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 “Writing Religion” contributes to a larger revival of interest in the relationship between religion and literature across a wide range of historical fields; in doing so, it also demonstrates the healthy methodological pluralism with which this development has been greeted by students of eighteenth-century Britain. Historiographies of the book, of reading practices and authorship, have undoubtedly encouraged literary scholars of this period to understand their own traditional area of study as embedded within a far richer and more various field of textual production and consumption, in which religious writers, publishers, and audiences played a particularly prominent role. The extraordinary proliferation of printed media across the century has often been understood in narrowly socioeconomic terms, as a function of progressive commercialisation. Yet, as several of these essays make clear, the birth of a consumer society did not preclude other forms of imagined (religious) community, whether deriving from Nonconformist tradition, evangelical communications networks, or the armed Christian nation invoked by fast sermons of the 1790s. Just as importantly, however, the present volume also suggests that some form of recognisably “literary” interpretative procedure might legitimately be brought to bear on a somewhat broader range of eighteenth-century religious texts than has sometimes been assumed. Scholars of an earlier “post-Reformation” period have generally proved more willing to pursue rhetorical and generic studies of religious writings ranging from private meditation and theological treatise to sermon literature and polemical divinity. The relative paucity of such work in eighteenth-century studies arguably betrays longstanding assumptions concerning the increasingly “prosaic” and worldly tendencies of Christian belief, a spiritual condition for which the urbane neoclassical culture of “Augustan” England has traditionally offered an all too appropriate pendant. 
	Despite variations of approach and subject matter, therefore, the contributors to this volume do much to vindicate the editors’ claim that the closer integration of literary and religious studies offers a significant challenge to longstanding assumptions concerning the progressive secularisation of British culture and society in the decades after 1660. Such an undertaking is complicated, however, by the fact that the emergence of the very category of literature, in something like its modern form, has frequently been associated with the secularising tendencies supposedly at work in this period. It is of course the case that our contemporary understanding of “literature” and the “literary” has an indistinct presence within early-modern intellectual culture; only toward the end of the eighteenth century would these terms begin to lose their broad association with humanistic learning and assume a more restrictive identification with the creative products of the autotelic imagination. Yet a number of scholars have suggested that this earlier period provided the crucial preconditions for such a development in the putative decentering of religious experience and authority. For Michael McKeon, for example, the rise of the aesthetic and the consequent emergence of literature as an autonomous discursive sphere involves “the assumption by ‘art’ of those tasks that traditionally were performed by religious belief and experience. It entails a humanising of Spirit, an internalisation of divine as human creativity.”[footnoteRef:1] Such arguments find ready application to the traditional literary historiography of the Restoration and eighteenth century, in which neoclassical culture is typically understood to have defined itself in opposition to the unruly religious passions unleashed by the civil wars and interregnum. But they also provide a powerful genealogy for Romantic conceptions of the self-sufficient creative imagination, which can likewise be viewed as a polite surrogate for the more disruptive energies of religious enthusiasm.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  Michael McKeon, “Politics of Discourses and the Rise of the Aesthetic in Seventeenth-Century England,” in Politics of Discourse: The Literature and History of Seventeenth-Century England, ed. Kevin Sharpe and Steven N. Zwicker (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987), 49. For discussions of the links between religion and aesthetics in the eighteenth century see Ronald Paulson, The Beautiful, Novel, and Strange: Aesthetics and Heterodoxy (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996); and Jeremy Gregory, “Anglicanism and the Arts: Religion, Culture and Politics in the Eighteenth Century,” in Culture, Politics and Society in Britain, 1660–1800, ed. Jeremy Black and Jeremy Gregory (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1991), 82–109.]  [2:  Jon Mee, Romanticism, Enthusiasm, and Regulation: Poetics and the Policing of Culture in the Romantic Period (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003).] 

