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The Prometheans


Max Adams is the author of the widely praised Admiral Collingwood: Nelson’s Own Hero. After a twenty-year career as an archaeologist Max turned to another passion and became a woodsman. He has since combined teaching with travelling, writing and broadcasting. He lives and works in the North-east of England with his son, Jack.


‘Historians and biographers like to emphasise the galvanic effect of science on culture during what we have come to call the Romantic age. Max Adams has undertaken something new … he has done it dazzlingly … Martin’s own 90mph ride with his friend Isambard Kingdom Brunel, along six miles of the engineer’s new Great Western Railway, can hardly have been more exhilarating than this tearaway voyage through stirring times’


Guardian


‘If Shelley was the ‘prophet of Prometheanism’, then the romantic painter John Martin was its high priest … Writing of an age before rigid disciplinary boundaries, Adams illuminates the links between a generation of artistic and scientific visionaries’


Independent on Sunday


‘A panoramic account of early-nineteenth-century artistic, scientific and political radicalism … providing an engaging perspective on the era in which [John Martin] lived’


The Times


‘An intriguing look at the impact on Britain of the first industrial revolution … what makes this book so fascinating is how such an ostensibly ordinary family came to reflect all the political, philosophical, scientific and artistic changes of the age. Wonderfully eclectic in its content’
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Emancipate yourselves from mental slavery
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Forethought



JULY 18TH 1822. The half-mutilated corpse of a drowned poet is washed up on the beach at Viareggio in Italy. In one pocket of his ragged salt-crusted jacket is a volume of poetry by Keats. In the other, either Sophocles or Aeschylus, no one is quite sure. By the time a funeral can be organized the body of Percy Bysshe Shelley, dead three weeks before his thirtieth birthday, is an unrecognizable bundle of disarticulated flesh and bone. Tattered, sodden black rags are all that remain of his clothes. His face is missing.


Shelley’s friends Edward John Trelawney, Leigh Hunt and Lord Byron arrange for a funeral pyre to be built on the beach in imitation of an ancient Greek rite and stand solemnly watching as the poet’s mortal remains are burned to ashes, scarcely able to believe that this man, of such rare physical and intellectual beauty, is gone for ever.


Shelley was a polemical lyricist, a restless libertine, a revolutionary, an atheist, England’s great white hope in a contradictory age of aspiration, cynicism, tolerance and repression. He was the man whose words might have altered the course of British history in the nineteenth century had they been publishable: less obviously seditious or inflammatory. He was the man who, if he had raised a standard in his own country, could have led a Jacobin uprising every bit as bloody as the Parisian Terrors, though to be sure he was no Marat, no Robespierre. He was the man who wrote a manifesto for a new world in the ancient ruins of the Caracalla Baths in Rome.


In 1822 England needed Shelley. While he had been in Italy cavalry sabres had cut down peaceful protesters on the streets of Manchester. Political activists languished in gaol. Shelley’s ‘old, mad, blind, despised’ King George III had died and been replaced by his son: a corpulent libertine, the ‘dregs of his dull race’. An ancient, feudal landowning elite, who ‘leech-like to their fainting country cling’ were subsidized by Corn Laws to keep bread out of the mouths of the poor, their ranks swelled by a hundred thousand and more demobilized servicemen. The press was gagged by stamp duties and Treason laws. Habeas corpus had been suspended. The reform movement, for a generation emasculated by war and repressive legislation, desperately sought the inspiration of a popular leader, a rallying voice.


It is true that something of an opposition existed in Britain. That old rabble-rousing dog William Cobbett snapped at the heels of the Ministry. Arthur Thistlewood and his land-sharing conspirators plotted incompetently to murder the Cabinet. The Hunts’ Examiner chided and carped. Lord Byron took Their Lordships to task in the Upper House while Henry Brougham nagged the Commons. Cruikshank, Gillray, Martin, even Turner painted words of warning on the wall for those perceptive enough to read the message. But none of these men was Shelley.


A broad coalition of artists, writers, scientists, engineers and educators, many of them born between the American and French revolutions, might have marched under Shelley’s banner if he had called them to arms. He more than any of them articulated what it was to be part of this generation of firebringers, the first perhaps in history, who sought to change the world for the better by liberating all humans from the tyrannies of oppression and faith.


Shelley was, perhaps, the only one of them explicitly to recognize himself as the prophet of the cult of Prometheus (the Greek Titan whose name in English means ‘forethought’). This unacknowledged sect, which celebrated the original theft of the secret of fire, had its political origins in the republican movement of the English Civil War and the poetry of Milton. Its intellectual inspiration came from the Germany of Kant, Goethe and Hegel.


The high priest of the French Enlightenment, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, recognized the Promethean myth as a liberating emblem for radicals, as did American men of action like Thomas Jefferson and Benjamin Franklin. In England the cult attracted radical visionaries: William Blake, Tom Paine and William Godwin, Shelley’s own father-in-law.


Among Shelley’s contemporaries in England, Prometheanism came to its full flowering. The Titan’s theft of fire from Zeus as a disinterested gift to humanity and his subsequent punishment chained to a rock, inspired artists to reinvent colour and light; scientists to reveal the secrets of elemental chemistry and electricity; engineers to forge steam-belching workhorses, and radicals to prise the lid from Pandora’s jar and peer inside. Free the slaves, emancipate the Catholics, educate the masses and above all reform Parliament: these were merely their secular demands.


There were anti-Prometheans too. Mary Wollstonecraft, who married William Godwin, was one. Her daughter, Shelley’s wife, was another in whose Frankenstein, or the Modern Prometheus the sin of hubris is punished like Prometheus himself: with eternal torment. A broad conservative coalition that included the monarchy and Tory landowners, reactionaries like Edmund Burke and even former radicals such as Wordsworth and Coleridge, were uncomfortable with this new world vision.


In the days of their forefathers revolutionaries had always looked backwards, to some mythical golden age which at least offered the comforts of familiarity and honour.


The Prometheans would begin with a fresh canvas. They would raze the old world to the ground and begin again. No wonder reactionaries feared them. Perhaps they were right to: Shelley’s direct descendant as the cult’s prophet was Karl Marx.


Shelley’s four-act manifesto Prometheus Unbound was written two years before his death after the splenetic and deadly political rallying cries ‘Sonnet: England in 1819’ and The Masque of Anarchy had been suppressed by his friend and publisher Leigh Hunt for fear of imprisonment. Untainted by England’s political grubbiness, Shelley’s Prometheus was ‘the type of the highest perfection of moral and intellectual nature impelled by the purest and the truest motives to the best and noblest ends’. ‘We will take our plan from the new world of man,’ he chorused, ‘and our work shall be called the Promethean.’


