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MICHELANGELO'S SISTINE FRESCOES 
A N D BLAKE'S 1795 COLOR-PRINTED 

DRAWINGS: A STUDY IN 
STRUCTURAL RELATIONSHIPS 

JENIJOY LA BELLE 

W i l l i a m Blake's large co lor -pr in ted drawings 
of 1795 have often been recognized as among 
his greatest achievements in the visual a r t s . 

While some of the indiv idual p r in ts have received 
detai led a t ten t i on , the in ter re la t ionsh ips among a l l 
twelve designs have never been s a t i s f a c t o r i l y 
explained. The subjects of the pr in ts range through 
both B ib l i ca l and secular l i t e r a t u r e : the Old and 
New Testaments, Shakespeare, M i l ton , and, perhaps, 
Blake's own wr i t i ngs . The fact that the designs 
were a l l executed in the same technique in the same 
year, are of about the same size (approximately 45 
by 58 cm.), and would seem to express s im i la r 
emotions and basic concepts suggests that the pr in ts 
may form a ser ies. Yet the range of subject matter 
makes i t extremely d i f f i c u l t to describe the format 
of such a group. A comparison, however, between the 
co lo r -p r in ts and Michelangelo's frescoes on the 
Sist ine Cei l ing of fers new insights into Blake's 
work. As I w i l l attempt to demonstrate here, 
Blake not only borrowed motifs and sty les from 
Michelangelo for the creation of his great color-
pr inted drawings, but also based the i r organization 
on the p i c t o r i a l program of the Sist ine C e i l i n g . 1 

Blake's debt to Michelangelo is apparent 
throughout a great deal of his best work, and has 
been mentioned by many Blake scholars.2 The color-
pr inted drawings are no exception. The heroic 
musculature of the f igu res , the brooding or t e r r i f i e d 
visages, the dramatic postures, and even the 
schematic s imp l i c i t y of the backgrounds a l l bespeak 
Blake's unbounded admiration for and borrowings from 
Michelangelo. Blake, of course, knew Michelangelo 

only through engraved reproductions, many of which 
were probably known to him from his ea r l i es t years. 
Blake's very f i r s t signed engraving, Joseph of 
Arimathea among the Rooks of Albion, is based on a 
f igure from Michelangelo's "fresco of the Crucifixion 
of St. Peter in the Cappella Paolina at the Vatican, 
and in the 1780s Blake meticulously copied seven of 
Michelangelo's f igures from the Sist ine Chapel--
fo l lowing the engravings in a small book by Adam 
Gh is i . 3 These careful studies from Michelangelo, 
as well as many other borrowings from his work, 
indicate that Blake knew the Sist ine frescoes 
in t imate ly . There were a number of engravings of 
the Cei l ing avai lable in Blake's day, including 
Domenico Cunego's out l ine p r i n t (105 by 48.3 cm.) 
of the c e i l i n g , vau l ts , and lunet tes , published in 
1780 ( i l l u s . 1). The schematic l i n e a r i t y of th is 
engraving places par t i cu la r emphasis on the st ructure 
of Michelangelo's designs, rather than on deta i ls 
of mot i f , expression, or co lor . Blake could have 
learned more about the Sis t ine Chapel from fr iends 
such as Flaxman, who returned from Rome in 1794, 
and Fusel i . 

Blake wrote the word "Fresco" on f i ve of the 
color p r i n t s , 4 a word he also used to describe his 
so-cal led tempera paintings of a l a te r date. He 
apparently believed that his own opaque glue or 
gum-based pigments and perhaps even his methods of 
preparing paper or canvas were the same as the fresco 
technique of paint ing on damp plaster used by the 
great Renaissance masters.5 Blake hoped that his 
work in th is medium would achieve the same greatness 
for his country and age that the works of 
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Michelangelo and Rafael had achieved fo r the I t a l i an 
Renaissance. In his Descriptive Catalogue of 1809, 
Blake wrote that he wished four of his drawings 
were " in Fresco, on an enlarged scale to ornament 
the a l tars of churches, and to make England l i k e 
I t a l y , respected by respectable men of other 
countries on account of A r t . " 5 That Blake bel ieved, 
however wrongly, that his co lor -pr in ted drawings 
were in the same medium as the Sist ine Chapel 
frescoes forms a small but s i gn i f i can t technical 
connection between Blake's works and Michelangelo's. 

