predicts its purgatory in oblivion’.
Mathilda’s feigned suicide and, later, her real
death, enable her to escape the traumatized
body, the role of incest victim silenced by death.
This story, which surpasses traditional
boundaries of physicality, subjectivity, and even
genre, serves as a means by which the abject can
inscribe and reify ‘voice’.
The textual voice is an important theme of
Raymond’s work; in chapter three, ‘Eating
Eternally Deeper: The Posthumous Voice in
Wuthering Heights’, she contends that, although
Emily Brontë’s Cathy lives life silenced by
domestic, patriarchal norms, she returns as a
ghostly waif to provide the ‘authority of the
novel’s text’. Lockwood initially discovers her
childhood books, then the names inscribed on
Cathy’s bedpost. Both of these linguistic traces
provoke his exploration of Cathy’s story, ‘eating
deeper’ into Brontë’s text. Although Lockwood
attacks the waif Cathy and attempts to lop off
her wrists, the very instruments of writing, her
writing digs ever deeper into the psyches of
Lockwood and Nelly, forming a posthumous
self elegy.
Chapter four, ‘Emily Dickinson as the
Unnamed, Buried Child’, explores conventions
of naming as forcing a home on quintessentially
homeless, abjected women and/or children.
Raymond historicizes her argument by referring
to Elizabeth Petrino’s finding that nineteenthcentury children who were too delicate, too
prone to death, were, like women on family
gravestones, never named. Reading poems like
‘I cried at Pity—not at Pain’, ‘Twas just this
time, last year, I died’, and ‘Because I could not
stop for Death’, Raymond argues that
Dickinson’s speakers unravel ‘the rubric of
gender’, gesturing toward its ultimately
performative nature.

Claire Raymond, The Posthumous
Voice in Women’s Writing from Mary
Shelley to Sylvia Plath . Aldershot:
Ashgate, 2006. Pp. 262. £50.
ISBN 9780754655350.
Raymond’s book fills a significant gap in the
study of ‘feminine’ elegy, even if, at times, it is
too heavily indebted to feminist theory of the
early 1990s. By focusing on posthumous elegies,
those written after the female narrators’ deaths
(or, at least, their social deaths), Raymond
argues that writing from outside a bodily
framework ironically gives women the very
voice denied them by their embodied nature.
Opposing herself to Kristevan readings of the
feminine as maternal and per-semiotic,
Raymond argues that the semiotic, the ‘textual’,
can work as a space in which the abject female
can finally gain a voice in her performance of
trauma.
This study refutes Marguerite Celeste Schenck
and Peter Sacks’s readings of elegy as
apprenticeship into the (male) literary canon. In
conversation with traditional elegists like
Milton, whose Lycidas presupposes his
canonical status, Raymond’s feminine elegists
‘feminize’, or rather deconstruct, both the elegist
(here a dead woman speaking to a future
audience) and the elegy (now a decidedly nonpastoral, often non-poetic, act). According to
Raymond, a self-awareness of its ‘presence as
text’, a form anticipating future readers instead
of more traditional listeners or sexualized
viewers, distinguishes the ‘feminine’ elegy from
other elegies by women writers.
Raymond sets up her argument both
ideologically and chronologically, an order I
find confusing. Her first chapter, entitled
‘Spectral Gardens: Pastoral Tradition and
Feminine Self-Elegy’, contrasts the posthumous
self elegy with the traditional form. Raymond
also sets up her second important argument, that
the topos of feminine posthumous elegy is not
the grave but, rather, an unsignified, uninscribed
arena. Thus, the feminine elegist can escape the
‘domestic and quotidian topoi’ that critics like
Stuart Curran have claimed are central to
Romantic women’s writing.
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This type of posthumous elegy contrasts
markedly with Christina Rossetti’s death lyrics,
in which the physicality of the body still features
prominently. Chapter five explores the
distinction between the heretofore mentioned
posthumous feminine elegies and Rossetti’s
lyrics, in which the power of the dead woman
remains ‘utterly connected to her body’s
beauty’.
Chapter five reads so much like a conclusion
that the appendage of chapter six, mainly about
Sylvia Plath’s ‘The Rabbit Catcher’, confuses
this reader. Raymond has already provided
many examples of posthumous self-elegy but
feels compelled to leave us with the image of
Sylvia Plath’s ‘Rabbit Catcher’, the dead rabbit
burrowing its hole for us, the audience, to find
and excavate. Although at times confusing in its
organization and use of theoretical jargon,
Raymond’s book provokes valuable questions
concerning genre, subjectivity and, perhaps most
importantly, the role of the literary audience.
Kathleen Béres Rogers
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill

‘sexuality because of masculine drives’. The
index is heavy on references to the Book of Thel
and to Visions of the Daughters of Albion –
sticking places for female and male readers
alike. But this is also a volume that demonstrates
the continuing ability of Blake to provoke, to
stimulate and to engage: it is full of discoveries,
of moments when new meanings emerge.
Introducing the collection, Helen Bruder recalls
how ‘The joyful recognition that I felt on
reading Blake was, sadly, not often experienced
during the hours I spent yawning over Blake
criticism.’ Taking their cue from Bruder’s own
path-breaking work, the thirty short essays that
make up this volume are never boring: the range
of voices significantly expands the familiar
tones and conventions of the critical debate.
In part this is because the collection draws
together several generations of Blake critics.
There are quite a few loose canons: seniority can
be liberating, as when Janet Warner (in an essay
written just before she died) admits of her
fictional recreation of Catherine Blake (a figure
who fascinates a number of Bruder’s
contributors): ‘I had to retire… before I wrote
it’. Germaine Greer’s view of the marriage of
Catherine and William is that ‘one soul
cannibalised the other. We shall never know
which cannibalised which.’ These essays
provide a history not just of feminist readings of
Blake, but also of women’s experience in
academe: there are memories of avoiding ‘taking
a class with Frye’, of being kissed by Geoffrey
Keynes. In the most personal essay in the
volume, Addie Stephen reflects on ‘How I
almost ruined my life by living Blake’: trying to
‘live out the visions of the Daughters of Albion’,
she finds, is a ‘very, very bad idea.’ Treading
perilously close to the admission that the
eighteenth century was right all along, this essay
presents a female reader who acts out what she
reads. But (avoiding one of Blake’s most
irritating habits) this volume offers ‘Women’
reading – not ‘Woman’. If Blake leads Stephen
to a puritan horror at sexuality, for Keith
Schuchard, Blake hands down to H. D. the
hidden sexual knowledge of the Moravian sect.
Tilottama Rajan describes how, reading in the
1970s, ‘Blake’s females… seemed to resist the
systematisations imposed on them by an

Helen P. Bruder, ed., Women Reading
William Blake. Basingstoke: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2007. Pp. 312. £50.
ISBN 1403997047.
‘But never underestimate Blake.’ Thus Irene
Tayler cuts short a narrative of Blake’s failings –
his assumption that women are the second sex,
his dependence on the metaphor of the veil (for
as Tayler reminds us, ‘apocalypse’ is the
removal of a veil). Typically Blake’s male and
female readers (from Anne Mellor to Nicholas
Williams) move from celebration to more
guarded and circumspect claims, sometimes to
outright ticking off. There are many such
moments of retraction and qualification in
Women Reading William Blake. Jacqueline
Labbe’s track ‘Towards an Ungendered
Romanticism’ is almost derailed by the
possibility that in writing Marie Antoinette,
‘Smith and Robinson privilege the mother
because they are mothers’ while Blake explores
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omniscient critical voice at odds with the pathos
of the poems’ inside views’. The most powerful
essays resist the temptation to replace an
allegorical psychomachia with other equally
reductive systematisations. Some of the most
valuable essays (Linkin, Connolly, Bruder,
Labbe, Dent) read Blake’s work in dialogue with
women writers (Cristall, Smith, Robinson, Anne
Flaxman, Anne Gilchrist). Others read gender
newly through new and old contexts: Hinduism
(Kruger), Lavater (Erle), Norse mythology
(O’Donoghue). In Claire Colebrook’s essay, the
concept of gender is rethought to allow a
revelatory discussion of the relationship between
Blake and Milton; in Eugenie Freed’s moving
account of reading under apartheid, a sexual
reading of ‘I saw a chapel’ is replaced by a
narrative of exclusion (Freed’s Blake, unlike
Schuchard’s, is hostile to secret sects). In June
Sturrock’s analysis of the figure of Brittannia,
the harlot is a figure of nation as well as
sexuality; Mary Lynn Johnson brilliantly
untangles Blake’s fused recreation of Mary and
Mary Magdalen. Perhaps my favourite essay is
Catherine L. McClenahan’s account of women’s
work, a piece that considers the ‘Human grapes’
at the last vintage as ‘female agricultural
workers, who worked long hours at
backbreaking work for very little pay.’ Oddly
mixing the social and the apocalyptic,
McClenahan assumes that everything that lives
is holy: even a ‘violent, powerful, threatening
figure such as Vala, Rahab, or Tirzah is not
simply ‘repulsive’ but ‘superb in the eloquence
of her defiance’. For McClenahan (as for Julia
Wright in another fine essay) Blake’s work is
fully dramatic: ‘the essential human/ humane
work is paying attention to the work of others
who support your existence and your pleasures.
The work is thinking, learning, and revisioning
your assumptions and conclusions’. This is a
collection that acts out these virtues: this
company of readers belongs both to Beulah and
to the intellectual war of Eternity.
Susan Matthews
Roehampton University