Shelley failed his fellow Prometheans. He was not in England when he was needed. His political activism was theoretical, not practical. Even when he lived in London he was not part of the Promethean set. He was self-absorbed and self-destructive. And he died too young. The surviving firebringers – and they include J. M. W. Turner, Michael Faraday, Elizabeth Fry, Charles Babbage, the Brunels, Caroline Norton, the Hunts, Henry Brougham and others – must now fulfil Shelley’s vision.


The Prometheans had much to do and their greatest achievements lay before them as Shelley’s body lay burning on the beach at Viareggio. If the prophet of the cult was now dead, his high priest, at least, lived on. The temple at which many acolytes now gathered was the Marylebone house of the Northumbrian artist and engineer John Martin, who single-handedly invented, mastered and exhausted an entire genre of painting, the Apocalyptic Sublime. A radical and a subversive, Martin enjoyed a stellar career in the face of critics, swindlers and the disdain of the art establishment. The subversive message behind his paintings went almost completely unrecognized.


At the Martins’ house in Marylebone many Prometheans gathered socially. Here one might meet the finest singers and poets of the day, play whist with ageing revolutionaries like William Godwin, admire the beautiful and scandalous Caroline Norton and be treated to a demonstration of Professor Wheatstone’s new telegraphic machine – or, indeed, to one of his many practical jokes. Here the young Charles Dickens could rub shoulders with Isambard Kingdom Brunel, Michael Faraday or even Shelley’s widow. It was a house of laughter and fun, of passionate political debate, of art, science, music and literature.


The boundaries which later generations of artists, writers, scientists and engineers erected to protect their interests barely existed for Martin and his friends. Most had been born before such professions existed. Many played a part in creating them. The bonds that united these people – their interest in everything, their desire for social justice, their sense of fun and drama, their love of mechanical and natural beauty, their hatred of tyranny – were stronger than self-interest. That they envisioned a new, better world and set about building it for their children is beyond question. That such a glittering band of men and women emerged in a single generation needs some explaining.





CHAPTER ONE
The chains of slavery



NEWCASTLE UPON TYNE. Saturday, 23 November 1771.




Yesterday se’nnight it began to rain here, and continued without intermission until Sunday morning, but this was not to be compared to what fell at the head of the rivers Tyne and Wear and Tees, which caused so great a land flood as there is no traces of, either in memory or record. The Tyne began to rise here about twelve o’clock on Saturday night, and about five in the morning the arches of the bridge were filled with water …


Soon after the arches were filled, that one North of the Toll shop was entirely swept away, and another on the South end also fell, with eight houses on the West side of it, those on the East side are still hanging by their timbers. And on Monday, about four in the afternoon, another of the South arches fell, with the houses on it, and the whole is so much shattered that it must be entirely taken down. The loss to the inhabitants is very great, and seven persons fell with the houses, and were drowned.1





The reaction of the townsfolk and burgesses to this natural disaster was pragmatic. Within a week of the great flood a ‘commodious and safe FERRY for conveying carriages, horses &c across the River Tyne’2 was in service, and although two more houses on the west side fell into the river, advertisements were already being drawn up for a competition to replace the many bridges destroyed across the northeast counties of England. Within eight months the first pile for a new, temporary wooden bridge at Newcastle was driven into the soft mud of the riverbed and less than a decade after the flood a new stone bridge, designed by John Smeaton, was opened to traffic. This was a triumph of man’s determination to overcome the savage power of nature. Even so, at the time of the deluge correspondents of the Newcastle Courant were quick to point out what must have seemed obvious to many: ‘We have of late been alarmed with very dreadful symptoms of the displeasure of heaven, by terrible inundations of the rivers in these northern parts.’3


The Courant’s readers might be forgiven for having thought that the whole world was in turmoil. Across Russia, they read, tens of thousands of people were dying of a fever, probably typhus. From Corsica there were reports that the French had suffered five hundred casualties in their recent action with the ‘mountaineers’ of that island. There was also notice of a dispute with Spain over possession of the Falkland Islands, ceded to Britain by treaty earlier that year. And if anyone doubted the values of British sobriety – ‘our sullen resistance to innovation, thanks to the cold sluggishness of our national character’ as Edmund Burke4 put it, there was an even more sinister item to digest: ‘A dangerous conspiracy has been found out at the Seraglio at Constantinople, against the Grand Signor himself, which was discovered by a woman. Though nothing passes in the Seraglio that can be fully known without doors, yet it is judged from the number of dead bodies floating without the walls of the Seraglio, there were many conspirators.’5 There were, however, more comforting and parochial items in the press. A ‘Sober PERSON’ was required by an attorney to fill the position of clerk. Elsewhere a Mr Rathlan, Fellow of the Royal Society of Göttingen, announced his arrival at Sunderland with intent to practise there as a man-midwife. And there were the usual advertisements:




WOOD’S Cephalic TOBACCO: It gives immediate ease, to nervous Head-achs, or Head-achs of any kind; chewing or smoaking cures the Scurvy in the Gums; prevents pain in the Teeth; warms and comforts a cold windy stomach …


One shilling a cannister.6





Tobacco aside, these items would have been of special interest to at least two visitors to Newcastle that year. One was General Pasquale Paoli, who went to dine with the Duke of Northumberland at Alnwick Castle in September. Paoli was the Corsican resistance leader whose progressive parliamentary constitution prefigured those of revolutionary France and America. In 1769 Paoli lost control of the island to France at the Battle of Ponte Nuovo and fled to exile in England but he must have been heartened to know that his fellow patriots were making life hard for the French invaders. He may have wondered, at the same time, how his old secretary Carlo Buonaparte and his young family were managing back in Ajaccio.


There was a second, even more significant revolutionary in Newcastle in 1771. Jean-Paul Marat had been living there for some time, practising medicine, conducting scientific experiments on light and the electric fluid and patronizing the libraries, bookshops and coffee houses of the Bigg Market. Marat was a paradoxical character obsessed, according to one biographer, by ‘a morbid expectation of unjust treatment’.7


While he was in England, Marat formed ideas which he first published in three volumes between 1772 and 1774. A copy of the last of these, the infamous Chains of Slavery, still survives in the library of the Literary and Philosophical Society of Newcastle upon Tyne. Marat later claimed Britain’s constitution as a model of political wisdom but the introduction to The Chains of Slavery gives a taste of the splenetic invective that made him notorious as one of the Jacobin architects of the French Revolution, the self-styled ‘Ami du Peuple’. Addressing the British electorate he wrote,




If by collecting into one point of view under your eyes the villainous measures planned by Princes to attain absolute empire, and the dismal scenes ever attendant on despotism, I could inspire you with horror against tyranny, and revive in your breasts the holy flame of liberty which burnt in those of your forefathers, I should esteem myself the most happy of men.8





Unlike Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who read into the myth of Prometheus the warning that those who played with fire would get their fingers burnt9 Marat saw fire as a liberating weapon, a tool of insurrection and the cleansing of sin. The British government naturally enough attempted to suppress The Chains of Slavery. Marat discreetly left the country and travelled in Holland for a while, before returning to the northeast of England. Here he visited friends belonging to various Patriotic societies, distributed copies of his works, and only returned to France in 1777.