	A “literary” challenge to the excessively secular orientation of eighteenth-century studies might, then, also seem to invite an attempt to reclaim the genealogy of literary aesthetics from its conventional implication within historical narratives of secularisation. Such an undertaking can draw support from recent efforts to reassert the continued centrality of religious concerns within the broader intellectual culture of this period, in which a distinctively “clerical” or “Anglican” Enlightenment may now be discerned.[footnoteRef:3] It is increasingly clear that, in response to the perceived threat of more subversive intellectual currents, the seventeenth-century Church of England proved capable of genuinely innovative contributions to fields such as theology, history, and ancient philology. It is also the case that many of the most important English literary scholars and critics of the mid-eighteenth century—Thomas Percy, Richard Hurd, John Brown, Joseph and Thomas Warton—were Anglican clerics (and in some cases also members of the episcopate). The literary preoccupations of such figures have largely been deemed irrelevant to their religious identity and have, indeed, often been taken as evidence that, in Roy Porter’s words, eighteenth-century ecclesiastics spent much of their time “busily secularizing themselves.”[footnoteRef:4] A considerably more refined version of this argument has recently been offered by Simon During, who argues that the delineation of “pure poetry” (understood as a product of “newer, secular formations”), enforced an emergent “division between religion and poetry”. This development, During suggests, underwrote the vocational identity of its clerical exponents, effectively isolating their “literary” pursuits from their primary commitment to the defence of the Church.[footnoteRef:5] There were undoubtedly perceived tensions between apologetic calling and the more belletristic studies pursued by many clergymen. Yet it can also be maintained that the literary scholarship of this period retained an occluded relationship to contemporary religious controversies surrounding the Church’s spiritual authority. And this in turn might suggest that the development of an autonomous literary aesthetic was as much a product of Protestant apologetic as a vehicle of incipient secularisation. An attempt to substantiate such claims here must necessarily be provisional, but might best proceed through the reconsideration of a single, particularly significant transitional moment in “pre-Romantic” critical attitudes.  [3:  J. G. A. Pocock, “Clergy and Commerce: The Conservative Enlightenment in England,” in L’età dei lumi: studi storici sul settecento europeo in onore di Franco Moretti, ed. R. Ajello et al., 2 vols. (Naples: Jovene, 1985), 1:523–62; William J. Bulman, Anglican Enlightenment: Orientalism, Religion and Politics in England and Its Empire, 1648–1715 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015).]  [4:  Roy Porter, Enlightenment: Britain and the Creation of the Modern World (London: Penguin, 2000), 98.]  [5:  Simon During, Exit Capitalism: Literary Culture, Theory and Post-Secular Modernity (Abingdon: Routledge, 2010), 4, 21.] 

	It is a commonplace of English literary historiography that, sometime around the middle of the eighteenth century, discourse on the cultural past was increasingly marked by an interest in both poetic primitivism and the post-classical creative sensibilities associated with the “gothic” ages. These developments, it is also routinely claimed, were harbingers of an attitude that we might describe as “historicist,” and which involved (in the most general terms) a willingness to evaluate the products of the literary imagination with a sympathetic sense of the age in which they were produced, rather than by reference to universal standards of literary taste. This shift in mid-eighteenth-century critical sensibilities has usually been understood in exclusively secular terms: as a product of changing scholarly methodologies, the socioeconomics of taste, or the formation of a national literary canon.[footnoteRef:6] Yet it also possessed a significant religious dimension, which drew literary scholarship into relation to some longstanding arguments concerning the sacred function of poetry in antiquity and, relatedly, the primitive origins of popular superstition and clerical imposture.  [6:  See, inter alia, Joseph M. Levine, Humanism and History: Origins of Modern English Historiography (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1987), 190–213; Richard Terry, Poetry and the Making of the English Literary Past 1660–1781 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 286–323; Jonathan Brody Kramnick, Making the English Canon: Print-Capitalism and the Cultural Past, 1700–1770 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998); Trevor Ross, The Making of the English Literary Canon: From the Middle Ages to the Late Eighteenth Century (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1998).] 