Morton D. Paley, The Traveller in the
Evening: The Last Works of William
Blake. Oxford University Press, 2003.
Pp. 352. £65. ISBN 0199255628.
Julia M. Wright, Blake, Nationalism
and the Politics of Alienation. Ohio
University Press, 2004. Pp. 280. £28.95.
ISBN 0821415190.
The Traveller in the Evening is not the wistful or
elegiac discussion of Blake’s late career that its
title might suggest. Paley is pragmatic
throughout, focussed on the elucidation of the
works under discussion, and the biographical
material is limited to clarification of the texts:
it’s about the ‘works’ not the ‘traveller’. Like
most modern Blake criticism, there is no attempt
to reveal an integrated thinker. Rather, Paley
states from the outset that Blake’s system was
never stable, and that Blake tends not to
systematize within his later works, although
those works do show an increased affinity for
Gnosticism. This is about as close as Paley gets
to having a thesis about the later Blake. What
follows instead is a measured, informed and
informative discussion of the later – and in many
cases less-well known – works by Blake,
considered on a case-by-case basis.
This is not a hermeneutically ambitious book,
the chapters are not interdependent, and it is
straightforward, therefore, to describe its
contents. Paley delivers substantial discussions
of the following works: Blake’s illustrations to
Thornton’s Virgil (chapter 1); the work formerly
known as L a o c o ö n (chapter 2); Blake’s
illustrations to The Divine Comedy (chapter 3);
and ‘The Bible’ (chapter 4), though this last
chapter is not a general discussion of that
massive topic, and in reality equates to the sum
of its five subsections on The Everlasting
Gospel, The Ghost of Abel; Illustrations of the
Book of Job; Genesis and Enoch; and Blake’s
comments on Thornton’s translation of The
Lord’s Prayer. In addition to the main chapters
there is an introduction containing a short
comparative discussion of the early F o r
Children: The Gates of Paradise and the late
For the Sexes: The Gates of Paradise. At the
34

end of the book, Paley provides a supplementary
note on Blake’s ‘Visionary Heads’.
The book is largely constituted of plate-byplate commentaries on the works in question.
This is a descriptive rather than an analytical
work that proceeds by drawing our attention to
things we might not have noticed, and by
informing us of contexts that we might not know
about. Its strength lies in making us look more
carefully at its subject matter, and it therefore
needs to be read alongside reproductions of the
works in question. Paley is scholarly and
pedagogical: he quotes from appropriate
sources, points out historical analogues, refers us
to the Bible and Milton, and mentions the
comments of other critics. It is not really a book
to read from cover to cover, but works more like
a reference work. This is quite explicitly the
case at times, such as at the conclusion of the
discussion of the Dante illustrations when Paley
provides a five page ‘concordance to the
numbering of the designs’ allowing readers to
interrelate the differently-numbered editions of
the prints.
The chapter on Laocoön offers a characteristic
example of Paley’s method. He points out that
Blake’s work should rightly be called hy & His
Two Sons Satan & Adam. He describes the
Greek myth and the biblical origins of the Angel
of the Divine Presence. He describes Napoleon’s
‘acquisition’ of the statue, and discusses
contemporary interest in it, along with a range of
other depictions of the statue from different
historical periods. He makes the interesting
suggestion that Blake’s engraving may have
been a rejected commission. He talks about the
difficulties of transcription of Blake’s engraving,
and whether the work should be read in columns
or at random. In short, the chapter presents
plenty of contexts for understanding, and draws
our attention to important issues that we might
not have previously noticed (such as the role of
female figures within the work). The Traveller
in the Evening is not a strong interpretive
engagement with the texts in an attempt to
wrestle with their meanings. Instead, the
discussion is patient and non-confrontational,
and in many respects similar to the
programmatic discussion of Paley’s earlier

Apocalypse and Millennium in English
Romantic Poetry.
We are presented with a quite different sort of
book in Julia Wright’s Blake, Nationalism, and
the Politics of Alienation. This is a work in
which theoretical reflection on Blake’s work is
primary. Wright’s discussion generally proceeds
by setting out theoretical models in relation to
contemporary contexts, and then moving into
readings of particular Blake texts in the light of
these models. In particular, Wright connects the
idea of defamiliarization (as derived from
Shklovsky) to a Marxian concept of alienation
as a means to thinking about the relationship
between political resistance and formal / generic
heterogeneity and nonconformity in Blake’s
books. Using these and related concepts, Wright
thinks carefully about the contrast between
community and society, about the promotion of
commercial and military enterprises, about how
these issues relate to nationalist discourses, and
how the defamiliarizing effects of art are a
means to make these discourses visible and
thereby contestable. In the course of this
discussion Wright engages (respectfully) with a
range of critics including Homi Bhabha,
Georges Bataille, John Barrell, and Tilottama
Rajan, a list that should give some sense of the
work’s orientation.
The question of form is central to the question
of discourse, and Wright develops her argument
by bringing into focus the different ways in
which Blake subverts homogenizing discourses.
Sometimes this takes place via characters
refusing the social roles that have been assigned
to them (or by which they have been
interpellated – Althusser is a presence
throughout), while at other times it occurs
through Blake’s engagement with the figurations
of contemporary discourses (such as the political
body). Within these contexts, Wright writes
helpfully on the alienation of the reader. This
alienation occurs as Blake puts his reader
constantly on the edge of systems while offering
no surrogate within those systems with whom
the reader can identify. The space in which
Blake puts the reader is, Wright argues,
transgressive, and potentially revolutionary.
The first chapter focuses on Laocoön and the
questions of linearity, classicism, and
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progressive notions of history and art. Blake is
shown to refute such concepts via the nonlinearity (of both form and content) of his
Laocoön. Wright concludes this chapter with the
wonderful suggestion that Blake’s conflict with
linearity is figured in Laocoön’s struggle with
the serpents. This refutation of linearity is
developed in chapter two in relation to models
of culture (gothic vs. Augustan) and
contemporary debates about antiquarianism in
relation to nationalism. Wright recuperates
Poetical Sketches, then opens out the discussion
in relation to Urizen and Milton in which the
‘the poet must evade the national narrative that
he helped to produce’, particularly classicism
and its attendant literary genres. In the third
chapter the alienation of the reader (mentioned
above) comes into play via the narratives of
Visions, America, and Europe, each of which
embodies or provides a different kind of
alienation. Wright’s hope is that the text will
leave the reader ‘in the space in which
revolutionary transgressions of homogeneous
societies are possible’.
Chapter four moves away from the question of
nationalism and focuses on the voice of women
in America and Europe, and the possibilities that
those texts offer for female figures to break out
of their culturally-assigned roles as biological
and verbal reproducers. Chapter five returns in
more detail to the figure of Milton and his
rehabilitation as a national hero, and examines
Blake’s struggle to engage with that
rehabilitation via the question of contemporary
imperialist political iconography. In the final
chapter Wright develops what she calls a
‘vital/viral’ paradigm as a means to think about
how political agitation is viewed as a kind of
disease in the period, and about how texts are
thought to infect their reader’s consciousness.
Wright is interested in the idea of inoculation,
and of how, in trying to ideologically vaccinate
his reader, Blake begins to deploy a version of
the very disease that he is fighting against. For
Wright this means that the later epics—Milton
and Jerusalem—begin to employ the hegemonic
systematizing strategies that they contest.
J e r u s a l e m is therefore not the liberating
visionary culmination of Blake’s career, but
instead, as ‘Blake’s most “consolidated” work

[…] also his most tyrannical, plotting the
assimilation of the globe into his own political
and religious vision’. The ideological tyranny
that begins to emerge in Wright’s later Blake
provides a marked contrast to the unsystematic
set of late works that Paley has analyzed,
prompting further questions of the
interrelationship between Blake’s later written
forms and ideological goals
Jonathan Roberts
University of Liverpool