Newcastle had its own radicals but it was overwhelmingly a mercantile town, its wealth coming from exports of coal, glass, salt and ironmongery. Its citizens did not yet lead the world in locomotion, shipbuilding, glass-making, light-bulbs or naval armaments, as they did a century later. Physically the city was little changed from the days when it was a medieval border garrison. Its ancient walls had been manned as recently as 1745 when Charles Edward Stuart, the Young Pretender, sought to take it and hold London’s coal supply to ransom.


Apart from the devastation meted out to bridges, the flood of 1771 caused terrible damage further up the River Tyne: at Bywell, where a church had stood since before the Conquest, corpses were washed out of their graves. At Wylam, where there had been a mine as early as the thirteenth century, the entire colliery was flooded. In the late 1700s the collieries of the northeast were about to embark on a revolution every bit as significant as the political upheavals brewing in America and France. Their futures were, in a sense, forged together. In America and France revolution, when it came, was bloody and prolonged. In Britain it passed unnoticed for a while, until the sound of wheezing engines and coughing children became too loud to ignore.


Flooding in coal mines was an old problem, one that got worse as coal seams inevitably came to be won, exploited and exhausted at ever greater depths. It was controlled by the use of steam-driven pumps whose engineers must continually improve their output and efficiency to keep the costs of pumping under control. The two other serious problems facing coal owners in the late eighteenth century, firedamp and transportation, were more intractable. Firedamp was the deadly gas methane, the cause of many an explosion underground and the deaths of hundreds of men and boys.


The story of the battle against firedamp in the next decades is one of gradual progress punctuated by disaster and setback. Less spectacular but no less intriguing is the story of how coal was transported from pit-head to seagoing collier. The traditional method in the northeast coalfield was to hand-load coal piece by piece into wagons pulled along wooden tracks by horses. By the second quarter of the eighteenth century, long before locomotives were invented, scores of these wagonways laced their way across the hills and denes of Durham and Northumberland.


No one thought wagonways were a perfect solution to bridging the ever-increasing distance between pit-head and river, where coal was loaded, again by hand, into flat-bottomed boats called keels10 and ferried downstream to where seagoing colliers could moor. It took war and a shortage of horses before colliery owners began to look seriously for a new mode of propulsion. That a steam-powered solution should interest them is no surprise, considering the mountains of coal they could lay their hands on.


Steam power had been around for most of the century. By 1770 there were already more than a hundred and fifty of Thomas Newcomen’s atmospheric engines at work across Britain. Most of them were being used to pump water: from mines to keep them dry and from streams into mill ponds to keep their wheels turning – which seems rather ironic. The true potential of steam would not be unleashed until the engine was released from its static prison, so that it could either be moved to where it was needed or used to transport heavy freight like coal. That did not happen until a man born in 1771, the Cornishman Richard Trevithick, mounted a high-pressure engine on wheels exactly 30 years later.


Natural water power for mills and small workshops was long-proven technology with a fatal disadvantage: that suitable streams tended to dry up in summer and freeze in winter (by 1771 the ‘little ice-age’ was very nearly over and the last frost fairs took place in 1814, but at the time no one knew it). Water power was also paradoxically static: it had to be used where and when it was available. It was Richard Arkwright, a peruke-maker cum publican, whose ideas for spinning cotton on a grand scale exploited the full potential of water power and unleashed the factory system on the world. And he built his revolutionary factory at Cromford in Derbyshire in the year of the flood: 1771.


Cromford was not the first great factory mill but it had a galvanizing effect. It proved that raising capital to pay for machinery and buildings was worthwhile for both borrower and lender; that technology was something worth wealthy men investing in; and that the exploitation of cheap labour was more profitable when that labour was concentrated in one place under the control of a single master.


The factory system as Arkwright envisaged it is not an attractive one. To modern minds the long hours, low pay and virtual bondage of the workers make a striking contrast with the idea of the homespun cottage industry of earlier generations. It was an image exploited by political reactionaries from William Cobbett to Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels. The truth is that rural poverty and deprivation existed before, during and after the introduction of the factory system. Nevertheless, from the hand-loom weavers of Manchester in 1791 to Luddites and the Swing rioters of 1830, labour-saving machinery provoked an aggressive response and was a potential source of unrest that governments feared might ultimately lead to revolution.


Those who lived through the end of the eighteenth century and the first half of the nineteenth century witnessed an unprecedented era of change. Looking back, William Makepeace Thackeray wrote wistfully, ‘We who lived before railways and survive out of the ancient world are like Father Noah and his family out of the Ark.’11 Their childhoods belonged to an age which moved at the pace of the horse and the sailing ship. Their laws counted more than two hundred offences as deserving of the death penalty. Man was ‘born free, but is everywhere in chains’.12 Of a population of something like six and a half million people the vast majority still worked on the land as ploughmen, shepherds, threshers, or in related cottage industries. Land, and therefore wealth, was concentrated in the hands of a minority whose incomes might be thousands of times greater than that of their servants and labourers. The electorate was tiny, parliamentary seats distributed so ludicrously that the bustling manufacturing town of Manchester returned no members at all to Westminster while the abandoned ancient hill fort of Old Sarum in Wiltshire returned two. But many children born into this age of extremes lived long enough to see the Great Exhibition of 1851, the publication of the Communist Manifesto and their world moving at a pace limited only by the potential power of the steam engine.


These children, many of them the sons and daughters of farmers, blacksmiths, parsons and squires, were the first to envision a new world and then fashion it. They invented the professions, the modern notion of rationality, the concept of public health. They abolished slavery and codified rights for women and children. They fought for the freedom to speak without fear of persecution (and sometimes they won). They gave us locomotives, iron buildings and unpickable locks. They endowed their children’s futures with electricity and chemistry, with photography and cheap printing, the computer, the telegraph and the idea of education for all. They achieved all this in the face of a corrupt, conservative and deeply entrenched establishment. No wonder they venerated Prometheus, the Greek Titan who stole the secret of fire from Zeus and gave it to man, only to be chained to a rock in perpetual slavery as punishment. He was the libertarian’s martyr.


For Fenwick Martin, born in Northumberland’s Tyne Valley in the year 1750 during the reign of King George II, freedom existed in an immediate, physical sense. He was a restless man, feckless perhaps, unable or unwilling to spend his whole life in one job. It was not that he lacked talent. He was expert in the art of tanning leather and enjoyed a reputation for being one of the finest swordsmen of his day. In his own way he was a good father too, encouraging and supportive of those of his children who survived infancy. But he liked more than anything to roam the hills, tracks and woodlands of his native Tyne valley.


