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            Foreword

         

         
            ‘O! attend

            Whoe’er thou art whom these delights can touch;

            Whom nature’s aspect, nature’s simple garb

            Can thus command [.]’

            The Pleasures of the Imagination, Bk I, ll. 173–5

         

         Mark Akenside was a brilliant poet and polymath whose significance was recognised by his peers and immediate successors: in a perceptive introductory essay to a popular edition, the poet and critic A. L. Barbauld praised Akenside’s ability to ‘make Poetry and Philosophy to go hand in hand’, and exhorted readers to ‘pay him the grateful regard which we owe to genius exerted in the cause of liberty and philosophy, of virtue and of taste.’1 However, for various reasons, Akenside was to fall into obscurity. In this illuminating book, Dr Morden brings Akenside to a new readership in his full glory as a poet of distinction whose poetics influenced not only his contemporaries, but also two generations of Romantic poets. Morden’s fine appreciation of poetry of the period means this study is rich in apposite quotation of Akenside and his admirers: this is a study that is fired by enthusiasm and generous in its sharing of insight.

         The book opens with some myth-busting, and a robust reclaiming of Akenside as a proud Northerner. (Indeed, Barbauld saw Akenside’s Pleasure of Imagination as exemplifying ‘the taste vifor moral beauty which has so distinguished our northern seminaries’.)2 His various political and scientific interests are outlined, and attention is rightly drawn to the importance of the Protestant Dissenting community, an important link between Akenside and S.T. Coleridge. Building on the superb scholarship of the late Robin Dix, Morden provides an enjoyable and thought-provoking tour of Akenside’s poetry, setting it in its context but also demonstrating its importance to Coleridge, William Wordsworth, P.B. Shelley, and John Keats, all of whom – like Barbauld – were drawn to Akenside’s poetics of liberty and his night-sky poetry.

         I was fascinated to learn, on p. 98, that such was the influence of Akenside to Keats’ circle that Charles Lamb even coined the term ‘akensidise’ to signify a rejection of classical shackles in favour of liberty. The word illuminates Akenside’s lasting power as an innovative and admired predecessor for even second generation Romantic poets, and is also, as Morden shows us, useful in understanding Akenside’s influence on J.M.W. Turner’s painting. This is indeed a book that is both readable and approachable, as her mentor Robin Dix requested, but it goes beyond its remit in offering fresh insight into this neglected author; I recommend it to you highly, and wish you pleasure in reading it.

         
             

         

         Dr Emma Major,

         University of York, 2022

         
            Notes

            1. A. L. Barbauld, ‘Essay on Akenside’s Poem on the Pleasures of Imagination’, in The Pleasures of Imagination by Mark Akenside (London: T. Cadell, 1796), 12, 36.

            2. Barbauld, ‘Essay’, Pleasures of Imagination, 9.
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            Preface

         

         The purpose of this book is to honour a promise made to Dr Robin Dix before his untimely death in 2007. At that time, he approved and encouraged me to write a ‘readable’ and ‘approachable’ book which would once again bring Mark Akenside’s name to the fore. He was more than generous with his time and goodwill towards the task. This book has been some time in the writing, but now in the 200th anniversary year of Akenside’s birth, is the moment to make it public. So, as Akenside himself asked: ‘What need [more] words/To paint its pow’r now?’ (PTI, Bk 1, ll. 245–6).

         All quotations from Akenside’s work are taken from The Poetical Works of Mark Akenside, ed. Robin Dix (Associated University Presses, 1996). Throughout the book The Pleasures of Imagination, 1744, is cited as TPI and the later version The Pleasures of The Imagination, 1772, as TPTI.