Steve Clark and Jason Whittaker, eds.,
Blake, Modernity and Popular Culture.
Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan,
2007. Pp. 240. £45. ISBN 100230008445
Blake Studies have lately taken a collective turn.
Last year saw the appearance of two other fine
volumes co-edited by Steve Clark, The
Reception of Blake in the Orient (Continuum)
and Blake, Nation, Empire (Palgrave). Also,
Palgrave have just published Women Reading
William Blake, the collaborative attempt of
thirty females to tickle the trout of Blakean
gender. A case of safety in numbers? More
likely, Blake throws up challenges which no
individual can hope to resolve alone. The
paradox at the heart of Blake, Modernity and
Popular Culture certainly warrants collective
consideration, because it is curious that while
critics worry about Blake’s ‘strangeness’ and his
‘odd... incorporation into the canon’ Blake’s
‘afterlife outside the academy’ has, since the
Second World War, been one of easy and
abundant postmodern proliferation.
In various ways over half the collection’s
fifteen contributors are exercised by this teaser,
with Mark Lussier’s ‘Blake beyond
Postmodernity’ explicitly contrasting his waning
canonicity with the fact that ‘within a very
different and enriched textual environment
(advertising, cinema, comic books, non-fiction
prose and dedicated websites) Blake’s influence
ripples’ widely. The concept of ‘citational
presence’ is useful in illuminating both Blake’s
problematic deployment within a consumerist
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counterculture as well as the startling ‘range of
Blake’s appeal to filmmakers’. Lussier’s other
interest – in Blake and the new physics –
appears in Susan Matthews’ engagement with
Philip Pullman, which is full of unlikely
delights, not least Matthews’ demonstration that
the Blake conjured by Pullman’s atheist magic is
one whose esoteric predilections are
resoundingly populist: revelation and
redemption for all. Moreover, Pullman pulls off
‘the seemingly impossible... presenting Blake’s
reading of Milton to a mass audience’. Other
arguments sparkle less. James Keery’s look at
‘Blake and Contemporary British Poetry’ is
especially disappointing. With such abundance
one can only marvel that he settled upon Iain
Sinclair and J. H. Prynne.
Better explained, and more substantial,
comparisons are offered by Matt Green and
Christopher Ranger, who look at Salman
Rushdie and Angela Carter respectively. The
Marriage of Heaven and Hell is a key text for
each and though exposition is workmanlike,
their conclusions are convincing: ‘Friendly
Enemies’ seems an apt summation. Of course
the question of what popular culture is bubbles
under these chapters, as it does under Mark
Douglas’s ‘Queer Bedfellows: William Blake
and Derek Jarman’. The title leads one to expect
comment on a genuinely live debate over
Blake’s status as a queer icon, but Douglas only
gestures at the totemic possibilities of ‘Glad
Day’, his interest being in diffuse questions of
dissent, tradition, Englishness, and Jarman’s
many ‘uses of Blake’.
Michelle Gompf by contrast offers an
incontestably pop-culture Blake, as she amply
illustrates the profusion of Blakean motifs –
verbal and visual – in Thomas Harris’s
‘Hannibal Lecter’ trilogy. Hers is a committed
offering but she swallows whole Harris’s
sensationalist and macho diabolism – a hooky
creed galaxies away from the subtle theology
beautifully distilled in Jason Whittaker’s ‘From
Hell: Blake and Evil in Popular Culture’. His
reminder that Blake was ‘a profoundly moral
writer’ who judged ‘himself... a Christian
prophet’, and his insistent gendering of the
Blakeish devils who haunt J. G. Ballard,
Michael Dibdin and Alan Moore, are just two

strengths of this fantastic essay. Another
enjoyable piece is Wayne Glausser’s
refreshingly lucid attempt to answer that
seemingly simple, but in truth well nigh
impossible, question, ‘What are we to make of
Blake’s claim that he had visions?’. Psychiatry,
drugs and mysticism enlighten (somewhat).
The six remaining, paired, chapters look at the
modern and the popular historically. Edward
Larrissy and Steve Clark address the ‘early
twentieth century’, which Larrissy says ‘values
something ardent, forceful, suggestive and
eloquent in Blake’s aesthetic’. The chapter is a
variant of the Introduction to his Blake and
Modern Literature (Palgrave, 2006), so usefully
touches many literary bases. Clark’s essay is
touching too. Driven by a declared love for T. S.
Eliot he asks us to rethink the standard picture of
the poet’s snooty dismissal of Blake’s craft. In
context, Clark insists, Eliot’s remarks ‘are far
more ambiguous’.
Victorian views are sifted by Colin Trodd and
Shirley Dent, who populate the period with a
pleasingly diverse cast. Trodd’s essay is a taxing
read but pivots on the argument that for fans and
detractors alike Blake was a ‘celebrated
example’ of ‘the artist who is (too) close to his
vision’. The notion that we ‘find in’ Blake’s
‘works inscriptions of his identity’ leads neatly
onto Dent’s account of the supersensitive
affinity those famous elitist Victorian Blakeists
(the Gilchrists, Swinburne, the Pre-Raphaelites)
felt they had with their hero. This possessive
exclusivity is well shown, and better still Dent
represents the views of some lesser known
figures too – like the pit-poet and Blake editor
Joseph Skipsey, who ‘struck a far more populist
note’.
Two further chapters explore popular culture
during Blake’s lifetime. Historicists would
appreciate more of this, and will value the
contributions of G. S. Rosso and David Worrall.
Rosso’s interest is in the political dimension of
Blake’s apocalyptic theology as revealed in his
designs for Edward Young’s Night Thoughts,
and three popular contemporary contexts bolster
Rosso’s persuasive argument: the popularity of
that poem itself, the radical millenarian
subcultures of the 1790s and Anglo-Indian
history paintings of the same period. An
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interesting case, deftly made – though the hottest
historical ticket is Worrall’s suggestive ‘Blake
In Theatreland: Fountain Court and Its Environs’
which shows how Blake’s last London home
located him slap-bang in the middle of a
‘subterranean culture of poetry, music and
song’. The radical press was there too, and loose
convivial networks of artists and actors
flourished nearby – and Worrall offers much
fascinating speculation about how all this
‘spurred’ Blake ‘to reassess and recalculate
where his own skills lay in relation to this
swiftly changing popular culture’.
‘Blake is there for the taking’ says Shirley
Dent and this collection provides plenty of clues
about why there have recently been so many
takers.
Helen P. Bruder
Witney, Oxfordshire

other Romantic life-writing. Alluding lightly to
Rousseau as he declares his own intention to
‘tell the plain truth, and nothing but the truth’,
Hogg goes on to promise ‘an autobiography,
containing much more of a romance than mere
fancy could have suggested’.
The unusual combination of plainness and
romance is perhaps the defining feature of
Hogg’s memoir. Readers travel with Hogg from
the pastoral vignette of the poet as an eight-yearold cowherd in the Scottish Borders, falling
asleep on the lap of a ‘rosy-cheeked maiden’ for
the comfort of her pitying tears, to his gritty
struggles to get his work published in the polite
literary milieu of Edinburgh in the 1810s and
1820s. Though he sometimes gets bogged down
in practical details, Hogg’s proud emphasis on
the quantity of his writing and what he was able
to earn is poignant given the slippery
transactions of the publishers with whom he had
to deal. What emerges most impressively from
this ‘life’, however, is the sheer force of Hogg’s
personality – his determination, irrepressible
self-belief, and humour. His ‘Reminiscences of
Former Days’ present his encounters with a
gallery of famous contemporaries, including
Scott, Southey, and Wordsworth – whom Hogg
at first mistook for a ‘celebrated horse-dealer of
the same name’. According to ‘the little opiumchewer’, De Quincey, Wordsworth did not
recognise Hogg as a ‘poet’ either, though he
would later reminisce of the Ettrick Shepherd as
his guide to the Yarrow valley in his ‘Extempore
Effusion on the Death of James Hogg’.
In her excellent introduction, Hughes explains
the genesis of Altrive Tales (1832) as the first of
a projected twelve-volume collection of prose
tales – part of Hogg’s attempt to become a
collected author like Scott. She also teases out
some of the ways in which Hogg appropriates
literary conventions – for example, his use of the
roadside conversion of spiritual autobiography
in his account of his own poetic calling, on first
hearing ‘Tam o’ Shanter’ recited on a hillside.
Hughes suggests intriguing links between
Hogg’s life-writing and the fictional lives in the
tales which follow – the Defoe-like ‘Adventures
of Captain John Lochy, written by himself’,
‘The Pongos: A Letter from Southern Africa’
and ‘Marion’s Jock’. The latter can be counted

Gillian Hughes, ed., James Hogg,
Altrive Tales. Edinburgh University
Press, 2005. Pp. 293. Pb.: £8.99.
ISBN 0748620877.
James E. Barcus, ed., James Hogg,
Mador of the Moor. Edinburgh
University Press, 2005. Pp. 130. £40.
ISBN 0748618074.
Altrive Tales and Mador of the Moor are
volumes 13 and 16 of The Collected Works of
James Hogg (Stirling/South Carolina Research
Edition), a substantial publishing project which
has recently passed its half-way stage under the
general editorship of Douglas S. Mack and
Gillian Hughes. Opening with Hogg’s ‘Memoir
of the Author’s Life’, Gillian Hughes’ splendid
paperback edition of Altrive Tales will appeal to
readers with an interest in Romantic
autobiography as well as short stories. From the
engaging opening lines of his ‘Memoir’ (‘I like
to write about myself: in fact, there are few
things which I like better…’), James Hogg’s
‘good-natured egotism’ makes a refreshing
change from the stifling strain of revelation and
apology in Rousseau’s Confessions and much
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among Hogg’s finest stories. While ‘The
Pongos’, an early version of the Tarzan story,
reassesses education, manners, primitivism, and
perceptions of the sublime savage, ‘Marion’s
Jock’ (from Hogg’s novel of 1822, The Three
Perils of Man) features an almost cannibalistic
feast in the Scottish hills. Here, a hungry young
shepherd slaughters his master’s most prized
ewe and relishes dining on her flesh. The
paperback edition of Altrive Tales has plenty to
make this palatable – a chronology of Hogg’s
life and a select bibliography, as well as original
illustrations, illuminating editorial notes, a
glossary of Scots terms, and an index for the
Memoir and Reminiscences, which make it ideal
for teaching and research.
The Mador of the Moor comes from an earlier
moment in Hogg’s career. Published in 1816, it
followed Hogg’s first major success T h e
Queen’s Wake (1813). Though it is not Hogg’s
most accomplished poem, Mador of the Moor
demonstrates Hogg’s experimental use of the
Spenserian stanza (popularized recently by
Byron’s Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage of 1812)
and the minstrel figure. Whereas The Queen’s
W a k e had an array of high- and low-born
Scottish bards performing at the court of the
young Mary, Queen of Scots, Mador of the
Moor takes the king to the countryside. The
eponymous hero is a king who disguises himself
as a minstrel and enjoys roaming in rural
society. Following the king’s disappearance
during a hunting party in Canto I, the wandering
minstrel, Mador, appears in Canto II, charming
and seducing the beautiful maid, Ila Moore, who
is subsequently found to be pregnant. In the
closing fifth Canto, the king discovers Ila’s
situation and decides to marry her, forsaking the
royal court for a quiet life of domestic felicity.
James Barcus observes in his introduction that
Hogg’s Mador conflates two figures from
Scottish history – from the fourteenth century,
Robert II, the first Stuart king, who eventually
married his former mistress and legitimised their
children, and James V, his sixteenth-century
successor, who travelled in disguise to
investigate the welfare of his people. However,
the full implications of these historical parallels
are not made clear.