Before turning to spec i f ic comparisons between 
the co lo r -p r in ts and Michelangelo's pa int ings, we 
must consider for a moment the relat ionships among 
the various sections of the Sist ine frescoes them­
selves. The central span of the ce i l i ng is dominated 
by nine panels recording the B ib l i ca l h is tory of the 
world from the Separation of Light and Darkness to 
the Drunkenness of Noah. We enter the Chapel at the 
end of the s to ry , under the Drunkenness of Noah, 
and proceed backward in time through the Deluge, 
the Sacrifice of Noah, The Fall and the Expulsion, 
the Creation of Eve, the Creation of Adam, the 
Separation of Heaven from the Water, the Creation of 
the Sun and Moon, and f i n a l l y the Separation of 
Light and Darkness. I f one conceives of the series 
as running in the other d i r ec t i on , from a l t a r to 
entrance, then the central panels proceed in 
chronological sequence--yet wi th one exception. 
Noah's sac r i f i ce happened a f te r the f lood and 
therefore we should, when entering the room, come 
upon i t as the second panel, not the t h i r d . Some 
modern scholars believe that Michelangelo desired 
the viewer to fol low the reverse chronology and 
that he transposed the second and t h i r d panels 
because he wished not j u s t to t e l l a Bible s to ry , 
but to indicate a symbolic progression of human 
consciousness as i t ascends from a beastly level to 
an awareness of God's primal being.7 Michelangelo 
was conversant wi th the Chr ist ian Neo-Platonism of 
the I t a l i a n Renaissance,8 and his organization of 
the ce i l i ng was very l i k e l y influenced by a Neo-
Platonic, concern for the stages of s p i r i t u a l 
enlightenment. We come upon the Deluge before the 
Sacrifice of Noah since the l a t t e r event indicates 
a turning to God and a growth of s p i r i t u a l awareness. 
The para l le ls between Blake's group of co lo r -p r in ts 
and the sequence of Michelangelo's central panels 
hold true whether one reads the panels from entrance 
to a l t a r (as I do here, fo l lowing De Tolnay) or 
from a l t a r to entrance (thus emphasizing a f a l l 
in to sensual degradation rather than a progression 
toward enlightenment). 

About the central sequence Michelanaelo arranged 
several types of f i gu res , re lated thematical ly but 
not sequent ia l ly to other parts of the en t i re 
composition. Again the concept of levels of s p i r i t u a l 
awareness would seem to provide the organizational 
key. In the four corner spandrels are the deeds of 
Old Testament heroes which aided the ear th ly w e l l -
being of the I s rae l i t es . In the eight side 
spandrels are po r t ra i t s of unredeemed humanity who, 
as St. Luke w r i t es , " s i t in darkness and in the 
shadow of death" (Luke 1:79). Between the spandrels 
are the largest f igures on the c e i l i n g - - a l l of whom 
experienced a level of s p i r i t u a l enlightenment that 
raised them above the earthly l im i ta t ions of the 

spandrel f igures. These majestic characters are of 
two types--01d Testament Prophets who fo re to ld the 
destiny of t he i r people and the coming of Chr is t , 
and the S iby ls , those female soothsayers of c lassical 
h is tory whose words were seen as harbingers of the 
Christ ian era by Renaissance theologians. The 
sp i r i t ua l struggles of these contemplative f igures 
are given dramatic physical embodiment in the ignudi, 
youthful male nudes who serve as intermediaries 
between the seers and the central panels. Thus, 
Michelangelo has combined sequential narrat ive and 
a more open organization based upon levels of human 
consciousness--with the conceptual arrangement 
dominant over temporal order. By th is f l ex i b l e 
p r i nc i p l e , Michelangelo has been able to bring 
together a vast array of events from both B ib l i ca l 
and non-Bibl ical h is tory and to o f f e r the viewer the 
opportunity to recapi tu late on the psychological 
level man's f a l l and progress toward redemption. 
We f ind a s imi la r archi tectonic program in Blake's 
co lo r -p r in ts of 1795. 