Fenwick Martin’s children saw the coal trade, the birth of the railways and a revolution in agriculture transform the economic and political fortunes of the northeast, but for Fenwick himself the future was an unending search for amenable work on the road, in tanneries, taverns or on farms. He was no great respecter of boundaries, physical or social. At one time he was a drover, taking cattle from the great fair at Stagshaw Bank near Corbridge, where in a week a hundred thousand sheep and cattle might pass through on their way south, to the markets in London. It was a highly skilled trade, licensed and regulated, and maybe that was why Fenwick didn’t stick at it. Perhaps it was his interest in a local girl called Isabella Thompson that distracted him. Her parents did not regard him as a steady, respectable match for their God-fearing daughter; and nor was he. But Isabella shared his taste for adventure: they eloped together on horseback in the year of the Great Flood and rode to Gretna Green where they were married, in fairytale fashion, at the smithy’s anvil.13 They had thirteen children, of whom five – William, Richard, Jonathan, Anne and John – reached adulthood. It is symptomatic of this era of high infant mortality that the names of the other eight are unrecorded.


The Martin and Thompson genes made an interesting combination. He was a man of huge energy, of ‘dauntless resolution’, charismatic and physically strong. She, what little we know of her, was fiery, an extreme Methodist prone to visions and fervent in her biblical interpretation of the world. With parents like that anything might happen.


Their first son, William, was born in 1772 while his parents were still living at Bardon Mill, some 30 miles upstream from Newcastle. When he was four years old Isabella’s parents, the Thompsons, moved to the tiny fishing village of Killcolmkill at the southernmost tip of the Kintyre peninsular in Scotland. For unknown reasons they took William with them so that his early years were spent in about as remote a part of the kingdom as was possible.


It was not remote enough to avoid entirely the effects of revolution raging across the Atlantic. In 1775, fired by unrest over taxation and an emerging sense of nationhood, the Massachusetts militia forced the British army out of Boston. The raising of the Continental army under George Washington, the Declaration of Independence in 1776 and a bitter war of liberation destroyed the transatlantic child–parent relationship. Throughout the American war, which lasted until 1783, Kintyre was awash with rumours that the notorious privateer John Paul Jones, a native of those waters, was poised to attack Campbeltown’s fishing fleet. William may have been blissfully unaware. He had his hands full with the local boys, who had him marked out as an outsider until he eventually learned Gaelic and was able to give as good as he got. Later, he learned his father’s skill with the sword and as an adult he claimed never to have been beaten. The only portrait of him, drawn in late middle life, shows him to have been florid with slightly puffy eyes, bushy eyebrows and a long, strong nose. He looks as if he had high blood pressure.


William as a child was robust, his grandparents’ household comfortable and God-fearing. Their world was peopled by fishermen, lairds, crofters, the Kirk and the odd Redcoat. There was no sense of intellectual enquiry beyond the wistful. Why, after all, should a pig-farmer read Marat’s Chains of Slavery or Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations? This was an empirical world dominated by man’s relationship with nature. William’s particular passion was for inventions. He had a great instinct for looking at a device and seeing how it might be improved. If he had been born a generation later his parents, or a teacher, might have suggested he study to become an engineer. But in 1780 there was no such profession. Machines were built by blacksmiths, millwrights and wheelwrights and these were trades handed down almost exclusively from father to son.


William never achieved the intellectual or artistic heights of some of his contemporaries; his doggerel was appalling, his pamphlets vituperative and ill-conceived; his pictures clumsy, sometimes bawdy. It was not for lack of role models, because purely by chance he came early to an acquaintance with Robert Burns. William’s parents, Fenwick and Isabella, moved in the late 1770s to Ayrshire where Fenwick found a job as tannery foreman at the Bridgehouse in Brig of Doon. William was able to visit them, making the 60-mile journey across the Firth of Clyde by boat, and there he came to know the Scottish Bard, who was a favourite of the family. He later claimed never to have seen Burns sober.14 Perhaps a drunken poet, however brilliant, was not such a good example to follow.


From the end of the American war until more than a decade later William is lost to sight before turning up working at a ropery at Howdon Dock near Wallsend. By this time he had brothers: Richard, born in 1779 in Ayrshire and Jonathan, born in 1782 at Highside, near Hexham, where Fenwick had found employment as a woodsman and was also teaching swordsmanship. Richard’s early days are invisible; we can only infer that he was tall and strong for he later joined a Guards regiment. Jonathan’s we know much more about because he wrote an autobiography. His self-portraits from later in life liken him to his father and show a lopsided, thoughtful face with a mouth compressed in disapproval, a strong nose and receding hairline; very much more like William than their youngest brother, the confusingly named John.


Barely literate and betraying the signs of instability that would destroy him, Jonathan’s autobiography is nevertheless remarkable. His childhood was full of portents. He was tongue-tied at birth and carried a speech impediment through his infancy. From an early age he seems to have been prone to night-time wanderings among the lead mines of the Tyne valley. More than any of his brothers he was weaned on his mother’s extreme Methodism. ‘There is a God to serve and a hell to shun, and all liars and swearers are burned in hell with the devil and his angels,’ she is supposed to have told him.15 He inherited her propensity for visions and his seem to have been of the fiery sort. In later life he remembered having been affected by the story of two men caught in a thunderstorm. One of them, trusting to God, had continued with his journey and arrived safely. The other had taken shelter beneath a tree and been struck by lightning. For Jonathan Martin sin and faith were tangible, physically manifested in punishment and reward, like lightning the tools of a wrathful God.


Contemporaries like Humphry Davy and George Stephenson were fascinated by phenomena like lightning because they saw in them sources of nature’s limitless power. Whether this power was a manifestation of the Creator was a moot point; what excited these men, the future heroes of science and engineering, was its potential if only it could be harnessed. Other men looked even deeper. For that first and greatest American Promethean Benjamin Franklin there was an unavoidable connection between harnessing lightning and revolution – Marat’s flame of liberty tamed, perhaps.16 The electric fluid was a highly fashionable subject of interest among men and women with enquiring minds.


In the Bible, as Jonathan Martin must have known only too well, the original sin was to eat of the apple of the tree of knowledge. But in the late eighteenth century a powerful, parallel myth offered enlightenment thinkers a more ambivalent and exciting vision of knowledge. This was the story of Prometheus, later hailed by Karl Marx as the foremost saint and martyr in the philosopher’s calendar.17


Prometheus was the Titan who stole the secret of fire from Zeus and gave it to humans so that they might be superior to the animals and free to choose their own destiny. Zeus punished humans by introducing Pandora, the first woman, along with her accompanying evils: disease, envy and spite. He punished Prometheus by having him chained to a rock in the Caucasus Mountains. Here an eagle tore out his liver, which regrew every day so that he was sentenced to everlasting torment for his temerity until freed by Heracles. Prometheus’ fire, which he took from the sun, was not just a symbol of warmth and comfort. Tamed and directed it represented the arts, particularly the arcane mysteries of alchemy and metalworking. Its flame stood for freedom and immortality, its light for truth and progress, its heat for power that unleashes nature’s secrets. Joseph Wright of Derby’s Alchymist, painted in the year 1771, is no shabby sorcerer: he is positively messianic.