         Before each chapter there is a short resumé of the ‘Argument’ – this follows the precedent of Mark Akenside himself, who was careful to offer such navigation through his poetry for the benefit of his readers. viii
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1
            Introduction

         

         On 21 November 1821 a group of gentlemen with literary interests met together in a shop on Butchers Bank in Newcastle-upon-Tyne. They were there to celebrate the centenary of the birth of a famous poet and son of the town: Mark Akenside. Aeneas Mackenzie in his Discourse and Historical Account of the town and county of Newcastle upon Tyne, 1827, tells us that after reading poems in his honour, the group adjourned to the George Inn in the Cloth Market, where they ‘sat down to an elegant entertainment’ – which implies a good dinner and multiple toasts to Akenside’s memory.

         Today, if you walk up Butchers Bank, now known as Akenside Hill with a pub bearing his name at the bottom, very few are conscious of who Akenside was and why he should be remembered, let alone celebrated. Indeed, if we read the information board outside the Church of All Saints at the top of the Bank, the suggestion is that, when successful and living in London, he spurned his place of origin, and for that reason is unworthy of any fond memory. This is, in fact, an unfounded slander which has persisted through the centuries.

         There is no evidence to suggest that, once a person of note in London, he was, in the words of his first biographer Charles Bucke (1832), ‘very much ashamed of the comparative lowness of his birth’. Nor did he cut himself off from his Northern relations. Rather the contrary. In 1748 Akenside’s brother Thomas is recorded as having died, not in his native Newcastle but in London, suggesting that in his final illness he was cared for by 2his younger sibling. In a letter dated 1762, there is evidence that Mark was in the habit of regularly keeping in touch with his aged mother through his sister Dorothy. And, in 1768 he was left a legacy of £50 in the will of an uncle from Morpeth. None of this suggests any kind of breakdown in family relations. Nevertheless, the falsehood persists. Akenside’s name is still used to describe anyone who denies their provincial origins (the Akenside Syndrome). Far more positive is the evidence in his poetry that the landscapes of his native Tyne Valley were central to Akenside’s development and that he was proud to own it. As he wrote in his ‘Ode on the Winter Solstice’ of 1745: ‘Old Tyne shall listen to my tale/And echo down the bord’ring vale/The liquid melody prolong’.
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         3Dr Mark Akenside achieved great things in his lifetime: a reputation as a scholar and philosopher; recognition from the scientific and medical establishment; appointment as Physician to Queen Charlotte; and notoriety for his obsession with all things relating to ancient Greece. Above all, he was then and should now be acknowledged as a poet of consequence – nationally and internationally. Mark Akenside influenced generations of artists we now call Romantic. Wordsworth, Coleridge and the painter Turner were all indebted to his work and contributed to an international following. His major achievement, the epic poem The Pleasures of Imagination (1744) and its unfinished variant The Pleasures of The Imagination (published posthumously in 1772), evidence his literary importance and his contribution to the history of cultural ideas.

         Akenside’s work asserts the workings of the Imagination to be a dynamic and creative process. It is an idea that runs quite contrary to the belief of many early eighteenth-century writers, that the Imagination was a passive, mechanical operation based on a recombining of empirical experiences. This was a process closed and limited in scope, condemned merely to the assemblage and reassemblage of the data of sense experience. By contrast, Akenside considered the imaginative process of the artist-poet to be generative and exploratory, triggered by the interaction of individual perception and the natural environment. At moments, while very conscious of the poetic tradition, he celebrates a mind unfettered by convention and precedent, in open-ended, transgressive and collaborative poetry. For instance, in The Pleasures of Imagination, he takes the reader on a dynamic roller-coaster ride into realms of speculation, across the globe and out into cosmic space where the spirit ‘springs aloft’:

         
            
               Thro’ fields of air; pursues the flying storm;

               Rides on the volley’d lightning through the heavens; 4

               Or yok’d with whirlwinds and the northern blast

               Sweeps the long tract of day…

               TPI, Bk 1, ll. 183–90

            

         

         This is exciting, sensational verse that deserves to be read, preferably aloud and in a public space …

      

   


   
      
         
5
            Chapter One

            Newcastle Scholar

         