The most famous and in many respects most 
important panel in Michelangelo's central sequence 
is the Creation of Adam ( i l l u s . 2) . We are not 
given the creation of Adam's physical form, but 
rather the moment when God brings to man the divine 
spark of i n t e l l e c t . Adam seems to be r i s ing 
physical ly from the primordial earth as an ind icat ion 
of inc ip ien t s p i r i t u a l awareness. God's heroic 
form framed by attendant s p i r i t s and a sw i r l i ng 
cloak is an epitome of the eighteenth century's 
sense of the p i c t o r i a l sublime--a mixture of beauty 
and power that cannot f a i l to touch the viewer with 
awe. Yet God's face expresses tenderness as well 
as majesty. 

David Bindman has suggested that Elohim 
creating Adam ( i l l u s . 3) is "the most probable 
s ta r t i ng design" for Blake's co lor -pr in ted drawings 
and that i t s "ul t imate prototype" is Michelangelo's 
Creation of Adam. 9 In th is invest igat ion of the 
conceptual t ies between Michelangelo's en t i re series 
and Blake's, the general s i m i l a r i t i e s in subject and 
s ty le are perhaps less s ign i f i can t than the contrasts 
that l i nk these two designs. In Blake's creation 
of Adam, we see not s p i r i t u a l enlightenment, but the 
physical creation of Adam's body--a body not r i s i ng 
from the earth but c ruc i f i ed upon i t . God's face 
mixes melancholy wi th te r ro r and while th is God may, 
l i k e Michelangelo's, touch us with awe, He gives 
us no hope. Rather than enl ightening Adam, with 
His r igh t hand He seems to be forc ing Adam's head 
closer to the ear th . Like "the father [who] ready 
stands to form / The in fant head" (E 281) in Tiriel, 
Blake's Elohim is r e s t r i c t i n g , not expanding, human 
consciousness. With His l e f t hand God reaches for 
more clay to add to Adam's p a r t i a l l y fleshed body. 
Adam's lower limbs are bound by a worm, often 
associated with the merely physical in Blake's 
w r i t i ngs 1 0 and, in th is context, suggestive of the 
serpent who leads to man's f a l l in to mor ta l i t y . In 
contrast to God's attendants and cloak in 
Michelangelo's creation of Adam, Blake gives his 
Creator gigant ic wings, copied from a Greek portrayal 
of the Pagan god Sk i ron , 1 1 and, in the background, 
the mottled disc of the sun. Blake inscribed Elohim 
creating Adam on the only known impression of th is 
design,"12 thereby ind icat ing that God is here the 
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1 Michelangelo, frescoes on the Sist ine Ce i l i ng , 
engraved in out l ine by Domenico Cunego, 1780, 103.4 
x 45.5 cm. Author's co l l ec t i on . 



2 Michelangelo, Creation of Adam. 

3 Blake, Elohim creating Adam, 43.1 x 53.6 cm. 
Ta te Ga 11 e ry. 

4 Michelangelo, Creation of Eve. 

5 Blake, Satan exulting over Eve, 42.5 x 53.2 cm. 
Gregory Bateson Collection. 
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creator in Genesis 
- -not of p i t y . Mi 
type and an t i t ype , 
Blake's. With ter 
Michelangelo's con 
physica l , from ere 
despai r. Elohim a 
viewed in i t s rela 
i t clear why Blake 
career as among hi 
years •a 3 

and a God of j us t i ce and vengeance 
chelangelo's design is both proto-
both model and contrary, for 

r i b l e energy, Blake has transformed 
ception from the s p i r i t u a l to the 
at ion to bondage, from hope to 
veating Adam, pa r t i cu la r l y when 
t ionship to Michelangelo, makes 