Prometheus is an equivocal gift to the poet: he is both the good thief and the insolent iconoclast; a friend, even a martyr to the downtrodden and a threat to the establishment. His flame is not just a comfort against the cold of night and a light in the darkness of ignorance and tyranny; it is also the cleansing, razing tool of vengeance and revolution. Those who play with fire must be careful not to burn themselves or lose control of the element they have unleashed. It is easy to see how politically, artistically and intellectually charged this myth was, not just for the ancient Greeks but for all humanists from the Renaissance onwards. It binds free will, responsibility, progress and guilt in an exquisite, Gordian knot. Prometheus is perhaps to be identified with the Satan of Paradise Lost; if so, he was already a potent icon a hundred years before the birth of the Industrial Revolution.


Prometheus was much painted in the seventeenth century (the century of Milton and the English civil war) by Rubens, Jan Cossiers and Salvatore Rosa among others. And in the late eighteenth century, with its forges and furnaces, steam engines, volcanic eruptions (Vesuvius exploded cataclysmically in 1779 and was active for two generations afterwards) and incendiary revolutions, Prometheus was as powerful and ambivalent an image as Karl Marx would be in the twentieth century. Gothic visionaries like William Blake and Henry Fuseli portrayed his suffering as Christ-like sacrifice. Jean-Jacques Rousseau had warned in 1750 that those who played with Prometheus’s gift would burn their fingers. For Goethe, who like Shelley saw in Prometheus a purer counterpart to Faust’s Mephistopheles and Milton’s Satan, he was an atheist’s martyr as he was for Marx.


In Jonathan Martin’s psychosis every incident was invested with meaning, his view of Promethean knowledge (like Rousseau’s and later Mary Shelley’s) decidedly negative. He gives one an uncomfortable feeling, like watching someone walking very close to the edge of a cliff. His interpretation of an accident that caused the death of a younger sister was that she must have sinned in some way.


It was not a healthy mental start to a life that lacked any formal education, particularly with such a feckless father and a rabidly evangelical mother. Jonathan claimed he was so traumatized by his sister’s death that he was sent away from the family home to stay with an uncle who farmed land near Hadrian’s Wall. He spent some years there tending sheep and later wrote, ‘this suited my mind very well, as I could retreat into solitude, and meditate on the goodness of God’.18


William’s and Jonathan’s childhoods are not untypical of the first fruits of the Promethean generation. Their education was empirical, their environment undisciplined, their parents (at least one of their parents) liberal, not to say indulgent. But they were growing up in a world that was changing fast. Whether or not they would seize the opportunities that lay before them remained to be seen.





CHAPTER TWO
The rights of man



BY THE TIME THE PSYCHOLOGICALLY crippling war against America finished in 1783 it had lasted eight years. Its long-term effect on the British economy proved to be less disastrous than expected; certainly less than on that of France, whose ministers had mortgaged the country’s economy by their support for the rebels. Instead of taxing the colonies, George III’s sanguinary mercantile subjects proceeded to trade with them.


The American Revolution may have helped to mask some of the subtle changes which took place at home in those eight years. In 1776, the year of the Declaration of Independence at Philadelphia, Matthew Boulton and James Watt built their first commercial steam engine. Thomas Newcomen’s engine had injected cold water into the cylinder to condense the steam and create the vacuum necessary for atmospheric pressure to push the piston down. Watt, a scientific instrument-maker from Glasgow, realized that its inefficiency was a result of the cylinder being alternately heated and cooled: heated by steam and cooled by the injection of cold water. Energy was being wasted in the process.


Watt designed an engine with a separate condenser; he also used steam to push the piston down from above while a vacuum was created beneath by condensing the steam below the piston. It was therefore capable of greater power and used less water and coal than a Newcomen engine but it required a higher degree of engineering accuracy than any previous design. Watt was granted a patent for it until 1800 and went into partnership with the Birmingham industrialist Matthew Boulton, because the engine’s construction was now beyond the capabilities of a smithy workshop. For the first time, steam engines were the product of factory processes. But while the Boulton and Watt design was a significant technical advance, the patent had the effect of stifling any serious competition for a generation. It was not until the patent ran out that Richard Trevithick gave the world high-pressure steam, together with its power of locomotion.


Alongside the steam engine, 1776 was also the year in which for the first time steam was used instead of water-powered bellows to blow hot air into an iron furnace. The man who pioneered this technique was John ‘iron-mad’ Wilkinson, who two years previously had designed a new cannon-boring lathe to improve the accuracy and strength of naval guns. This lathe was now used to bore more precise cylinders for the new Boulton and Watt engine and it marks a small but important breakthrough in the process of increasing engine power that led to the creation of the locomotive.


Many more minor revolutions happened in parallel with the political upheaval in America. In 1779 Abraham Darby built the first iron bridge at Coalbrookdale and a velocipede was seen on the streets of Paris. In 1780 British coal production hit ten million tons for the first time and the County of Yorkshire petitioned the government to reform its finances and put an end to corrupt political patronage. The following year James Watt patented his rotary steam engine, paving the way for the next phase of the technological revolution. For the first time a new source of power was available: to drive machinery that had previously been propelled by wind and water. Rotary engines could be built wherever coal could be supplied, relieving the dependence of mills like Cromford on water power alone. The steam engine had graduated from a simple pump to become the workhorse of the Industrial Revolution.