The personal resonance of Mador’s choosing a
quiet rural life over his restricted existence at
court is elucidated more successfully. Drawing
on critical reviews, Barcus gives a useful sense
of Hogg’s own experience as an ‘outsider’
exploring new literary territory and facing
prejudice, as when an English reviewer assumed
that, being Scottish, Hogg was ‘not very well
acquainted with our literature’ and ‘could not be
supposed to possess that wide and perfect
knowledge of the language which such a
reduplication of sounds requires’. In countering
this view of Hogg’s ignorance, Barcus suggests
that Hogg’s poem is not only in dialogue with
Scott’s Lady of the Lake, questioning Scott’s
value system by asserting the natural dignity of a
peasant girl, but that it also has intertextual
relationships with Milton and Pope. Again, more
developed discussion of these literary
connections would have been welcome –
particularly also situating Hogg’s Mador in
relation to other eighteenth-century and
Romantic representations of minstrels. There is
a further surprising omission in the editorial
notes. Hogg’s opening address to the River Tay,
beginning ‘Thou Queen of Caledonia’s
mountain floods’, is glossed with reference to
Robert Burns’ praise for the Tay in ‘Written in
the Inn at Kenmore’, while a more obvious
allusion to Wordsworth is missed. Surely
Hogg’s ‘Majestic wanderer of the wilds and
woods’ alludes to Wordsworth’s address to the
‘sylvan Wye’ as ‘Thou wanderer through the
woods’ in his ‘Lines written a few miles above
Tintern Abbey’?
Janette Currie’s essay on ‘Hogg’s Literary
Friendships with John Grieve and Eliza Izlett’
sheds light on the role of Hogg’s close
supporters, while Suzanne Gilbert’s interesting
‘Appendix on the Popular Context’ points out
Hogg’s use of disguise from ballads such as
‘The Gaberlunzie Man’, and suggests possible
connections, for example, between Hogg’s
‘Palmer’ figure and the Wandering Jew of
Percy’s Reliques. There are useful insights
throughout the volume, but over all, the various
parts of the editorial apparatus needed to be
more tightly drawn together and clearly
explained.
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I found Altrive Tales the more enjoyable of the
two volumes, but both editors have certainly
done valuable service in bringing to a wider
audience more work by one of the most
interesting and varied authors of the Romantic
age.
Meiko O’Halloran
Newcastle University

appropriations. Hugh Underhill examines the
affinity of William Cowper and Bloomfield,
advancing the intriguing claim that the
discursive Cowper supplies one origin of
modern poetry—Cowper, that is, as modified by
populist Bloomfield and taken up by Thomas
Hardy. The reader may feel moved to make a
parallel assertion in the case of Clare: John
Ashbery has claimed him as kindred.
Tim Fulford and Debbie Lee address the
opportunity and fiasco of Bloomfield’s
patronage by the vaccination pioneer Edward
Jenner. They argue that, with Jenner’s
commission of ‘Good Tidings; or, News from
the Farm’, Bloomfield could assert afresh the
natural virtue of country life and the worth of
rural wisdom. But, like Bloomfield’s first patron
Capel Lofft, Jenner demanded that the poet
submit to intrusive editorial interference. Fulford
and Lee’s willingness to scrutinize all sides of
this episode in Bloomfield’s career distinguishes
in a different fashion Donna Landry’s
examination of georgic ecology. While she
endorses the georgic’s ideal of laborious
stewardship, she also casts an unsentimental eye
on the very idea of the unsentimental eye. By
acknowledging the place of violence in human
relations to the land, georgic may promote a
salutary realism, but this realism is impotent
against unrestrained greed. Landry instances
Clare’s ‘Swordy Well’. Kevin Binfield finds in
Bloomfield’s metonymic representation of farm
life an ethic of variety that dynamically
complicates the sense of confinement that such
circumstances might imply.
Bloomfield wrote in the shadow of war with
France. Scott MacEathron performs a
fascinating reading of ‘On Seeing the Launch of
the Boyne’ (1791), dedicated to Bloomfield’s
shipwright father-in-law. What is extraordinary
in this youthful poem is its elision of battle even
as it praises a ninety-eight-gun warship: the poet
imagines the vessel foundering in a storm.
McEathron connects this oddity with something
like Gorji’s sense of the automatic foreclosure
on a ‘peasant-poet’s’ prospects. The obviousness
of Bloomfield’s recoil from history
acknowledges history’s force, whether
personally or nationally considered. Several
articles look at how Bloomfield tried to bridge

Simon White, John Goodridge, and
Bridget Keegan, eds., Robert
Bloomfield: Lyric, Class, and the
Romantic Canon. Bucknell University
Press, 2006. Pp. 315. $58.50.
ISBN 0839756298.
Simon White, John Goodridge and Bridget
Keegan are to be praised for bringing together a
collection of essays focused on Robert
Bloomfield. Suffolk-born Bloomfield achieved
fame for The Farmer’s Boy (1800). Having been
a rural worker, he became a London shoemaker.
Robert Bloomfield: Lyric, Class, and the
Romantic Canon makes us respect the poet
unsentimentally as he fought—to adapt White’s
phrasing—to come to terms with his fate.
What was this fate? Impercipient human
beings ordained it. Mina Gorji notes that a
labourer-poet had to contend with ‘the narrative
of failure’ that had cultural currency through
works such as Gray’s ‘Elegy.’ Patrons and
readers both subscribed to this myth. Gorji
performs a fine reading of John Clare’s ‘Moles’,
in which Clare revises these expectations,
exempting Bloomfield from the false doom
implicit in one reading of his life. Wordsworth
may have confronted fears resembling
Bloomfield and Clare’s when he wrote his
darkly epitaphic ‘Lucy’ poems.
Gorji’s article is typical of the volume, in its
disposition to compare Bloomfield with salient
writers. Tim Burke considers Bloomfield’s
Banks of the Wye (1811) in light of
Wordsworth’s famous ‘Lines’ (1798). Burke
detects in Bloomfield considerable openness to
Monmouthshire’s cultural hybridity, with
resistance to the tourist’s Picturesque
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the gulf between Suffolk and London, while
preserving energies of self-transformation. John
Goodridge finds in the recollection of women’s
storytelling a means by which both Bloomfield
and Clare might connect their arduous roots to
the world of polite poetry: Goodridge detects,
moreover, a new respectfulness in these men’s
accounts of such storytelling. Simon White
scrutinizes ‘To My Old Oak Table’, noting that
this adjunct becomes the token of Bloomfield’s
continuing commitment to labour, although it is
now indoor rather than outdoor work.
William J. Christmas argues that Bloomfield’s
verse, whose outward features inclined it to
conservative understandings, incorporated
enough liberal sentiment to open it, even at the
time of publication, to two-fold reception. Bruce
Graver contrasts early and late illustrations of
The Farmer’s Boy, noting the almost Blakean
sensuality of the first frontispiece and
subsequent retrenchment of any discomfort,
whether erotic or political, that the pictures
might provoke. Bridget Keegan troubles our
sense of Bloomfield’s religion; his wife was a
disciple of the millenarian Johanna Southcott. At
his death, this memorable line of verse lay in his
pocket: ‘Thou art my God! Thou art the God of
May!’ But John Lucas notes Bloomfield’s
celebration of May Day and its hospitality was
already elegiac. In keeping with the tendency of
the volume as a whole, B. C. Bloomfield’s
concluding checklist of his namesake’s
publications conveys, in bibliographic form, the
hard poetry of history and of fate.
Eric Miller
University of Victoria, Canada

contribution to Romantic scholarship and, more
recently, trauma studies. The volume contains an
essay by Hartman (‘The Wordsworthian
Enlightenment’) and the transcript of a wideranging interview conducted by Cathy Caruth.
The introduction by editors Helen Elam and
Frances Ferguson takes Nietzsche’s warning in
The Gay Science about glibly ‘saying that life is
opposed to death’ as inspiration for remarks on
the importance of death in Hartman’s reading of
Wordsworth. Blanchot, Kafka and Freud are
some of the proper names then used to find unity
among the gathered essayists. For a British
reader, the focus on thresholds, borders and ‘the
untellable’ might feel like a throwback to a time
before history—particularly when an especially
gloomy and Heideggerian version of Paul de
Man appears through the mist. But it also serves
as a reminder that many (high) theoretical
questions did not disappear simply because
people started looking in the other direction.
Theory seems, instead, to have developed an
altogether different tone.
The kind of linguistic ‘wounding’ discussed in
the introduction is given a more bodily emphasis
than the abstractions readers might remember
from the 80s and early 90s. There is a new sense
that the subject has been bloodied and bruised
by the real world rather than clinically split by a
metaphysician in a white coat. Gerald L. Bruns,
in this vein, surveys Romantic and postRomantic poetic thought as a search for ways to
express the knowledge contained in feeling. He
explores subjectivity as a site of relation,
including relation to loss. Hopkins, Valery,
Ponge, Rilke and Cezanne are discussed, and the
unspoken sponsor is, in all likelihood, the
phenomenologist of the flesh, Merleau-Ponty.
That his name is never mentioned and is entirely
missing from the index is slightly peculiar.
Kevis Goodman’s ‘Making Time for History’
sees Wordsworth, after Hartman, as a poet
interested in the unremarkable and un-traumatic.
Rather than an elaborate series of defences
against history or influence, Wordsworth’s
poetry is one of ‘ordinary’ feelings. This
perspective is given an almost parallel treatment
by Donald Marshall, who in ‘Writing Criticism’
rethinks Wordsworthian ‘transcendence’ as an
attempt to engage the world rather than escape