	An elucidation of this context might begin with Thomas Blackwell, professor of Greek at Marischal College in Aberdeen, and one of the earliest, and most influential, writers on Homeric literary history in the eighteenth century. Blackwell’s scholarly explorations of Greek antiquity coloured the work of such leading lights of eighteenth-century Scottish culture as Lord Monboddo, James Beattie, George Campbell, and James Macpherson. But his interest in ancient literature was also closely connected to speculations on mythography and the history of religion; and the most important source for this aspect of Blackwell’s work is his well-known debt to Anthony Ashley Cooper, third earl of Shaftesbury.
	Shaftesbury’s Characteristicks (1711) depicts Homer as the “prince of poets,” whose works embodied a “natural and simple” style conducive to a “just imitation of nature,” quite unlike the debased figurative practices of ancient Egypt. Blackwell’s emphasis, in the Enquiry into the Life and Writing of Homer (1735), was slightly different: he subscribed to the traditional biographical narrative, and supposed that Homer had travelled in Egypt, that he had been initiated into the mysteries of Egyptian religion, and that his poetry contained a large dose of mythological allegory.[footnoteRef:7] In other respects, however, Blackwell’s speculations on ancient figurative practices conformed to a broadly Shaftesburean understanding of the historical function of poetry as an instrument of philosophical enquiry and religious instruction. “POETRY, PHILOSOPHY, and LEGISLATION,” Blackwell argued in his Letters concerning Mythology (1748), “were originally conjoined in one and the same Person,” but they were separated into different offices within a few generations. The ancient priesthood quickly realised the popular appeal of the poet: they “struck wisely in, joined Interests with the Poet, grafted his Reputation with their own Establishment. He celebrated their Temples; they recommended his Tales. He assured the Multitude that every consecrated Place was a School of Piety; they explained every Allegory into a Lesson of some Virtue.”[footnoteRef:8] Poetry thus began as a medium of philosophical and ethical instruction, but developed into an instrument of hierocratic civil religion. In this form, according to Blackwell, the allegories of the poet remained liable to corruption through the popular superstition of “the blind and credulous Vulgar, [who are] always apt to take Representations for Things, as we see daily happen in Popish Countries.”[footnoteRef:9]  [7:  [Thomas Blackwell], An Enquiry into the Life and Writings of Homer (London, 1735), 49–51, 163–74.]  [8:  [Thomas Blackwell], Letters concerning Mythology (London, 1748), 294–5.]  [9:  [Blackwell], Enquiry, 176.] 

Blackwell’s Presbyterian background undoubtedly sensitized him to the corruptions of priestly authority (his father was a prominent anti-Episcopal activist); he would certainly have been receptive to Shaftesbury’s thinly veiled attacks on Anglican High Churchmanship in the Characteristicks.[footnoteRef:10] In both writers, moreover, such concerns were closely bound up with their speculative enquiries into the function of poetry in remote antiquity. In this respect, Blackwell seems also to have drawn on Shaftesbury’s argument that allegory in its pure form acts as a guarantor of intellectual freedom in a religious state, by separating the spheres of religion and polite philosophy. Within the “polite” ancient societies of Greece and Rome, Shaftesbury argued in the Characteristicks, allegorical representation preserved the distinction between (public) religion and (private) philosophical belief.[footnoteRef:11] But when this distinction between polite philosophy and public worship was corrupted by priestcraft in late antiquity, signs were mistaken for things, allegory ceased to perform its traditional function, and the private freedom of the philosopher was subjected to the illegitimate authority of religion. For Shaftesbury, the allegorical mediation of religious belief, when properly practiced, enforced the separation of philosophy and religion that was essential to avoid fanaticism and inculcate politeness. And a polite religious polity of this kind—which found its highest cultural expression in Greco-Roman antiquity—required poets, rather more than priests: “It is remarkable that, in the politest of all nations [classical Greece], the writings looked upon as most sacred were those of their great poets, whose works indeed were truly divine in respect of art and the perfection of their frame and composition.” Shaftesbury and Blackwell thus offered a conjectural history of ancient society in which the cultural development of poetic figuration was closely bound up with the progressive vitiation of religious authority. More specifically, they identified the original role of the poet as one of philosophical and ethical instruction, a role that was subsequently usurped by the alliance of poetry and priestcraft, and Europe’s consequent decline into vulgar superstition..[footnoteRef:12] [10:  Philip Connell, Secular Chains: Poetry and the Politics of Religion from Milton to Pope (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 159–76.]  [11:  Anthony Ashley Cooper, third earl of Shaftesbury, Characteristics of Men, Manners, Opinions, Times, ed. Lawrence E. Klein (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 371.]  [12:  Shaftesbury, Characteristicks, 435–6.] 