Now, between 1783 and 1784, Henry Cort revolutionized the material that would be used to construct the new world. Cort overcame the two most intractable problems facing the ironmaster. One was that by using coke as a fuel, though it was by now cheaper and more widely available than charcoal, impurities were introduced into pig-iron during the smelting process. These impurities made the metal brittle and difficult to work. The other problem was that iron bars suitable for construction had to be hammered into shape or cut into strips while the metal was still hot. So at the eighty or so blast furnaces now operating across the country, production of iron was slow. Cort’s process, called puddling, utilized a second furnace that converted pig-iron into tough and malleable wrought-iron by drawing very hot air (using John Wilkinson’s steam bellows) across the metal while it was stirred, or puddled. In this way there was no physical contact between sulphurous fuel and molten iron and the hot air gradually drew off all the impurities inherent in the metal. Cort then solved the difficulty of making bars by using a technique borrowed from Swedish steelmakers. He introduced a grooved roller which could turn 15 tons of iron into bars in 12 hours.1 From the mid-1780s British iron production doubled in a little over a decade, although Cort himself never made any money from his patents. The consequences of this innovation were not lost on interested contemporaries. Lord Sheffield wrote of Cort’s ironworks in the royal dockyard at Portsmouth: ‘It is not asserting too much to say that the result will be more advantageous to Great Britain than the possession of the thirteen colonies [of America]; for it will give the complete command of the iron trade to this country, with its vast advantages to navigation.’2


Intellectual advances ran parallel to those of the early industrial pioneers. The year of the Declaration of Independence, 1776, also saw the publication of Scottish economist Adam Smith’s Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations. It was a brilliant and rational analysis of how capital and the division of labour combined to create wealth, and it gave impetus to the new manufactory system being pioneered by Richard Arkwright, Matthew Boulton and others. Between its first publication and the beginning of the French Revolution in 1789 the work went through five editions. But although Smith is today revered as the father of free market economics, his intended message was altogether more equivocal. His argument for the distribution of the wealth is something we can recognize as socially progressive:




Servants, labourers and workmen of different kinds, make up the far greater part of every great political society. But what improves the circumstances of the greater part can never be regarded as an inconveniency to the whole. No society can surely be flourishing and happy, of which the far greater part of the members are poor and miserable. It is but equity, besides, that they who feed, cloath and lodge the whole body of the people, should have such a share of the produce of their own labour as to be themselves tolerably well fed, cloathed and lodged.3





A less well-known but equally radical work appeared nearly ten years later in 1785: James Hutton’s Theory of the Earth. Hutton, like Adam Smith and James Watt, was a product of the fertile Scottish Enlightenment. His studies in geology overturned the long-prevailing view of Archbishop Ussher that the earth was created in a seven-day period during the year 4004 BC. Hutton proposed the idea that the earth was an indefinitely old, complex sphere of rock with a molten core. The proof of its great antiquity was that the processes which must have formed the earth’s geology were the same as those which could be observed in the present: volcano, earthquake, flood and erosion; that these processes took an immense amount of time to effect large-scale changes; and that they must therefore have been operating for millions, rather than thousands of years. This simple-sounding principle, Uniformitarianism, underpins all modern geological theory. It led to Charles Lyell’s work on geology and the antiquity of man in the next century and opened the way for Charles Darwin’s theories on evolution. At a deeper level it held implications for science: when a process could be shown by experiment to produce a repeatable effect the result could be used as an analogue for future work to build upon.


Like Hutton’s rivers, volcanoes and floods, the processes of scientific reasoning were invisibly eroding faith in existing concepts of knowledge. They were also releasing humans from some of their self-imposed chains of slavery, reinforcing the liberal interpretation of the Promethean myth, that individual acts of self-improvement and sacrifice might bring benefits to all.


The obvious connection between this scientific upheaval and political revolution was not lost on contemporaries. Thomas Jefferson, co-architect of American independence and third president of the United States, made the link explicit: ‘All eyes are opened, or opening, to the rights of man. The great spread of the light of science has already laid open to every view the palpable truth, that the mass of mankind has not been born with saddles on their backs, nor a favoured few booted and spurred ready to ride them.’4 Too subtle for some, perhaps. Jefferson pondered his Declaration fully aware that in Common Sense, the first work to openly demand independence for America from Britain, Thomas Paine had this to say about a monarchy that claimed the precedent of divine right from William the Conqueror: ‘A French bastard landing with an armed banditti, and establishing himself King of England against the consent of the natives, is in plain terms a very paltry rascally original. It certainly hath no divinity in it.’5


Paine, son of a lapsed Norfolk Quaker, published his first political work in England in 1772. It was hardly revolutionary: an article making the case for better pay for excisemen. Like Jean-Paul Marat, he was a gifted amateur scientist and engineer, apparently holding a patent for a single-span iron bridge;6 like Marat he was later elected to the National Convention of the French Revolutionary government (though he did not speak French). Like Marat his invective cost him his liberty and very nearly, but for a stroke of good fortune, his head.


Paine was not the only English exile to be elected to the National Convention. Joseph Priestley, the isolator of oxygen in 1774, member of the Lunar Society and radical reformer, was hounded out of England by a mob in 1791 even as effigies of Tom Paine were being burned in towns and villages across the country. A founder of the Unitarian movement,7 Priestley suffered like the Parliamentarians of the seventeenth century from the delusion that Anglo-Saxon England had been governed under some sort of consensual parliament elected by universal suffrage; he was a humanitarian, not a political philosopher.


These English revolutionaries, if that is not too strong a word, were united in a circle of acquaintances under the patronage of the publisher Joseph Johnson. Johnson ought to have been the publisher of Tom Paine’s The Rights of Man in 1791; but the visit of a number of agents from His Majesty’s Government induced him to hesitate while Paine found another publisher and made a sharp exit for Paris. Johnson was, however, the publisher of William Godwin and Mary Wollstonecraft in the 1780s when William Blake was working for him as an engraver. He also published works by Priestley and by Priestley’s Lunar friend Erasmus Darwin. He was one of the first manifestations of the role that publishers would play in bringing together radicals and promoting their ideas in the following decades.


The American Revolution had exercised the British Crown, mercantile interests, and philosophers, but there was in reality very little chance of it spreading among the disenfranchised labourers and artisans of England. It was a war of secession, not of usurpation. The French Revolution, of an altogether different hue, exercised the whole nation. It was politically and geographically too close for comfort; sparked by hatred, fuelled by a fragile ideology. Its leaders burned with ambition. In its heady first days it attracted adherents among the young, the idealistic and the romantic, as such movements will:




Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive,


But to be young was very heaven! Oh times!


In which the meagre, stale forbidding ways


Of custom, law, and statute, took at once


The attraction of a country in romance.8





So wrote William Wordsworth, who went to France in the immediate aftermath of the Revolution as a giddy 19-year-old. In later years he, like his friend Coleridge and to a lesser extent William Godwin, distanced himself from his youthful opinions both because of ideological distaste for the Revolution’s outcome and because as a member of the establishment it was sensible for him to do so. Who can blame him?


In any case, the majority of reformist writing in France (Rousseau excluded) in the years leading up to the fall of the Bastille in July 1789 shows that the leading thinkers contemplated, if they contemplated at all, a constitutional monarchy rather along British lines. ‘There is yet virtue on the throne,’ wrote Jean-Paul Marat in the early summer of that year.9 Marat very probably only turned to the Revolution as a means of self-expression because of a failure to realize his own scientific ambitions. Several times he had attempted to gain entry to the Académie des Sciences and several times he had been rejected. Even his translation into French in 1787 of Isaac Newton’s Opticks did not win the approbation of his peers that he craved.