         Born son of a butcher, in Newcastle-upon-Tyne, 1721; family of Unitarian faith; schooling; vocation as a poet; publication aged sixteen in the Gentleman’s Magazine; early influences of Tyne Valley and River Wansbeck; begins writing The Pleasures of Imagination; other occasional pieces written and published 1737–8.
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         6The son of a master butcher, Mark Akenside was born on 9 November 1721, according to the Old Style calendar. In 1752 the Gregorian calendar was adopted by the United Kingdom with the loss of ten days (causing riots under the banner of ‘Bring us back our ten days!’). Hence 9 November (Old Style) became 21 November (New Style). The Akenside shop was situated at 33, Butcher Bank, Newcastle-upon-Tyne, on the steep hill leading off The Side up to the old medieval church of All Hallows. The church is long gone, having been demolished in the later eighteenth century to make way for the fine new All Saints church that we see today, built between 1767 and 1796. The site overlooks Pandon Dene and the Quayside which, once a pleasant recreational area, was in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries fouled by open sewers and the offal detritus from the many butchers’ shops and slaughterhouses (‘shambles’) that congregated on the Bank. As a consequence, John Wesley, on his first visit to Newcastle in 1742 described it as ‘the most contemptible part’ of town. Yet, just around the corner was the thriving centre for print and bookselling known as The Side. Always an avid collector of books and prints, the young Akenside found here stimulus for his taste for collecting and his ambition to be a writer.

         The story goes that at the age of seven a meat cleaver was dropped on young Mark Akenside’s foot, causing an injury that caused him to walk with a pronounced limp for the rest of his life. However, there is no evidence for this. The Akenside scholar Robin Dix argues that this myth, like the one about his repudiation of his home town, is probably a spiteful falsehood circulated by those who were jealous of his later preferment and success. Undoubtedly, he did have one leg shorter than the other, but it was likely a birth deformity, perhaps a club foot, remedied later by a built-up heel on his shoe.7
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         8As a young boy Mark Akenside showed promise and was early registered at the Royal Free Grammar School in the town (now known as the Royal Grammar School), which until recent times acknowledged him as an illustrious old boy in the school song:  

         
            
               Many a name on the scroll of fame

               Is the heritage of our land,

               Collingwood, Armstrong, Eldon and Bourne,

               Akenside, Stowell and Brand.

            

         

         The headmaster at the time was Richard Dawes, an eccentric scholar in ancient Greek with whom the precocious Akenside had a major difference of opinion that was to fester long after. On the publication of The Pleasures of Imagination in 1744, Dawes supposed that the character of Momion in lines 179–90 of Book Three referred to himself. Clearly, Dawes felt the cap fitted only too well and, presuming an insult, he produced a pamphlet in protest. Akenside strongly denied the charge, although there may well be an element of personal ridicule in these lines, since the name of the classical god of fault-finding was Momus:

         
            
               Thee too, facetious Momion, wand’ring here.

               Thee, dreaded censor, oft have I beheld

               Bewilder’d unawares: alas! Too long

               Flush’d with thy comic triumphs and the spoils

               Of sly derision! Till on every side

               Hurling thy random bolts, offended truth

               Assign’d thee here thy station with the slaves

               Of folly.

               TPI, Bk 3, ll. 179–186

            

         

         Subsequently, the boy moved from the Grammar School to attend a private Academy run by Rev. William Wilson, a minister 9at the Unitarian Chapel in Hanover Square, Newcastle, which the Akenside family regularly attended. Wilson recognised the potential of his young pupil, who was so earnest in his attention at Chapel that a pen and inkstand were attached to the pew where the family habitually sat so he could take notes during the sermon.

         Akenside was already writing poetry and making a bid for publication. Aged just sixteen, he sent ‘The Poet: a Rhapsody’ and some other shorter poems to the prestigious London periodical the Gentleman’s Magazine. His accompanying letter reads:
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               Newcastle-on-Tyne, April 23.

               I hope, sir, you’ll excuse the following poem (being

               the performance of one in his sixteenth year) and insert

               it in your next magazine, which will oblige yours, &c,

            

            
               MARCUS.

