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William Blackstone (1723-1779) is one 
of those authors who have been truly 
overshadowed by their work. most of 
us probably know little more about him 

than that he wrote the Commentaries 
on the Laws of England. i was surprised 
by the dearth of biography, despite the 
enduring influence of his work around the 
world, and the breadth of his interests and 
achievements, over a relatively short life. 
mr prest’s book is a welcome examination 
of the life and times of his subject, during 
the period of the ‘enlightenment’. 

the word used by other reviewers to 
describe mr prest’s biography of William 
Blackstone is ‘magisterial’ – which is a 
fitting tribute to this book. mr prest’s book 
is meticulously researched, balanced in 
tone, and eminently readable. if anything, 

there were a few points at which i wished 
the author had continued to explore an 
issue further (e.g., the unusual antipathy 
that his former student, the philosopher 
Jeremy Bentham, bore towards him).

mr prest’s research has been assiduous 
and lateral, and he has unearthed much 
new material. i found myself amazed (and 
more than a little frightened) at what can 
be revealed by the detritus of a life – from 
the most obscure and innocuous sources. 
mr prest leaves no stone unturned, and 
lesser mortals than Blackstone may be 
resting more peacefully, grateful at having 
escaped the biographer’s gaze. 

Blackstone not only lived in interesting 
times, but he also crossed paths with some 
interesting people. As you might expect, 
there are some surprises. At one stage, 
Blackstone was retained by the leading 
abolitionist, Granville sharp, not only for 
the purpose of appearing in anti-slavery 
litigation, but also to review successive 
drafts of his treatise against slavery. 

part of their correspondence survives. 
Whether Blackstone was retained because 
he was sympathetic to the abolitionist 
cause, or to prevent plantation owners 
from retaining him, or in an attempt to 
influence his Commentaries on the issue, 
it seems difficult to say. the successive, 
and deliberately subtle, amendments that 
Blackstone made to the Commentaries 
on the issue of slavery are particularly 
interesting, as is the debate about whether 
Blackstone made these amendments at the 
instigation of lord mansfield, or any other 
judge. incidentally, Blackstone was later a 
judge in the court of King’s Bench, during 
lord mansfield’s long reign as chief justice. 

How those two lions of the common 
law got along together, is another of the 
matters explored in this book. 

readers might also be surprised to learn 
that, among other things, Blackstone 
is largely credited with saving scholarly 
university publishing in england (and, in 
particular, the oxford university press). in 
addition, Blackstone’s role in proposing 
reform of the penal system (including 
the transportation of convicts) will hold 
particular interest for Australian readers. 
And his contribution to a commentary 
on shakespeare’s plays (published by 
samuel Johnson), is yet a further surprise. 
polymath he was.

in the years after Blackstone had published 
the Commentaries, but before he was 
appointed to the court, Blackstone 
was both a barrister and a member of 
parliament. He was frequently caught 
up in public controversy and debate, 
mostly because of the application of 
the Commentaries to current political 
and social issues. However, there was 
only one occasion when Blackstone 
responded directly to a published 
attack on his Commentaries – when a 
young Joseph priestley (the scientist and 
theologian), attacked what Blackstone 
had written in the chapter headed ‘of 
offences Against God and religion’. their 
exchange affords an insight into their 
respective personalities, and the religious 
controversies of the day.

one of the benefits of a good biography is 
the opportunity it gives the reader to live 
the ‘examined life’, by examining the lives 
of others. mr prest’s book allows us to get 
to know Blackstone closely enough as a 
person, to form some view of his strengths 
and weaknesses. Given the passage of 
time, and the available documents, that 
alone is a remarkable achievement.
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