Marat may still have been a political moderate, but he was outlawed in October 1789 for having incited an infamous march on Versailles through his newspaper, the Ami du peuple. In a dramatic series of escapades made more dramatic by his own pen he fled to England, where he remained until April 1790. Exaggeration was a fatal flaw in Marat. Although he later denied furiously that he favoured a dictatorship, or that he had ever incited massacres on the streets of Paris, it was hard to argue with his often printed words: ‘Five or six hundred heads cut off would have assured you peace, liberty and happiness. A false humanity has restrained your hand and delayed your blows. It is going to cost the lives of millions of your brothers.’10


In September 1791 France did become, for a short while, a constitutional monarchy and again Marat, convinced of the National Assembly’s corruption, returned to England, where he stayed until the early months of 1792. By this time Thomas Paine had published his Rights of Man and was himself in exile, in Paris. Many such works were written in response to Edmund Burke’s conservative Reflections on the French Revolution (1790). Rights of Man was one. A Vindication of the Rights of Woman was another, whose author, Mary Wollstonecraft, also turned up in Paris towards the end of 1792; in her case it was not merely thrill-seeking, but a wish to escape her infatuation with artist Henry Fuseli.


Fuseli was one of a number of artists busy redefining the Gothic. Like William Blake, he was a visionary. A Swiss exile, he had settled permanently in England after 1779, marrying and eventually becoming Professor of Painting at the Royal Academy. He had painted the subject of Prometheus even before Robert Potter’s first translation of Aeschylus’ Prometheus Bound into English in 1777. Other contemporaries who portrayed Prometheus in this period include Richard Cosway, George Romney and the sculptor John Flaxman. William Blake’s imaginary character Orc is also generally regarded as a portrayal of Prometheus and there is some evidence that Blake identified himself with the thief of fire.11


In September 1792 the first French Republic was established. Massacres followed in which Marat’s role has often been scrutinized by historians. He now emerged, alongside Robespierre and Danton, as one of the foremost leaders of the Jacobins. In the same month there were elections for the new National Convention. Marat was elected as one of Paris’s 24 deputies. In the ballot he came first. Joseph Priestley came second. Tom Paine was elected for the district of Pas de Calais.


By January 1793, after Louis XVI had tried to flee France with his family, no trace of sympathy towards the monarchy was left. Marat wrote: ‘Gentlemen, you have decreed the Republic, but the Republic is only a house of cards until the head of the tyrant falls under the axe of the law.’12 On 21 January the king was guillotined. Among the onlooking crowd was Mary Wollstonecraft, whose own Promethean warning of the previous year must now have seemed disturbingly prophetic: ‘Man has been held out as independent of the power who made him, or as a lawless planet darting from its orbit to steal the celestial fire of reason; and the vengeance of Heaven lurking in the subtile flame, like Pandora’s pent-up mischiefs, sufficiently punished his temerity, by introducing evil into the world.’13


By the spring of 1793 Marat had provoked the Girondin faction of the Convention into open conflict believing, perhaps correctly, that they represented the forces of the counter-Revolution. In April he went into hiding, was captured, tried and acquitted by the Revolutionary Tribunal. Two months later the arrest of the leading Girondins assured the future of the Jacobin faction and was Marat’s personal triumph. Now seriously ill, and convinced that he had done his duty by the Revolution, he retired from the Convention to his bathtub, the only place where he could find any relief in his scabrous, malnourished state. It was there, on 13 July, that he was stabbed to death by the Girondine zealot Charlotte Corday. On the 17th she was guillotined for his murder, her fatal intervention immortally execrated in paint by Jacques-Louis David.14


Tom Paine was luckier. Having argued against the execution of the king on both political and moral grounds he came under the suspicious scrutiny of the ill-named Committee for Public Safety, was arrested and imprisoned. It is said that he escaped execution by sheer fluke. He was being treated by a doctor and his cell door was open when a guard came along and chalked a mark on it indicating that he was to be guillotined. When the doctor left and closed the door behind him the mark remained on the inside and Paine, smartly rubbing it out, was spared.15


The horror with which Louis XVI’s execution was received in England was only half-disingenuous. Politically Britain was more concerned with the revolutionaries’ external wars and their opening of the River Scheldt to trade with Antwerp than with the overthrow of her old enemies the Bourbons. But the British establishment was increasingly concerned that Revolution might spread across the Channel. The government reacted by suspending habeas corpus so that political suspects might be detained without trial. A Police Bill was passed in 1792 providing for the first professional law enforcement agency in Britain, whose officers’ remit was primarily to prevent revolution. This was followed in 1793, the year of the Parisian Terrors, by an Alien Act requiring all foreigners to register on entry to the kingdom. By 1795 the radical London Corresponding Society, demanding universal suffrage (among men, not women) and annual parliaments16 was able to bring a hundred thousand people out onto the streets to urge parliamentary reform. King George III’s carriage was stoned.


The Prime Minister, William Pitt, was not slow to implement further counter-revolutionary measures. He had already opened lines of contact and support to French royalists and began to assemble his first international coalition in readiness for the war which began in 1793. A Seditious Meetings Act and a Treasonable Practices Act were passed. Leading members of the Corresponding Society, founded by a shoemaker called Thomas Hardy, were arrested and tried; most were acquitted. Whether this was with judicious political connivance or not is hard to say but their momentum was dissipated and, with war increasingly concentrating the country’s minds, Britain’s nascent reform movement was shelved for another generation.


Their acquittal still surprises. It is an indication that despite the aristocratic and conservative bent of Britain’s judiciary, magistrates were fiercely resentful of political interference. What is more surprising is that the most profoundly threatening work of the time was not suppressed at all. William Godwin’s rational and deadly Enquiry concerning Political Justice, published in 1793, is now regarded as a founding thesis of intellectual anarchism. Written with deceptive simplicity, it influenced not only his own generation but a Europe-wide movement that spanned the entire nineteenth century. Its thesis, in tune with Hegel’s influential dialectic idealism in Germany, was that mankind was perfectible, that given time and proper education a society would develop in which government imposed from above was unnecessary. This was desirable because governments inevitably became corrupt. Godwin’s arguments, if naïve, were perceptive and threatening. No government likes to be called corrupt even if it is a truth universally acknowledged. And the idea of educating the masses was the sort of cant that had led to the French Revolution. The notion of perfectibility through progress was not to be tolerated.


With wonderful historical irony William Pitt decided that An Enquiry was not worth suppressing because, at three guineas a copy, few men would be able to afford it. He was half right. Instead, gentlemen, shopkeepers and workers alike formed societies to buy copies, and shared them.17 The book, published by Joseph Johnson from his premises at St Paul’s Churchyard in the City of London, went to three editions within five years.