Helen Regueiro Elam and Frances
Ferguson, eds., The Wordsworthian
Enlightenment: Romantic Poetry and
the Ecology of Reading. Baltimore:
John Hopkins University Press, 2005.
Pp. 384. £36.50. ISBN 0801881870.
The Wordsworthian Enlightenment: Romantic
Poetry and the Ecology of Reading collects
essays in celebration of Geoffrey Hartman’s
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or deny history. The Wordsworthian
Enlightenment thus does much to source
contemporary criticism to Hartman’s work on
the interaction between the apocalyptic and
prosaic.
Two essays – Hillis Miller’s ‘Rachel When
from the Lord’ on Proust, and Patricia Parker’s
‘Sound Government, Polymorphic Bears: The
Winter’s Tale and other Metamorphoses of Eye
and Ear’ – may strike Romanticists as a stretch
for a book of this kind. However, the authors
tacitly acknowledge the reach of Hartman’s
work whilst demonstrating how theory can avoid
empty and predictable generalisations. It is also
heartening to see theoretically inclined criticism
looking to the thought of poetry (even if
translated by theory) rather than philosophy. The
expression ‘poetic thinking’ no longer sounds
like the flimsy, if upbeat, conclusion to an
article.
The value of T h e Wordsworthian
Enlightenment lies in its insistence that Hartman
is in a living relationship with Wordsworth,
rather than simply a learned expert on an
historically delimited authorship. No cries of
mystification accompany this claim. Instead,
both poet and reader are released from
subservience to philosophers – even from
Nietzsche, who is otherwise all over the book.
Elam and Ferguson have produced an unusual
collection. If at times the introduction reverts to
the old terminology of fissures and nonpresence, it reveals a new sensitivity to the pain
implicit in such an idiom. Moments of
unintentionally comical earnestness even signal
the urgent need for the fresh modes of critical
thinking this book does so much to encourage:

bloodless abstraction and mawkish
sentimentality. Until now, criticism has used
dryness as a defence against the perceived
dangers of Romantic ‘emotionalism’. But the
increasingly unrecognisable void between head
and heart in so much scholarship gives the lie to
any so-called objectivity that might have been
achieved. There is plenty to explore between the
chilly poles of discipleship and opposition. It is
just possible that academic writing will warm to
thoughts and feelings that for a long time it has
refused to express.
Stuart Allen
Auburn University

Simon Jarvis, W o r d s w o r t h ’ s
Philosophic Song.
Cambridge
University Press, 2007. Pp. 267. £45.
ISBN 9780521862684.
Thinking about our experience of reading and
imagining is a task often neglected by literary
critics, preoccupied as we are with the discovery
of ways of translating the content of a text. In
particular, those methodologies rooted in
historical approaches have distracted us from the
reading experience, giving us a set of codes by
which we can decipher texts at the expense of
our own attentive close readings. The new
formalism, which seems to have been on the
brink of coming into vogue for the last twenty
years, fails to redress the problems historicism
has created in readers partly because it replaces
contextual codes for formal ones: neither
methodology privileges our relationship with the
text. Jarvis’ Wordsworth’s Philosophic Song is a
rare example of a study that successfully moves
beyond the historicist/formalist wars by
carefully and self-consciously close reading not
only Wordsworth’s poems and prose, but also
the numerous philosophical, social and political
sources used here to illuminate such work. Such
an approach is implemented in part through his
particular method of citing quotations:
throughout he omits the proper names of the
critics to which he refers in order to prevent the
reader ‘allowing the name of an authorship to

The underlying dramatic element of a wellconducted interview is its own interplay
between visibility and audibility (one is
present to one another, yet rendered present
primarily in the mode of speech). The
interview replays, in a distant yet telling
way, the interactions between listening and
speaking that the Boy of Winander episode
stirs.
The bathos of a passage like this suggests that
something important is missing between
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usurp the consideration which should be given
to the thoughts contained in it.’ This strategy is
remarkably helpful, freeing the reader from a
constant desire to turn to the back of the book
and instead focusing him or her on the substance
of the argument made (all references are, of
course, meticulously noted if the reader should
wish to read otherwise). Jarvis similarly
liberates Wordsworth’s poetry, illustrating that
his ‘philosophic song’ is neither a system nor a
method, but, as the phrase implies, a song that is
philosophical, a poem that requires thinking
through. For Jarvis this means ‘that a different
kind of thinking happens in verse – that instead
of being a sort of thoughtless ornament or
reliquary for thinking, verse is itself a kind of
cognition, with its own resistances and
difficulties.’
Moving beyond the demands of formalism,
then, Jarvis walks us through a way of reading
that he finds in Wordsworth’s poems and prose,
one that is sensitive to the language Wordsworth
employed but also to our own experience of
what we read. He does this by addressing those
moments in which Wordsworth seems to ‘blurt
out’ words located in lines that appear excessive,
uncomfortable or awkward. ‘What that blurtingout might mean in poetry,’ Jarvis writes, ‘could
be, for example, a moment at which a loss of
control over a language which it is precisely the
poet’s art to master, to turn into an instrument,
appears to testify to some specific emotional or
intellectual [. . .] pressure which makes that
instrumentalism break down.’ We cannot
systematize Wordsworth because, as Crabb
Robinson noted, his aim was to strip down the
familiar and re-present it to us in new clothing,
encouraging a speculative interpretive mode that
lies in deep contradiction to historicist
objectives. Jarvis enables this mode in his own
reader by guiding our reading practices as well
as understanding. Wordsworth’s ‘hypermetricality,’ for example, in which the excess of
the line points to its key climax or meaning,
might be thought about by the reader, Jarvis
suggests, through the poet’s own suggestion that
we read spontaneously outside of the limits of
metrical rules. As he wrote in the preface to the
1815 Poems, his verse deliberately grants the
reader a ‘voluntary power to modulate, in

subordination to the sense, the music of the
poem.’ The speculative element
of
Wordsworth’s verse, then, an idea that threads
through Jarvis’ readings, enables the reader to
pick up on the poem’s mood and so discover its
‘truth.’ This ‘truth,’ however, is not one that
explains or describes what’s really going on but
instead offers us a sense of what the poem
means in the moment in which we read it: this is
what constitutes the imagination for
Wordsworth, Jarvis argues, that which ‘happens
to us’ in the experience we have, not the
experience we think we should have or wait to
have. As Jarvis confesses, there is no consoling
pay-off point to this kind of reading, but it is
nevertheless one that affirms Wordsworth’s
belief that ‘that provided one look steadily
enough at anything really experienced it will
turn out to be, not accidental, but meaningful’.
That accidents of experience turn out to have
meaning is primary to Wordsworth, who joins
this expressive immediacy to poetry in order to
constantly ask questions about human
experience. Here is Jarvis’ key argument: that
poetic thinking and materialist thinking are
intricately interwoven in Wordsworth and that
the former might even be more important to
Marxist ways of reading than the latter.
Wordsworth’s choice to be ‘a poet, and not an
ideologist, sociologist or political arithmetician,’
for example, is for Jarvis predicated on his
interest in thinking about ‘what working,
exchanging, suffering feels like and about the
extent to which those feelings are, not merely
contingent or irrelevant or superstructural to
“need,” but rather need itself’. Jarvis focuses on
these ideas in the first part of the book,
‘Counter-spirits,’ which relates poetic thinking
and materialist thinking not to dismiss sociohistorical ways of reading Wordsworth but to
submit these methodologies to philosophical
scrutiny. In doing so, he opens up Wordsworth
in a manner few critics since Hartman have been
able to do, enabling readers to begin to draw
near to those experiences ‘for which the
available lexicons fail to allow’ but to which the
poet’s work invariably speaks. This is facilitated
by part two, ‘Common Day,’ in which four
‘conceptual constellations’ – happiness, infinity,
life and light – are used as detectors of
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Wordsworth’s ‘philosophic song’. They open
up, rather than configure, our experience of the
poet’s work. Jarvis is then placed to ask not
simply what thinking and thought mean but
what the experience of these processes signifies,
a question explored philosophically (Descartes,
Heidegger, Kant and so on), but also poetically
(Blake, Coleridge, as well as Wordsworth). This
turn to the poetic as the pivot of other disciplines
is ultimately what makes this admittedly very
densely written study so important for literary
critics, as well as for literary historians,
philosophers and economists. For Jarvis, our
reading experience, tracked, mapped and
defined by Wordsworth, constitutes the
foundation of our thoughts: he shows us in
addition that it is the lived event of this practice
that demands exploration and understanding if
we are to avoid reducing Wordsworth to a
context/form dichotomy.
Emma Mason
University of Warwick