            

         

         To his delight, in July 1737, the poems were accepted. In ‘The Poet’ young Akenside expresses a keen awareness of his own talent and fear that he was destined to:

         
            
               Live remote from grandeur, learning, wit;

               Immur’d amongst the ignoble, vulgar herd,

               Of lowest intellect.

               Poetical Works, p.396

            

         

         For all the apparent arrogance and pomposity here, he expresses the desire to break free from a narrow life spent ‘Pensive and moping o’er the stubborn rhyme,/Or line imperfect’, exclaiming ‘No! the door is free’. In these verses Akenside reveals, even at this young age, his breadth of learning and more than a passing acquaintance with Renaissance poetry (especially that of Edmund Spenser); the moral philosophy of Anthony Ashley Cooper, 3rd Earl of Shaftesbury, whose Characteristicks of Men, Manners, Opinion and Times was first published in 1711 and revised in 1713; and the latest thinking on aesthetic theory gleaned from periodicals, notably the contributions made by Joseph Addison to The Spectator over the period 1711–14.

         Having obtained funding from the Dissenters Society, Wilson prepared Akenside for matriculation at the University of Edinburgh, which unlike Oxford and Cambridge at that time accepted Dissenters. There was one condition: he was to train as a Unitarian Minister. So, in 1738 he prepared to go to Edinburgh and establish himself in his ‘proper sphere’: 11

         
            
               Yet still the self-depending soul,

               Thou last and least in fortune’s roll,

               His proper sphere commands;

               And sees, before the throne of God,

               The rank in which he stands.

               Ode On the Use of Poetry, st.11

            

         

         Clearly, the young Akenside envisaged his destined place and social rank as other than that of a Newcastle butcher’s boy.

         In fact, his family were not inconsequential. The Akensides were yeomen farmers who for generations held land at Eachwick in the Tyne Valley. In 1690 his father had come to Newcastle as an apprentice butcher where he was joined by an uncle, cousin and several other younger relations. All took up the butchery trade on All Hallows Hill (the ‘Shambles’). Both the poet and his elder brother Thomas were registered at birth as members of the Guild of Newcastle Butchers, but neither followed the trade: Thomas became a barber-surgeon in the town, while Mark had very different ideas.
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         12Before he left for Edinburgh, he spent some time with relations of his mother, the Lumsdens of Morpeth. It appears that it was then that he began to draft his major epic poem The Pleasures of Imagination. In later revisions he reflects on this formative period, in particular the natural landscapes that shaped his inner vision:

         
            
               Would I again were with you! – O ye dales

               Of Tyne, and ye most ancient woodlands; where

               Oft the giant flood obliquely strides,

               And his banks open, and his lawns extend,

               Stops short the pleased traveller to view …

               TPI, Bk 5, ll. 30–5

            

         

         He continues with a eulogy on memories of boyhood explorations along the riverbank at Wansbeck, venturing as far as Bothal Castle, in communion with a force or presence which he identifies as ‘the spirit of the place’:

         
            
               O ye Northumbrian shades, which overlook

               The rocky pavement and the mossy falls

               Of solitary Wansbeck’s limpid stream;

               How gladly I recall your well-known seats

               Belov’d of old, and that delightful time

               When all alone, for many a summer’s day,

               I wander’d through your calm recesses, led

               In silence by some powerful hand unseen.

               TPI, Bk 5, ll. 37–46

            

         

         Here he displays his own style of writing, following the intonation and rhythms of conversation, communicating his awareness 13of the dynamic interaction of his own perception with the environment. It was these qualities that spoke to the next generation of poets who found in Akenside’s work both a tone and sentiment that suited their own creative purpose. As a consequence, the river valleys of Northumberland have their place alongside the topography of Cumbria as early influences on the development of Romantic nature poetry. With that thought, we leave Newcastle and travel by coach to Edinburgh in the autumn of 1738 …
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