referred to th is period in his 
s "dark, but very p ro f i t ab le 

Michelangelo's Creation of Eve ( i l l u s . 4) 
embodies a lower level of i n te l l ec tua l consciousness 
than his creation of Adam. On the l e f t is the iner t 
form of Adam, c lear ly at th is point a phys ica l , not 
s p i r i t u a l , being. Eve rises heavily from his side 
as i f she were being lev i ta ted by God's commanding 
r igh t hand. And God, now enclosed by his mantle 
rather than soaring energet ica l ly before i t , seems 
wrapped in solemn contemplation. Blake's equivalent 
( i l l u s . 5) sh i f t s the scene to a la te r event--the 
exul ta t ion of Satan over the fa l len Eve, the fa ta l 
apple under her r igh t hand. Yet the close para l le l 
in the arrangement of the f igures between t h i s scene 
and Blake's creat ion of Adam suggests that Satan 
may also be the creator of E v e . ^ In both color-
pr in ts we have scenes of simultaneous creation and 
f a l l , much as we do in the creation myth of The 
Book of Urizen. The worm wound about Adam is 
compositionally replaced in Satan exulting over Eve 
by a giant serpent, his head rest ing v ic to r ious ly 
on Eve's breast. A youthful and heroic, yet 
saddened, f igure of Satan hovers l i ke a triumphant 
war r io r , spear and shie ld in hand, above his ear th-
bound v ic t im and in f ront of he l l i sh flames. Here 
again Blake has sh i f ted Michelangelo's prototype to 

an even darker view of human nature and B ib l i ca l 
h i s to ry ; yet he remains wi th in the general compass 
of Michelangelo's subject matter and organizational 
strategy. 

Progressing backwards in states of consciousness 
but forward in the chronological na r ra t i ve , we come 
to Michelangelo's panel showing both the f a l l and 
the expulsion from the Garden of Eden ( i l l u s . 6 ) . 
As we have seen, Blake's f i r s t two co lo r -p r in ts 
embody images of the f a l l , and both contain a worm 
or serpent wrapped about the human form much as 
Michelangelo's serpent wraps hersel f around the tree 
of the knowledge of Good and E v i l . As far as we 
know, Blake never made a co lo r -p r i n t of the 
expulsion; rather he shows us the central event 
which must necessarily come between the f a l l and 
the punishment--God judging Adam ( i l l u s . 7). A 
stern Elohim with his le f t 'hand on the tab le t of the 
law comes to man in a blazing sun-char iot . His 
steeds wi th f i e r y manes would seem to be combinations 
of those two beasts Blake contrasts in The Marriage 
of Heaven and Hell--"the horses of i ns t ruc t i on " and 
"the tygers of wrath" (E 36). Adam, bearing the 
burden of mor ta l i t y , has grown as aged as his God. 
The gesture of God's r igh t arm and hand and the 
suggestion of a sword or shaft extending from his 
hand to Adam's head recal l the gesture and sword 
of the angel expel l ing Adam and Eve from Paradise 
in Michelangelo's design. 

Michelangelo's three panels on the creation 
and f a l l are matched thematical ly and in t he i r 
narrat ive relat ionships by three of Blake's color-
pr inted drawings. Given these s ign i f i can t pa ra l l e l s , 
reinforced in some cases by s t y l i s t i c s i m i l a r i t i e s 
and perhaps even a few borrowings of spec i f i c mot i f s , 
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i t would seem reasonable to re la te the other color-
pr in ts to Michelangelo's program in order to test 
the basic hypothesis of th is essay. What one 
immediately f inds is that Blake responded in a 
d i f f e ren t and much f reer way to the panels depict ing 
the story of Noah. None of the extant co lor -pr in ted 
designs re late d i rec t l y to the sac r i f i ce of Noah, 
but through a curious t ransformat ion, Blake seems 
to have f u l f i l l e d the programmatic functions of 
Michelangelo's Deluge and the Drunkenness of Noah 
through two of his most powerful and h o r r i f i c color-
p r i n t s . Deluge shows not the to ta l inundation of 
the ear th , but rather an early point in that 
catastrophe where men and women struggle among 
themselves for the remaining patches of dry ground 
and for the l as t places in small boats or on the 
gunwales of the Ark. The less act ive groups of 
characters in th is composition are not overcome by 
sudden t e r r o r , but stand as mute embodiments of 
suf fer ing and despair--the dominant mental states 
pictured in Blake's House of Death ( i l l u s . 8 ) . On 
the version in the Tate Gallery Blake inscribed the 
t i t l e and the word "M i l t on , " thereby re fer r ing us 
to the descr ipt ion of the Lazar House in Paradise 
Lost. We would seem to have here an i l l u s t r a t i o n 
to Milton and not a Blakean re-cast ing of the 
Sis t ine Chapel; the re la t ionsh ip to Michelangelo, 
however, becomes clear when we consult the context 
of Mi l ton 's descr ipt ion of the Lazar House. I t is 
part of the Pisgah s i gh t , a v is ion of the fu tu re , 
given by the Angel Michael to Adam. By th is means, 
Adam (with the reader of Paradise Lost) experiences 
the h is tory of the world from the creation to the 
f lood—the same h is tory envisioned for us in the 
Sis t ine panels. Milton presents three central 
incidents which show the consequence of Adam's f a l l : 
Cain's murder of Abel, the Lazar House, and the 