r e v o l u t i o n . In the first chapter, using
Wordsworth’s ‘Simon Lee’ to illustrate, he
explores ‘the link, pervasive in this period,
between scepticism about narrative and
scepticism about the making of promises and
contracts’. Later in the chapter, he offers a short
summary that might serve as a general thesis
statement for the book: ‘What the texts of the
Revolutionary period – so often preoccupied
with promises and contracts – demonstrate is
that it is through actions in which people
formally commit themselves to a certain future
line of conduct that they attempt to give their
lives a narrative form’. Implicit in this
formulation are two theoretical concepts that
Edwards will deploy throughout the book: the
theory of illocutionary (or performative) speech
acts first formulated by J. L. Austin, and the
distinction that originated with the Russian
formalists between fabula and sjuzhet.
Chapter two examines Johnson’s Life of
Savage, focusing on the marriage annulment of
Savage’s mother, the Countess of Macclesfield,
the result of which was to render Savage legally
a bastard. As Edwards explains: ‘An annulment,
as distinct from a divorce, alters the past. The
couple who were married are retrospectively
declared not to have been married; and the
declaration of a performative utterance which
actually brings about the (retroactive) change of
status to which it refers. It does not simply
change people’s understanding of the past; it
changes the actual past’.
The ability of annulment to effect such
transformations has important ramifications for
narratives of both individuals and nations. If
familial or historical ‘truth’ can be changed
retroactively by performative speech acts, the
events of, say, 1649, 1688, or 1789 become
subject to narrative construction or
reconstruction.
Edwards extends these observations in his next
chapter, which is the best short reading of
Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France
that I have encountered. One of Burke’s aims in
the Reflections is to counter the claim by
members of the Revolution Society that the
Glorious Revolution of 1688 is a precedent for
what is taking place in France. Burke argues that
it is not, because 1688 was ‘a small and

Gavin Edwards, Narrative Order, 17891819: Life and Story in an Age of
Revolution. Basingstoke: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2006. Pp. 207. £45.
ISBN 9781403992116.
Narrative Order, 1789-1819 has something to
offer nearly all readers of this Bulletin. Though
relatively short, it deals with a variety of texts
from Samuel Johnson to Keats. The writing is
scholarly but not pedantic, and informed by a
powerful command of narratology and linguistic
theory. Edwards’ pairing of authors is apt and
sometimes surprising: Wordsworth and Samuel
Johnson, for example, or Scott and Keats. As a
result, we see familiar texts in new ways, and we
come to appreciate the significance of more
marginalized authors such as Watkin Tench and
George Crabbe.
The first two chapters, ‘Narrative Order’ and
‘Samuel Johnson and the Order of Time’,
constitute an extended introduction, in which
Edwards begins to develop the three terms that
will inform his argument: narrative, order, and
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necessary deviation from the strict order of a
regular hereditary succession’. On the contrary,
Burke says, the French revolutionaries haven’t
merely made a small adjustment in response to
tyranny; they have turned everything on its head.
Thus, Burke argues that the events of 1688 were
far less radical and those of 1789 far more
radical than apologists have claimed. Edwards’
discussion deals with all this and more,
effectively incorporating the concept of
annulment that he has been developing and also
providing an excellent short analysis of Burke’s
well-known defence of entail.
Successive chapters offer similarly incisive
discussions of Watkin Tench, William Godwin,
Wordsworth, Crabbe, Mary Wollstonecraft and
Mary Shelley, and Scott and Keats. The
discussion of The Bride of Lammermoor is
particularly adroit, and the title of the chapter in
which it appears is quite wonderful: ‘The Still
Unravished Bride of Lammermoor.’
Not everything in the book is uniformly
persuasive, of course. Sometimes Edwards’
deconstructive method leads him into dead ends,
as when he expends the better part of a page in
an unresolved discussion of possible meanings
for ‘accident’ in Wordsworth’s ‘The Ruined
Cottage’. The distinction he proffers between
parable and literature in his chapter on Crabbe
isn’t fully clear. And the book has numerous
typographical errors, including misspelling of
author’s names and one occasion when
‘legitimate’ appears where ‘illegitimate’ is
required. None of these is egregious, but a work
that otherwise displays such excellent
scholarship and intellectual rigour deserves
more scrupulous proofreading.
But these are quibbles. Gavin Edwards has
written a truly original book that should be read
by scholars with an interest in narratology, in the
relationships between language and politics, or
in any of the authors Edwards discusses. Even
when they disagree with his claims, readers will
find themselves thinking about the texts in new
and rewarding ways. This is a work demands
intellectual exertion from the reader, but it
amply rewards that effort.
Eric Birdsall
University of Akron, Ohio

David Finkelstein, ed., Print Culture
and the Blackwood Tradition, 18051 9 3 0 . University of Toronto Press,
2006. Pp. 326. £42. ISBN 0802087116.
Asked by Odoherty his ‘serious opinion about
the present state of literature’ in the first of
Blackwood’s Magazine’s Noctes Ambrosianae,
Christopher North replied, ‘Why, we live in an
age that will be much discussed when ’tis over –
a very stirring, productive, active age – a
generation of commentators will probably
succeed – and I, for one, look to furnish them
with some tough work’. Despite nearly two
centuries of commentary since William
Blackwood began publishing, critics have
proved reluctant to respond seriously to the
fictitious editor’s challenge. Much recent work
has insisted on the importance of print culture,
but scholarship of Blackwood’s has remained
relatively under-developed, with Blackwood’s
too often dismissed as politically reactionary and
rabidly intolerant. The essays assembled by
David Finkelstein are a timely, broad-ranging
addition to the understanding of Blackwood’s,
and the literary, commercial, social and political
contexts of print culture.
The book charts the development of the firm
from a youthfully impetuous Scottish imprint to
a rather creaky institution. This volume spans
125 years in the history of the firm, but if it
lacks a close historical focus, there is consistent,
careful attention to the mechanics of literary
production, ‘the extent to which editorial
functions, publishing practices, and
critical/literary activity coalesced to shape and
direct work emerging under the Blackwood
imprint or in the pages of its magazine’.
Chapters on the Victorian period by Linda
Dryden and Michael Michie, and a fascinating
reconstruction of the ‘editor function’ by
Finkelstein and Robert Patten, make use of
extensive research in the Blackwood archives to
place the literary productions of the firm in the
context of the often torturous relations between
writer and publisher.
Robert Morrison’s chapter (one of four on the
Romantic period) is also exemplary, focusing on
William Blackwood’s own influence on the
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magazine that bore his name. Morrison defends
the magazine from the conventional charge of
blinkered Toryism, persuasively arguing that it
contains ‘some of the most open-minded and
far-sighted reviews of the age’. For him,
Blackwood’s combined a commitment to Tory
politics with a spirit of calculated contrariness,
recognising that it was this combination which
made the magazine profitable. John Strachan
also picks up on the importance of market
positioning to the firm, taking the magazine’s
entrance into the early nineteenth-century
phrenological controversy as an instance of its
‘tendency to appropriate and accentuate the most
controversial contemporary journalism’.
Whereas many critics of the magazine have
dismissed its wild rhetoric as rabid political
intolerance, Strachan importantly emphasises
both the humour of such attacks (he describes
the Cockney School articles as ‘splendid if
spectacularly unfair’), and their function as ‘a
conscious marketing ploy’.
Ian Duncan and Charles Snodgrass both
consider Blackwood’s in connection with
Scottish politics and philosophy. Snodgrass’s
careful reading of key episodes in the Noctes
Ambrosianae shows how positioning of key
phrases and jokes allowed Blackwood’s writers
to make subtle unionist points, while Duncan
reads Lockhart’s Peter’s Letters as an antiEnlightenment national allegory. Lockhart’s
book, for Duncan, exploits the romance genre to
represent Walter Scott as a heroic man of
Scottish letters, albeit by setting in place a
demand for organic authenticity that continues
to haunt Scottish cultural history. Duncan’s
densely argued chapter traces the implications
the Blackwoodian style had, not just for the
literature it published, but for the national
traditions that it influenced.
A frequent theme in this collection is
Blackwood’s Tory politics. Christopher North,
the cantankerous gouty Tory, was initially
offered as a joke, but, as the century advanced,
the cliché began to resemble reality:
Blackwood’s became a ‘High Tory institution’.
Whereas Blackwood’s seemed dangerously
novel in its early years, it had to respond to the
commercial challenge of the innovative shilling
monthlies in the 1860s and the new popular

