Scope & Purpose

The primary objective in this project is to create a useable and intelligent tool for scholars and students of William Blake.  While the importance of The Four Zoas is generally recognized, its status is much in dispute.  By providing a web available HTML representation of the text, with selected scanned images of pages and images and links to other resources, we aim for the following results:

1. To provide an on-screen indication of which transcribed lines have been affected by revision.   While the complexity of the manuscript resists any completely consistent analysis, we think it is possible to indicate to any reader of the transcription what Blake changed at some time.

2. To provide selected scanned images of manuscript pages, linked to the transcription, to permit at least a partial apprehension of how this work makes use of illuminations.

3. To provide selected links to Blake’s published engraved works, and to the present standard printed text (Erdman, revised edition) of parallel passages, common themes or situations, and other connections of critical interest.

4. To situation this particular manuscript by way of links and images to the history of illuminated manuscripts, and to the work of other poets and artists.

It is immediately evident, however, that in attempting to provide an on-screen representation of the text of this metamorphic poem, many decisions of prior editors and transcribers are problematic.  Without some provisional theory of the work, as a major poem, addressing a large imaginative problem in the context of Blake’s own artistic career, it is pointless to assume any simple standard of representational accuracy.  Because the manuscript was never finished to the point of being engraved and printed, there are countless instances in which it is necessary to make decisions both about the sense of a particular passage or set of revisions and Blake’s possible reasons for making them.  

This edition will therefore incorporate a critical apparatus, by active links, that provides both textual notes and commentary.  

Technical points.

The files for this edition are being maintained as transparent ASCII files, using minimal HTML tags.  We have not sought in the transcription and the critical apparatus to capture all the physical features of this manuscript.  It is not just that such an aim would be impossible to achieve, but that it still would not suffice to resolve the critical problems of the manuscript.  The Bucknell University Press photo facsimile edition of the manuscript (alas, now out of print) and the earlier Bentley half-tone full size reproduction have already done much to acquaint students of Blake with the visual complexities of this work.  With this edition, prepared with limited resources, there will be a significant number of selected pages reproduced in part or in full.   What we are most concerned to accomplish is the highlighting of critical issues.

To this end, we have adopted the following provisional guidelines for markup:

1. Any line (without reference to its hypothetical relative date) that is clearly the result of a revision, within the general text margins of the page where it appears, will be tagged as ITALIC.  

2. Any line that is an addition, appearing in the margins of the text will be tagged as BOLD.

3. Revisions to revisions will be either italic underlined or bold underlined, depending on the physical placement, within the text block, or in the margins.

4. Text struck out with a line will be marked <STRIKE> …</STRIKE>.

5. Passages that are clearly ERASED will be marked with an non-standard tag, <ERASE> … </ERASE>.

The critical apparatus will endeavor to indicate the rationale for marking and transcription decisions.  We will try, as we go, to develop a conceptual and structural map of links provided to the manuscript pages.

