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xlvii+423. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014. Hardback, £100.

This is an exemplary piece of scrupulous, imaginative and sympathetic editorial work.

Pamela Clemit knows her subject intimately: she clearly has profound knowledge of,

deep affection for, and, at the same time, no illusions about William Godwin. Such a

‘relationship’ was one Godwin prescribed as an ideal for all human contact.

The Letters Volume II covers a period in which Godwin grappled with an extensive and

personally painful avalanche of public criticism, at times from former comrades. This

volume provides a detailed and revealing narrative of this conservative reaction against

Godwin and of the philosopher’s more immediate and visceral responses. Taking senti-

ments expressed in a letter (2–3 February 1799) to his antagonist and erstwhile radical

fellow-traveller James Mackintosh as exemplary, the reader discerns a significant shift in

Godwin’s literary intentions in this period—or at least a more clear exposition of his original

intentions. Explicitly stated in the preface to his Enquirer of 1797, Godwin now stresses that

radical, novel or challenging ideas—such as those adduced in his magnum opus Enquiry

Concerning Political Justice (1793)—have value primarily as stimulants to, or catalysts for,

intellectual and moral progress, rather than as statements of truth to be immediately and

uncritically applied in the public sphere. Godwin’s response to conservative reaction was

formally elaborated in his Thoughts: Occasioned by the Perusal of Dr Parr’s Spital Sermon

(1801). We learn through his letters of Godwin’s desire to have this essay included after the

preface to any future edition of Political Justice. Central to the qualifications to, or clarifi-

cations of, his magnum opus, as adduced in his reply to Parr, is the importance of those

natural, domestic affections which some readers believed him earlier to have sacrificed

before the altar of ratiocinative utility and universal benevolence. This revision, if such it

was, is most evident in his historical novel St Leon (1799). This dense, intriguing and multi-

layered work, so highly regarded by Byron, can also be read as an allegory of the fate of the

misunderstood, persecuted and well-meaning social reformer, a fate Godwin undoubtedly

felt keenly as his own.

During this period, Godwin was clearly contemplating his own identity and function as a

writer. His output over this period was generically diverse and often boldly experimental.

This varied body of work is becoming an increasingly rich mine for both Godwin specialists

and Romanticists generally. This volume will prove a central and indispensable resource for

such scholarship. For example, scholars are only recently coming to grips with Godwin’s

output as a playwright. Correspondence with such theatrical eminences as Richard Brinsley

Sheridan and John Philip Kemble provides fascinating insight into Godwin’s perplexing

obsession with writing for the stage, an activity with which he experienced immense dif-

ficulty and for which he stubbornly and mistakenly maintained he possessed a singular

talent.

On the home front we see the recently widowed philosopher in pursuit of a helpmeet. His

doomed courtships of Maria Reveley and, particularly, Harriet Lee reveal both Godwin’s

awkward and prickly manner and his obvious grief and loneliness in the wake of Mary

Wollstonecraft’s passing. These letters show him to be a shrewd anatomist of romantic

feeling, but also capable of acting the part of petulant, manipulative man-child. His letters to
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Lee and others are of significance in a further respect. Godwin admits, in other autobio-

graphical writings, to having undergone something of a reform in his religious opinions,

eschewing his former atheism for a Spinozist, Coleridge-inspired Pantheism. Recent schol-

arship is beginning to show the importance of this shift in Godwin’s sentiments, not least in

his sensitive and revisionist musings on medieval Catholicism in his Life of Geoffrey Chaucer

(1803). Generally well received, this work attracted a review from Walter Scott sufficiently

condemnatory, in part, for Godwin to pen a defensive and justificatory response to the

editor of the Edinburgh Review (1804).

Godwin’s quest for a helpmeet finally met with success in the person of Mary Jane

Clairmont whose possession of a degree of financial acumen was to prove of some use as

the couple embarked upon the business of publishing books for children. The Juvenile

Library drew on Mary Jane’s prior experience in the field and Godwin’s longstanding

interest in the education of the young. His response to the enquiries of one correspondent

square entirely with what we know of Godwin’s consistently elaborated pedagogical phil-

osophy as expressed in other published pronouncements, such as his Account of the

Seminary (1783), The Enquirer and Thoughts on Man (1831). His focus always was on the

stimulation of the imagination which he regarded as the source of all empathy, ardour and

morality. The Juvenile Library was an astute choice of venture, satisfying, to some extent,

Godwin’s abiding need to contribute to moral reform as well as alleviating, to a degree, his

perennial financial difficulties. Though the biographers inform us that the memory of Mary

Wollstonecraft remained a dominant presence in Godwin’s life, the letters reveal a real and

sincere affection in his occasionally difficult relationship with Mary Jane.

As in the first volume of the Letters, the contextualizing is superb. Clemit includes

copious evidence of Godwin’s editing process and, in the notes, significant extracts from

his original correspondents. The reader thus gains deeper insight into Godwin’s charac-

teristic reflexes, complaints and aspirations as well into the important relationships gener-

ated and maintained (or not) at this crucial period of his life. There has been no biography

of Godwin since William St Clair’s The Godwins and the Shelleys (1989). If we are to judge

by the first two volumes of Godwin’s Letters, the completed project promises ultimately to

provide an exhaustive and intimate narrative of the philosopher’s life. Future biographers

will be fortunate to have such a resource at their disposal. At the same time it is occasionally

difficult to see how The Letters as biography could be improved upon by the standard life

narrative.
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