journalism, exemplified by the Daily Mail, in
the 1890s. Laurel Brake shows how
B l a c k w o o d ’ s responded to the shilling
monthlies, a new periodical format better
adapted to changes in audience size, while
Laurence Davies’s eloquent discussion of G. W.
Stevens’s imperial/colonial reportage shows
how the magazine was able to reposition itself in
a periodical market dominated by the Daily
Mail. Davies’s focus on the technological
changes in the nature of publication vividly
brings to life the excitement of Stevens’s
journalism. Davies places Stevens in the context
of the ‘epistemological turbulence’ of
modernity, seeing a literary quality in writing
that seems unthinkingly to replicate the
magazine’s colonial politics. It is a theme that
Stephen Donovan develops as he brings the
discussion of the firm into the 1920s. Donovan
reads Charles Whibley’s ad hominem attacks
both in terms of market positioning and,
intriguingly, as a literary performance that gave
pleasure to readers ‘precisely by virtue of [their]
rhetorical extravagance’.
This collection of engaging, meticulously
researched essays will do much to advance the
study of Blackwood’s and print culture,
foregrounding in particular the relationship
between the commercial contexts of publishing
and the writing produced by such a context.
Criticism of Blackwood’s has had difficulty
seeing past the magazine’s politics to its
brilliantly unstable humour and self-consciously
literary style. Donovan’s surprising suggestion
that the most High Tory of the firm’s writers can
be read in terms of ‘Modernist aesthetics’
suggests that there is still much to be discovered
in the archives of the firm and in the pages of its
magazine.
David Stewart
University of Glasgow
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truths’ – that is, glimpses of ‘systematic natural
processes’ and that both expose ‘the unnaturalness of contemporary social structures’
and present new political possibilities. If this
reading is not totally original, then Duffy’s
meticulous historical contextualization is surely
worth reading. Constantin Volney, Mary
Wollstonecraft, Jean Jacques Rousseau – these
are a few of the many authors who, as Duffy
shows, shaped Shelley’s radical aesthetics.
Chapter 2 discusses the intellectual roots of
Shelley’s untraditional views on the sublime.
According to Duffy, Shelley’s championing of
the imagination marks a shift from materialism
to skepticism. Influenced by his reading of
David Hume, Shelley trades his early view that
reality can be known directly for his adult view
that the imagination shapes perceptions of
reality. The imagination may serve the status
quo, as when the sublime is interpreted as proof
of God. Properly cultivated, however, the
imagination may also promote political change,
as when sublime ruins are read as radical lessons
about the futility of empire. Much of Duffy’s
book traces the concept of the ‘cultivated’
imagination in Shelley’s poetry. The rest of
Chapter 2 deals with early works such as Alastor
(1815). Chapters 3, 4, and 5 focus on Mont
Blanc (1816), Laon and Cythna (1817), and
Prometheus Unbound (1818-1819) respectively.
The book’s chronological organization should
not imply that the development of the
‘revolutionary sublime’ was straightforward. Far
from offering a progressive refinement of the
concept, Shelley’s poetry embodies repeated
efforts at resolving a conflict at its core:
gradualism versus revolutionism. Throughout
his life Shelley holds that gradual intellectual
reform precedes non-violent political change.
But, as Duffy convincingly demonstrates,
Shelley remains undecided about the means of
this change, hinting in his prose writings that
reform might culminate in revolutionary
violence. This tension also emerges in Shelley’s
poetry. By using volcanoes and other sublime
natural phenomena as metaphors for political
upheaval, Shelley ‘figures political violence as a
function of natural history’. Nowhere is this
tension between gradualism and revolutionism
more obvious than in Prometheus Unbound:

Cian Duffy, Shelley and the
Revolutionary Sublime. Cambridge
University Press, 2005. Pp. 260. £50.
ISBN 0521854008.
There is something at first sight paradoxical
about Cian Duffy’s title. If the sublime, like all
aesthetic categories for Immanuel Kant, is
‘disinterested’, then in what sense could it be
considered political, let alone ‘revolutionary’?
The proximity of Shelley’s name to this
‘revolutionary sublime’ proves no less
problematic. From Angela Leighton to Paul
Endo, scholars have noted a tension between
Shelley’s poetic escapes into the sublime and his
real-life political engagement. But as his title
suggests, Duffy seems to find a closer
connection between politics and sublimity in
Shelley’s thought than previously recognized:
far from offering an escape from politics, the
experience of the sublime enables political
change. Scholars fail to recognize this fact,
Duffy argues, because they assume with Kant
that the sublime is apolitical, an assumption that
then blinds them to the political overtones of
Romantic aesthetics. Shelley and the
Revolutionary Sublime thus comprises one
attempt to wrest the British Romantic sublime
from the grip of this Kantian critical imperative.
Duffy’s first chapter considers Shelley’s
revision of the received eighteenth-century
sublime. Whereas generations of British authors
had argued that mountains and other sublime
objects lead viewers inevitably to thoughts of
God, Shelley reorients the sublime ‘along
politically radical lines’. Writings from 1810
to1813 show Shelley questioning this pious
response to the sublime. Marshalling French
materialist arguments that religion results when
the imagination anthropomorphizes nature, the
Notes to Queen Mab suggest that God is ‘a
personification of the natural sublime’. But
unlike the p h i l o s o p h e s , who reject the
imagination outright, Shelley distinguishes the
‘cultivated’ imagination, which ‘rightly feel[s]’
sublimity, from the ‘vulgar’ imagination, which
personifies the sublime as God. Hardly
apolitical, the sublime experienced by the
cultivated imagination offers ‘politically potent
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‘Jupiter’s destruction by the pyroclastic flow
from Demogorgon’s volcano hardly sits easily
with the [poem’s] ostensibly gradualist politics’.
I conclude with two caveats. First, some readers
will quibble with Duffy’s willingness to conflate
terms. He uses ‘intellectual beauty’, for
example, as a synonym for what Shelley
elsewhere calls the ‘cultivated imagination’,
whereas the first might in fact be the object of
the second. Also curious is Duffy’s penchant for
allegorical readings. The Alastor poet is
‘allegorical’ of an incorrect response to the
sublime; the French Revolution is ‘allegorized in
Laon and Cythna’s struggle’; and the exchange
between Asia and Demogorgon in Act II of
Prometheus Unbound comprises an allegorical
‘interaction between the cultivated imagination
and Necessity’. Not objectionable in themselves,
these readings raise an important question that
goes unaddressed. If personification marks out
the ‘vulgar’ imagination, then why does Shelley
so often use the device in his poetry? But
perhaps this question takes us beyond what can
be fairly expected from Shelley and the
Revolutionary Sublime. If so, then it serves as an
example of the sort of questions provoked by
Duffy’s scrupulously argued and impressively
researched monograph.
Michael Edson
University of Delaware, Newark

prevailing image of Hunt as a writer ‘who is
worthy only by association, not by his own
merits’, Eberle-Sinatra’s text foregrounds
Hunt’s literary independence and innovativeness
as a theatre critic, editorialist, poet and travel
writer. Yet instead of relying solely on close
readings of primary materials to make his case –
of these, in fact, there are relatively few,
particularly where Hunt’s poetry is concerned –
Eberle-Sinatra seizes largely on contemporary
reviews of Hunt’s major works, interlaced with
private correspondences and snippets from his
autobiography, to establish the socio-political
conditions under which the texts in question
were produced and to tease out their literary and
cultural significance as public discourses in the
early nineteenth century. The result is a
historical commentary of enviable scope and
exhaustive research, though one that also, and
indeed somewhat ironically, leaves the reader
often at arm’s length from the very works upon
which Eberle-Sinatra’s claims for Hunt’s merits
as a writer are based.
Reception histories, as Eberle-Sinatra reminds
the reader in his Introduction, play a vital role in
gauging the political as well as the literary
climate in which a work was produced and read.
Where Hunt’s work is concerned, contemporary
reviews tell us as much about the political
affiliations of his critics and of the periodicals
for which they wrote, as they do about the
aesthetic qualities and innovations of the texts
themselves. Hence Eberle-Sinatra’s dual focus
on Hunt as writer and on the ‘scene’ in which he
wrote. That scene, as the book makes clear, was
a volatile ground for a politically-motivated
writer like Hunt, alternately raising him above
his peers, perhaps at no time higher than in the
1810s with the great popularity of the Examiner
and the publication of The Story of Rimini, and
just as quickly opening chasms beneath his feet,
particularly with the dismal reception of the
Liberal in 1822 and the unmitigated hostility
that met Lord Byron and Some of his
Contemporaries in 1828.
In approaching this complex body of reviews,
Eberle-Sinatra proceeds on the assumption – one
for which there is, it must be noted, compelling
evidence – that the negative reactions in
particular were politically motivated and hence