Shaftesburean ideas continued to exert a remarkable influence in mid-eighteenth-century Britain, as well as provoking enduring and frequently vociferous opposition.[footnoteRef:13] Shaftesbury’s notorious antipathy to high-flying churchmanship, his devotion to good-humored raillery in the face of priestly dogmatism and pedantry, and his conflation of aesthetic and ethical categories in the concept of “moral beauty,” all ensured his continued notoriety within both religious and literary circles until well into the second half of the century. It is therefore easy to see why Shaftesbury remained an important target for the pugnacious Anglican scholar William Warburton and his circle of clerical literati. Richard Hurd, Warburton’s most devoted protégé, repeatedly attacked the “noble lord” and his work; John Brown produced a series of Essays on the Characteristics (1752), supposedly written under the superintendence of Warburton; and Shaftesbury also figured prominently in the introductory “Dedication to the Freethinkers” in Warburton’s own major work, The Divine Legation of Moses (1738–41), on account of the “inveterate rancour which he indulged against Christianity.”[footnoteRef:14] It is in this context—of anticlericalism and Anglican heresy-hunting—that we may reconsider the contributions of the Warburton circle to mid-eighteenth-century literary scholarship. Warburton’s Divine Legation was the most elaborate attempt in this period to recast freethinking sociologies of primitive religion so as to draw their anti-Christian sting. In his lengthy digressions on hieroglyphical writing and Egyptian religion, Warburton addressed the deistical association of parable, fable, and allegory with the “secret writing” of an exploitative, self-perpetuating priestly caste.[footnoteRef:15] But it was left to John Brown and Richard Hurd to engage most explicitly with what might be described as the “literary” component of anticlerical mythography and the historiography of religion.  [13:  Isabel Rivers, Reason, Grace, and Sentiment: A Study of the Language of Religion and Ethics in England, 1660–1780, 2 vols. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991–2000), 2:153–198.]  [14:  William Warburton, The Divine Legation of Moses Demonstrated, 5 vols., 4th ed. (London, 1765), 1:xxv; A. W. Evans, Warburton and the Warburtonians (London: Oxford University Press, 1933); B. W. Young, Religion and Enlightenment in Eighteenth-Century England: Theological Debate from Locke to Burke (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988).]  [15:  Jan Assmann, “The Mosaic Distinction: Israel, Egypt, and the Invention of Paganism,” Representations 56 (1996): 48–67.] 

	Brown’s Dissertation on the Rise, Union, and Power, the Progressions, Separations, and Corruptions, of Poetry and Music was published in 1763. The work is usually treated as a product of the vogue for literary primitivism stimulated by the Ossian poems, the first of which had been published three years earlier. In fact, however, the structure and detail of Brown’s arguments seem, in certain important respects, to have been dictated by the Warburtonians’ ongoing campaign against the vestigial “free-thinking” tendencies in Hanoverian society. Brown engaged explicitly and extensively with the work of Shaftesbury and Blackwell in the Dissertation, and his essential point of difference with these writers concerned the social function of poetry in antiquity. Blackwell, complained Brown, grossly misrepresented Homer by describing him as a poet of Shaftesburean virtue and piety.[footnoteRef:16] Instead, Brown argued for the primitive purity of the poetic office, as Shaftesbury and Blackwell had done; but he projected this moment back in time to a point at which poetry and music were united, and the bard enjoyed a conjoined civic, religious, and legislative function. “Their Songs would be of a legislative Cast,” Brown wrote; “and being drawn chiefly from the Fables or History of their own Country, would contain the essential Parts of their religious, moral, and political Systems.”[footnoteRef:17] Thus, while Blackwell and Shaftesbury identified the first poet with the philosopher, Brown treats him as an instrument of civil polity and religion. Furthermore, in contrast to Shaftesbury’s decided preference for classical antiquity, Brown identifies ancient Hebrew culture as peculiarly privileged, in having retained the aboriginal unity of poetry and music for much longer than other nations. The “united or complex Character of Legislator and Bard was preserved among the JEWS through a longer Succession of Ages than in any other Nation,” because their “musical Art being chiefly exercised in the Praises of the true GOD, was in less Danger of being corrupted.”[footnoteRef:18] [16:  John Brown, Dissertation on the Rise, Union, and Power, the Progressions, Separations, and Corruptions, of Poetry and Music (Dublin, 1763), 63.]  [17:  Ibid., 29.]  [18:  Ibid., 145. ] 