Godwin is not just important as the author of An Enquiry and a number of interesting novels; not just as the husband of May Wollstonecraft (1759–97), the passionate but undisciplined author of A Vindication of the Rights of Woman; nor even because they were the parents of Mary Shelley, who was to write that defining Promethean tale Frankenstein. He also, vitally, acted as mentor and inspiration to the radical poet Percy Bysshe Shelley. By the time of their first meeting Godwin had become such an obscurity that zealous young radicals like Shelley, who eloped with his daughter Mary, thought he must have died decades before. But in the early 1790s Godwin was still intellectually, if not physically, an electric presence in London.


He was born in 1756, the son of a dissenting minister of Wisbech. Although he practised as a minister himself for a time, he underwent a profound crisis of faith and became one of the first men of his age to publicly profess himself an atheist. His naturally analytical mind took him on a painful journey which began with self-examination and ended by challenging some of the most cherished conventions of eighteenth-century thought. ‘Why should I,’ he wrote, looking back on his early life, ‘because I was born in a certain degree of latitude, in a certain century, in a country where certain institutions prevail, and of parents possessing a certain faith, take it for granted that all this is right?’18 A statement like that can only emanate from a mind of rare breadth. It is the voice of the true sceptic – though not of the revolutionary that many of his contemporaries thought (or wished) him to be.


It is not really surprising that during the 1780s when he was living in London, the school which he attempted to set up on his own educational principles was unsuccessful. Few parents wish to pay for their children to be instructed in uncertainties. Perpetually struggling without a regular income, Godwin began to contribute articles to Richard Brinsley Sheridan’s Whiggish Political Herald and the anti-establishment New Annual Register.


In 1791 Godwin for the first time met Mary Wollstonecraft (they apparently took a more or less instant dislike to each other) and Tom Paine. They had been invited to a party given by Joseph Johnson, whose support for them and their fellow radicals was to see him imprisoned and fined. In the same year Godwin began writing his Enquiry concerning Political Justice on the back of an enviable advance of a thousand guineas from Johnson which eased his money troubles for a while.


Young visionaries in England were fired by the ideals of the French Revolution, quick to see its moral imperatives and slow to acknowledge its horrors just as British socialists, ignorant of its unpleasant realities, were eager to see the spread of Bolshevism in the 1920s. Along with Paine, Priestley, Blake and Wordsworth the Revolution worked its magic on Mary Wollstonecraft. Her Vindication of the Rights of Woman was published by Johnson in 1792, lighting a torch subsequently borne by Mary Somerville, Jane Marcet, Caroline Norton and, much later, the women who finally won for themselves the right to vote. In Wollstonecraft’s day, few men had that privilege.


Apart from quite exceptional women like Caroline Herschel, who was an astronomer, and caricaturist James Gillray’s publisher Hannah Humphrey, women who sought professional careers were generally restricted (and some of them still chose to remain anonymous) to teaching and writing. As it turned out, the woman’s accepted role as gentle educator to the children of gentlemen, combined with the early nineteenth-century flowering of mass-market book distribution, made women writers, especially of popular science, the most influential communicators of their age. There is something satisfyingly Promethean in that insolent thieving of children’s minds.


William Godwin’s An Enquiry was by no means a Promethean tract. It did not propose or excuse revolution. More profoundly, it exposed the flaws inherent in the political system and laid responsibility for that system on all the individuals which made up society. Far from raising the banner of republicanism based on the power of the worker, Godwin sought to diminish the individual. He was, in a way, anti-Promethean: he did not believe in free will. But his Enquiry won him a great many admirers among intellectuals and political activists and frightened an establishment already feeling hot under the collar.


Among the zealots who became Godwin’s ‘followers’ was his contemporary, the illustrator and poet William Blake. Blake was working as an engraver for Joseph Johnson when he wrote an account of The French Revolution which developed his own ideas of revolt against authority. His greatest poetry (Songs of Innocence in 1789, Songs of Experience in 1793 and Jerusalem, completed in 1820) is rebellious, prophetic, mystical and deeply Promethean. His illustrations for Paradise Lost (1808) are among the finest to grace any book. He is unique in having been his own illustrator, printer, publisher and bookseller. After his move to the seclusion of a tiny cottage in the Sussex seaside village of Felpham he even managed to get himself arrested for treason (he also was acquitted). He is credited with having advised Tom Paine to quit the country just in time to avoid William Pitt’s wrath. Now recognized as a brilliantly visionary poet and artist, Blake was virtually unknown in his lifetime outside Johnson’s elite circle. Many, including Wordsworth, thought him mad.


By 1796, when Godwin and Mary Wollstonecraft met for the second time, the realities of war, the threat of invasion and the dissipation of the English revolutionary movement after the Treason Trials had profoundly altered the political climate in England. Talk of parliamentary or social reform became unfashionable. Godwin and Wollstonecraft were by now admirers of each other’s works but Godwin had upset the radicals in London and was now yesterday’s news. He became reclusive. During the following year this oddest of couples set up a sort of ménage in Pentonville. Despite their common antipathy towards wedlock, they were married in 1797. Wollstonecraft bore them a daughter, also called Mary. She died 12 days after giving birth, leaving the middle-aged Godwin bereft and alone in charge of a tiny baby. In an age when enlightenment and intellectual liberty clashed perpetually with injustice, poverty and human frailty, even the most profoundly rational man of his time might have been forgiven for wondering which Olympian he had offended.





CHAPTER THREE
Children of the Revolution



THE LAST SURVIVING MARTIN SON, John, was born in 1789, when the family was living at Haydon Bridge in the Tyne valley. He was 17 years younger than William and seven years the junior of Jonathan. John was small and neat, with perfectly regular features and bright, intelligent eyes. In adulthood many men and women found him beautiful, Byronic even, with a charm to match. Nearly a generation younger than his oldest brother, he grew up in a world in which age-old securities and inhibitions were being broken down by industrial and political revolution. His extraordinary career as a subversive yet commercially successful artist might not have been possible in another generation. He twice fought and overcame the laws of indenture to free himself from restrictive master–servant relationships. Insulted by the Royal Academy’s treatment of commercial artists he snubbed them and eventually wore their contempt as a badge of honour. He rendered their disapprobation irrelevant.


John Martin forged a series of professional and social connections with the great men and women of his day that had little to do with his, or their, rank at birth. In doing so he came to figure as a central character in what might be called the modern cult of Prometheus, with consequences that neither he nor anyone else foresaw. He survived financial ruin, disgrace and critical contempt and lived to influence the shape of modern London, the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, the novels of the Brontës, Jules Verne and Victor Hugo, and a cinematic vision of narrative that has never gone out of style.


Born into a world in which uncertainty and opportunity went hand in hand, John seized his chance; but he did more than that. He conferred the freedom that he and his friends won for themselves on his and their children. They did not just succeed in stealing the secret of fire from their betters: unlike Prometheus, they got away with it.
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