Michael Eberle-Sinatra, Leigh Hunt
and the London Literary Scene: A
Reception History of his Major Works,
1805-1828. New York and London:
Routledge, 2005. Pp. 175. £75.
ISBN 0415316766.
Contributing to the recent and ongoing
reassessment of Leigh Hunt’s marginal standing
in the academic study of Romantic literature,
Michael Eberle-Sinatra’s Leigh Hunt and the
London Literary Scene offers a thoughtful and
compelling engagement with a writer arguably
at the height of his powers and with a body of
work that elicited factious responses from its
earliest readers. Intent on dispelling the
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not altogether credible or useful commentaries
on Hunt’s literary style and aesthetic
innovations. This assumption serves him well in
summarizing, for instance, the unabashedly
slanderous reviews of The Story of Rimini in the
Quarterly Review and Blackwood’s Edinburgh
Magazine, but it limits his approach to more
balanced and nuanced assessments of Hunt’s
work, not least by the author’s supporters
(Byron’s astute critique of the jarring
colloquialisms in Rimini is a notable example).
No less troubling is the tendency of these mixed
reviews to undermine the sorts of
generalizations that Eberle-Sinatra makes about
the public reception of certain works. The
reception history of Rimini, as Eberle-Sinatra
presents it, is absolutely fraught with caveats,
tensions and inconsistencies. He first tells the
reader that ‘most of Hunt’s contemporaries
appreciated this version of this famous story’ but
then adds that the poet’s ‘linguistic innovations
were not readily accepted by his immediate
contemporaries’. This he follows a few pages
later with the claim that ‘it was without any
doubt Hunt’s best-known poem’, that its
‘reception […] was somewhat mixed’ and,
finally, that ‘the contemporary reviews were on
the whole positive’. Insofar as a work’s
reception is an ongoing event, subject to
fluctuations and reversals in critical and popular
opinion, summary conclusions are necessarily
problematic.
To Eberle-Sinatra’s credit, however, he does
bring one such reversal – a most telling one for
Hunt’s career – brilliantly to light in his reading
of two contemporaneous reviews of Hunt’s
poetic style and affiliation. The first, dated June
1816 and written by Francis Jeffrey, praises
Hunt’s originality and declares that he ‘does not
belong to any of the modern schools of poetry’;
the second, by John Gibson Lockhart, dated
October 1817, anoints Hunt as the ‘chief Doctor
and Professor’ of the Cockney School of Poetry,
a label of which he was never quite able to rid
himself. In pairing these reviews, Eberle-Sinatra
articulates both the devastating capriciousness of
critical reception in the Romantic period and the
enduring influence it has on current literary
practice. At a time when editors of Romantic
anthologies persist in marginalizing Hunt’s

literary contributions, going so far as excising
his work completely (see for example the 2006
Norton Anthology of English Literature: The
Romantic Period), texts such as Eberle-Sinatra’s
provide a much-needed reminder of Hunt’s
indisputably central place in the period.
Markus Poetzsch
Wilfrid Laurier University

John Whale, John Keats. Basingstoke:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2005. Pp. 164.
Pb.: £17.99. ISBN 0333994493.
Sarah Wootton, Consuming Keats:
Nineteenth-Century Representations in
Art and Literature. Basingstoke:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2006. Pp. 215.
£47. ISBN 9781403919137.
John Whale’s highly readable book addresses
the question of sexuality and sexual identity in
Keats’s writing. Whale suggests that Keats’s
masculinity (and, by implication at least, the
dominant western forms of masculinity in
general) involves what he refers to in a revealing
formulation as ‘the unhappy narrative of male
heterosexual desire’. But he also works from the
assumption that our response to what is
undoubtedly Keats’s ‘fraught’ articulation of
this desire is itself likely to be ‘fraught’, that we
are likely to find Keats’s expressions of
masculinity and heterosexual desire
‘disconcerting’, ‘disturbing’, or ‘uncomfortable’
and that such expressions are, or might often
seem to us to be, ‘unattractive’. And it is here
that questions arise: Whale seems to suggest that
modern readers of Keats might be so sensitive to
the vicissitudes of male heterosexual desire that
their response to his poetry is likely to be a sense
of discomfort or disturbance at his
unreconstructed sexism. But if Keats is simply
expressing the universal unhappiness of
masculine desire in his curious poems of
(gender-) identity and desire – a narrative with
which we are all presumably only too familiar,
whatever our gender and sexual orientation –
then it seems unclear why we would be so
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disturbed. Why would we find it uncomfortable
if it is a narrative that we know so well, if it is
one indeed that we inhabit?
The alternative position would be that Keats is
not (just) expressing the standard melancholy
narrative of male heterosexual desire but that –
as Whale also suggests at various points – he is
expressing a unique sense of gender- and sexualidentity, one that is, as Whale puts it,
‘particularly at odds with the dominant
masculinity’ of his time: Keats, by this reading,
is ‘not at home in his contemporaneity’. And in
this difference from his society, he is said to
present a ‘daring and experimental searching out
of new and unorthodox modes of identity which
radically challenge the strictures of the
prevailing middle-class morality into which he
was born’. The problem is that this challenge
plays against what Whale sees as a ‘predatory
masculinity’ that ‘borders on the pathological’.
But while, as Whale argues, a poem such as
‘The Eve of St Agnes’ involves the
appropriation of a romantic ‘fantasy for young
women’ by an alternative and ‘aggressive’ male
fantasy of seduction, it also ‘seeks to retain its
capacity to appeal to women readers’. The
equivocation in this sentence is expressed in the
word ‘seeks’. Surely it’s not just that the poem
seeks to appeal to women but that it d o e s
actually appeal to them: even today, even in the
contemporary feminist or post-feminist world,
some women at least are able to enjoy reading
‘The Eve of St Agnes’. Why would this be?
Although he raises the question, Whale fails
fully to engage with what would seem by this
reading to be a paradox of reception. Another
way of putting this is to suggest that what Whale
attempts to exclude is the possibility that there
might be any congruence between the ‘unhappy’
narrative of male heterosexual desire and the
narrative, such as it is (but is there just one, any
more than there is just one male narrative?), of
female heterosexual desire. Whale expresses a
somewhat stern, even puritanical view (but one
that accords, one might argue, with prevailing
academic mores) of the possibility that Keats
might express certain forms of ‘aggressive’ or
‘predatory’ male sexuality, that he might
fantasize about becoming a ‘libertine’ – as if
women never fantasized about becoming, say,

one of the lovers of Byron’s Don Juan, or indeed
as if women never fantasized (and not just
fantasized) about becoming the lover of a
dangerous libertine like Lord Byron himself.
More importantly, perhaps, Whale fails to
account for the possibility that both men and
women might read the poem for other reasons
than as a kind of wish-fulfilment machine (that
they might read it out of a desire to engage with
its not inconsiderable linguistic power, for
example).
One way to overcome one’s twenty-first
century anxieties about Keats’s ‘aggressive’
masculinity and heterosexuality is, of course, to
position him within the discourse of
homosexuality – something that Whale touches
on in terms of the relationship between the
homosocial and the homoerotic in the letters, but
which is finally stymied by the poet’s obvious
(and sometimes aggressive or otherwise suspect)
and only too-well documented eroticised
attraction to and sexual fantasies about women.
But this strategy becomes far more viable once
the man himself is safely removed from the
scene. After his death, in the Victorian period,
Keats’s somewhat reprehensible heterosexuality
can be redeemed by aligning his writings with
emerging forms of homosexual discourse, in
which Sarah Wootton argues he has ‘an
influential, and relatively unexplored, place’.
It is perhaps fortunate that Wootton’s book
does not live up to its publisher’s blurb: the
book, we are told, presents a ‘unique and
comprehensive analysis of Keats’s cultural
heritage’ in the nineteenth century (my
emphasis). Were such a thing possible, it would
involve a vast, unwieldy and indeed perhaps
endless scholarly cataloguing and discussion of
poems, novels, letters, memoirs, sketches,
paintings, biographies, inscriptions, and other
cultural artefacts. In fact, Wootton excludes
portraiture and biography, which both rely on an
‘interface between fact and fiction’, and focuses
instead on ‘creative interpretations’ of Keats,
and it is by this perhaps rather questionable
distinction that she separates her own study from
previous work on the poet’s nineteenth century
reception by critics such as James Najarian and
William Henry Marquess. Within the confines
of this ‘creative’ response to Keats, Wootton
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takes a highly selective approach, focussing in
particular on part of the ‘extensive visual
afterlife’ of Keats’s poems – specifically the
painterly responses of the Pre-Raphaelites – and
a small selection of the many of elegiac and
other verses on Keats that were published during
the nineteenth century.
Although I am offering it as a kind of antidote
to the perhaps excessive feminist anguish of
Whale’s otherwise insightful account of Keats’s
work, Wootton’s book is very different in
intention, focus, style, range and subject matter.
Where Whale’s book is limited to Keats’s
lifetime, Wootton’s is a study of some of the
posthumous nineteenth and early twentiethcentury responses to Keats’s poetry, letters, and
life; whereas Whale’s lucid undergraduate
introduction offers little scholarly paraphernalia,
Wootton’s book, a revised doctoral dissertation,
is an avowedly scholarly enterprise that is
particularly keen to emphasise as a major part of
its USP the author’s archival work on
unpublished letters between Dante Gabriel
Rossetti and the neglected Victorian novelist
Thomas Hall Caine.
In a move that links her study with recent
books by Najarian and Richard Dellamora, then,
Wootton employs Eve Kosofksy Sedgwick’s
version of René Girard’s notion of ‘triangular’
desire, and suggests that for the Pre-Raphaelites,
Keats acted as the ‘beloved’ object that allows
for the male bonding of the later nineteenthcentury artists (although at other times Keats is
seen as the ‘M(Other)’ and as the ‘father figure’
for Victorian writers and painters). In this
respect, as I say, Wootton’s analysis of the
reception of Keats may in some ways be seen as
a response to the kind of critique of Keatsian
masculinity and Keatsian desire – that unhappy
narrative – that we encounter in Whale’s book.
Both books, useful and enlightening in their own
very different ways, are about more than just
Keats’s sexuality. But in what must be taken as
something of a sign of the times, both books
analyse this dimension of his life, work and
reputation as central – and both suggest that it is
Keats’s sexuality, whether in his poetry, in his
life, or in his posthumous reception, that will
finally provide the key to his work and therefore

allow us either to celebrate or condemn the poet
and the man.
Andrew Bennett
University of Bristol
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