	Brown’s Dissertation was strikingly ambitious in its attempt to provide an alternative conjectural history of ancient poetry in response to the anticlerical implications of Shaftesbury’s writings on the same theme. The most influential Anglican response to what we might describe as free-thinking literary historiography was, however, Richard Hurd’s Letters on Chivalry and Romance (1762). This work has often been regarded as a decisive moment in the reorientation of eighteenth-century taste away from classical antiquity and towards a greater receptivity to the cultural legacy of the “gothic” ages and, more particularly, the romance traditions informing the works of Spenser. Hurd’s Letters can also be seen as an important step toward the consolidation of a historical sense in literary scholarship—the belief that the value of a literary text should be determined, to a greater or lesser extent, according to the standard of taste prevailing at the point of its original composition. Such tendencies remain in ironic tension, of course, with Hurd’s dismissive remarks on neoclassical critical principles. The French “taste of Letters,” he writes, “with some worse things, was brought amongst us at the Restoration. Their language, their manners, nay their very prejudices were adopted by our Frenchified king and his Royalists.”[footnoteRef:19] The principal agents of this process among English critics are not in doubt:  [19:  [Richard Hurd], Letters on Chivalry and Romance (London, 1762), 80.] 


Sir W. Davenant opened the way to this sort of criticism in a very elaborate preface to Gondibert; and his philosophic friend, Mr. Hobbes, lent his best assistance towards establishing the credit of it. 

Hurd refers here to the lengthy preface to William Davenant’s verse epic, Gondibert (1650–1), which is notable for its attacks upon the fantastical excesses of romance, instanced, for example in Tasso’s treatment of the supernatural, “his Witches Expeditions through the Aire,” his “enchanted Woods inhabited with Ghosts,” as Hurd puts it. But the preface also provides a clue to the religious subtext to the Letters on Chivalry and Romance. For Davenant continues his polemic against the poetic representation of the supernatural by suggesting that, while 

the elder Poets (which were then the sacred Priests) fed the world with supernaturall Tales, and so compounded the Religion, of Pleasure and Mysterie (two Ingredients which never fail’d to work upon the People) whilst for the eternity of their Chiefs (more refin’d by education) they surely intended no such vaine provision. Yet a Christian Poet (whose religion little needs the aydes of invention) hath lesse occasion to imitate such Fables[.][footnoteRef:20] [20:  Sir William Davenant, Gondibert, ed. David F. Gladish (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1971), 6.] 


Although Davenant thus announced his intention to write within a Christian framework, as most conducive to the virtue of his readers, his hostility to “romance” is clearly linked here, and elsewhere, to a distinct strain of anticlericalism, in his identification of the narratives of “sacred Priests” with “supernaturall Tales.” Thomas Hobbes’s approbatory “Reply to Davenant,” which was printed at the end of the preface, reiterates this theme, and alludes to “Heathen” poetic culture in very similar terms:

their Poets were their Divines; had the name of Prophets; Exercised amongst the People a kind of spirituall Authority; would be thought to speake by a divine spirit; have their workes which they writte in Verse (the divine stile) passe for the word of God, and not of man; and to be hearkened to with reverence. Do not our Divines (excepting the stile) do the same, and by us that are of the same Religion cannot justly be reprehended for it?[footnoteRef:21] [21:  “The Answer of Mr. Hobbes” in Davenant,  Gondibert, 48.] 


In settling upon Davenant and Hobbes, then, as the preeminent representatives of Frenchified Restoration taste, Hurd also betrays his sensitivity to the way in which their antipathy to “romance” was bound up with an anticlerical attack on the delusive potential of supernatural fabling. 
	Hurd goes on in the Letters to cite Shaftesbury’s “Advice to an Author,” and this “noble critic’s” antipathy to “the reigning taste of Gothic or Moorish chivalry” in the age of Cervantes.[footnoteRef:22] According to Hurd, “The Gothic manner, as he calls it, is the favourite object of his [Shaftesbury’s] raillery.”[footnoteRef:23] This is quite true; but Shaftesbury’s attacks on moorish and gothic taste were also very closely related to his account of the rise of superstition—and to his countervailing emphasis on the congruence between moral and aesthetic beauty:  [22:  Shaftesbury, Characteristics, 445.]  [23:  [Hurd], Letters, 82.] 


For harmony is harmony by nature […] So is symmetry and proportion founded still in nature, let men’s fancy prove ever so barbarous or their fashions ever so Gothic in their architecture, sculpture or whatever other designing art. It is the same case where life and manners are concerned. Virtue has the same fixed standard. The same numbers, harmony and proportion will have place in morals and are discoverable in the characters and affections of mankind[.][footnoteRef:24] [24:  Ibid., 157–8.] 


This is a crucial statement of Shaftesbury’s moral thought, which grounded the moral law on an innate capacity to discern the intrinsic harmony or “moral beauty” of a character or action. As such, Shaftesburean ethics ran quite contrary to more orthodox, voluntarist arguments, which predicated moral obligation on the revealed will of God. John Brown’s Essays on the Characteristics made this very point, by asserting the irreducibility of morality to mere taste: “Nothing is so common among the Writers on Morality,” Brown complained,

as “the Harmony of Virtue”—“the Proportion of Virtue.” So the noble Writer frequently expresseth himself. But his favourite Term, borrowed from the Antients, is “the BEAUTY of Virtue.” [ . . . ] Of this our Author and his Followers, especially the most ingenious of them, are so enamoured, that they seem utterly to have forgot they are talking in Metaphor, when they describe the Charms of this sovereign Fair.[footnoteRef:25] [25:  [John Brown], Essays on the Characteristics of the Earl of Shaftesbury (Dublin, 1752), 109.] 


For Brown, “Taste” was properly the preserve of “the elegant Refinements of polite Arts and Acquirements; of Painting, Music, Architecture, Poetry, Sculpture,” if not the more debased pursuit of sartorial fashion. There could be no “necessary Connection” between taste and morality, since “all the powers of Imagination may subsist in their full Energy, while the public Affections and moral Sense are weak or utterly inactive.” Against Shaftesbury’s benevolist identification of aesthetic culture and moral sense, Brown asserted the privatised character of imaginative pleasure and cultural consumption—activities far from the public-spirited tendencies of true Christian morality, and indeed potentially in opposition to it—as Brown would go on to argue, notoriously, in his Estimate of the Manners and Principles of the Times (1757).[footnoteRef:26] [26:  Ibid., 119–20.] 

	In his Letters on Chivalry and Romance, Hurd extends this critique of Shaftesbury’s neo-Stoic ethics by attempting, like Brown’s Essays, to sever the link between moral and aesthetic judgement—and he does so by arguing for the historically relative character of literary taste. Hence Hurd asserts, in response to Shaftesbury, that

When an architect examines a Gothic structure by Grecian rules, he finds nothing but deformity. But the Gothic architecture has it’s own rules, by which when it comes to be examined, it is seen to have it’s merits, as well as the Grecian. The question is not, which of the two is conducted in the simplest or truest taste: but, whether there be not sense and design in both, when scrutinized by the laws on which each is projected.[footnoteRef:27] [27:  [Hurd], Letters, 61.] 


It would be wrong to claim that Hurd’s general position here is particularly novel; broadly similar observations had been made by critics before him.[footnoteRef:28] Rather, I wish to suggest that the urgency with which Hurd argues for the relative character of aesthetic taste (which is quite unprecedented) can best be understood as part of a larger response, within the Warburton circle, to the cultural and ethical components of Shaftesburean free-thought. By separating “good sense” (as Hurd calls it) from the historically relative criteria of taste and literary judgement, he attempts to undercut an intellectualist ethics resting on the theologically dubious concept of “moral beauty.”  [28:  See for example John Hughes, ed., The Works of Mr. Edmund Spenser, 6 vols. (London, 1715), 1:lx–lxi.] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]	Eighteenth-century anticlerical rhetoric, it has been suggested, tended to associate “gothic” taste with a debased or overwrought form of allegory—a kind of figurative opacity peculiarly well-suited to engender superstition and hence readily exploited by a priestly caste. Hurd does not deny that the fantastical machinery of the old romances and popular tales rendered them vehicles of superstition: they were, indeed, “even fitter to take the credulous mind, and charm it into a willing admiration of the specious miracles, which wayward fancy delights in, than those of the old traditionary rabble of pagan divinities.” The imagination might be “a young and credulous faculty, which loves to admire and be deceived.”[footnoteRef:29] But Hurd’s recuperation of romance as a legitimate object of the “wayward fancy” rests on a distinction between refined aesthetic appreciation and the vulgar credulity of popular superstition. “We must distinguish,” he writes, [29:  [Hurd], Letters, 48, 95.] 


between the popular belief, and that of the Reader. The fictions of poetry do, in some degree at least, require the first; (They would, otherwise, deservedly pass for dreams indeed): But when a poet has this advantage on his side, and his fancies have, or may be supposed to have, a countenance from the current superstitions of the age, in which he writes, he dispenses with the last, and gives his Reader leave to be as sceptical and as incredulous, as he pleases.[footnoteRef:30]  [30:  Ibid., 89–90; for a related discussion of this passage, and the gendering of the implied male reader, see Harriet Guest, “The Wanton Muse: Politics and Gender in Gothic Theory after 1760,” in Beyond Romanticism: New Approaches to Texts and Contexts 1780–1832, ed. Stephen Copley and John Whale (London: Routledge, 1992), 122–4.] 


The machinery of romance might have found its original inspiration in the superstitions of popular belief, but, it seems, its literary readers need not allow their imaginative transport to be tainted by this kind of vulgar imposition. This distinction stood in subtle, but quite powerful, opposition to what we might describe as the poetics of priestcraft. Earlier writers such as Davenant had argued that, in ancient societies, “the elder Poets (which were then the sacred Priests) fed the world with supernaturall Tales, and so compounded the Religion, of Pleasure and Mysterie,” and such arguments clearly informed a history of superstition which continued to find application to more recent forms of illegitimate sacerdotal authority. In response, Hurd effectively isolates the psychology of religious imposture from the literary reader’s willing submission to “poetical truth,” and consequent enjoyment of both historical circumspection, and an imaginative delight untainted by merely vulgar credulity.[footnoteRef:31] The autonomy of the aesthetic, far from displacing religious experience and authority, seems to emerge, in this instance at least, as an intrinsic component of an apologetic agenda intended to subvert the free-thinking discourse of superstition and imposture. [31:  [Hurd], Letters, 92.] 

	At this point, Hurd’s position begins to raise much broader questions about the relationship between aesthetics and Enlightenment. Mark Goldie has argued that the philosophes and free-thinkers of the eighteenth century “were especially concerned to dethrone religious speculation and to show that orthodox religion was merely ideology, mythologies devised to cheat the credulous for the sustaining of social order. They denounced ‘priestcraft’ as the paradigm of what we would now call ideology.”[footnoteRef:32] I have suggested both that eighteenth-century ideas about the status, and historical function, of poetry were intimately bound up with such claims, and that Hurd’s revaluation of “gothic” taste represented the attempt, on the part of a mid-eighteenth-century clerical literati, to distinguish a gothic aesthetic from gothic superstition—to separate the realm of polite orthodox taste from that of religious error (or deception). The discursive elaboration of an autonomous literary aesthetic by the Warburton circle may thus be understood as itself a way of “writing religion”: as a defensive reinscription of religious belief—and its epistemological boundaries—within the intellectual culture of the late Enlightenment. And in this case, it becomes possible to redescribe the deep structure of English literary historiography in terms of a dialectic between Protestant Enlightenment and the atavistic attractions of gothic taste. This is one way, at least, of reading Thomas Warton’s foundational work of vernacular literary scholarship, the History of English Poetry (1774–81). When Warton looks back on the cultural consequences of the Reformation and writes that “We have parted with extravagancies that are above propriety, with incredibilities that are more acceptable than truth, and with fictions that are more valuable than reality,” he announces a new way of reading the literary past in which aesthetic experience triumphs over the history of superstition, in which literature transcends the secular logic of ideology.[footnoteRef:33]  [32:  Mark Goldie, “Ideology,” in Political Innovation and Conceptual Change, ed. Terence Ball, James Farr, and Russell L. Hanson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 272.]  [33:  Thomas Warton, The History of English Poetry from the Close of the Eleventh to the Commencement of the Eighteenth Century, ed. David Fairer, 4 vols. (London: Routledge, 1998), 2:463.] 
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