Deluge. This Mi l tonic association between the las t 
two events, both embodiments of death and despair, 
gave Blake ample precedent for using the House of 
Death to f u l f i l l the same thematic function as 
Michelangelo's f lood in Blake's group of color-
p r i n t s . Blake's design would seem to be a synthesis 
of inf luences: the most important poet in his 
l i t e r a r y heritage and the greatest a r t i s t in his 
p i c t o r i a l her i tage . 1 5 Blake has taken his subject 
from Mi l ton , but that subject remains w i th in the 
conceptual framework presented by the Sis t ine 
frescoes. 

6 Michelangelo, The Fall and the Expulsion. 

7 Blake, God judging Adam, 43.2 x 53.5 cm. Tate 
Gallery. 

8 Blake, House of Death, 48.5 x 61 cm. Tate 
Gallery. 

9 Blake, Nebuchadnezzar, 44.6 x 62 cm. Tate 
Gallery. 

10 Blake, The Good and Evil Angels, 44.5 x 59.4 cm. 
Tate Gallery. 

11 Michelangelo, Creation of the Sun and Moon. 
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M i l t o n descr ibes "a Lazar-house" 

where in were l a i d 
Numbers o f a l l d i s e a s ' d , a l l maladies 
Of ghas t l y Spasm, o r r ack i ng t o r t u r e . . . . 
D i re was the t o s s i n g , deep the g roans , despa i r 
Tended the s i ck b u s i e s t f rom Couch to Couch; 
And over them t r i umphan t Death h i s Dart 
Shook, bu t d e l a y ' d to s t r i k e , though o f t i n v o k ' t 
With vows, as t h i r c h i e f good, and f i n a l hope. 

{Paradise Lost, XI , 479-81, 489-93)1G 

Blake has p e r s o n i f i e d these s t a t e s o f pa in and 
despa i r i n the s i x v i c t i m s below the f i g u r e o f 
Death, h i s f ea tu res g e n e r a l l y rem in i scen t o f the 
Elohim we have seen e a r l i e r . His eyes c l o s e d , 
Death holds between h is o u t s t r e t c h e d hands an o b j e c t 
sugges t ing both a bow ( f rom which h i s dar ts are 
about to be sho t ) and a s c r o l l , a l i s t o f v i c t i m s 
who w i l l s u f f e r the pena l t y o f m o r t a l i t y announced 
i n God judging Adam. Despa i r , s tand ing on the 
r i g h t , does not so much tend to the s i c k as s ink 
i n t o thoughts o f murder o r s u i c i d e , emblemized by 
the dagger in h is l e f t hand. 

The lowest s t a t e o f consciousness symbol ized 
i n the c e n t r a l S i s t i n e panels i s presented by the 
Drunkenness of Noah. Noah has sunk i n t o a drunken 
s t u p o r , i n t o unconsciousness, and h is nakedness i s 
no t an image o f the human form d i v i n e but o f the 
imprisonment o f the soul i n gross phys ica l i t y . 
B lake ' s Nebuchadnezzar ( i l l u s . 9) g ives us a more 
h o r r i f i c p o r t r a y a l o f an e q u a l l y l ow, o r even l o w e r , 
s t a t e o f bondage. The c o l o r - p r i n t i l l u s t r a t e s a 
passage from the Book o f D a n i e l : 

The same hour was the t h i n g f u l f i l l e d upon 
Nebuchadnezzar: and he was d r i ven f rom men, 
and d i d eat grass as oxen, and h i s body was 
wet w i t h the dew o f heaven, t i l l h i s h a i r s 
were grown l i k e eag les ' f e a t h e r s , and h i s 
n a i l s l i k e b i r d s ' claws ( 4 : 3 3 . ) 

The Baby lon ian monarch has been reduced to a sub­
human, a n i m a l i s t i c cond i t ion—much as Miche lange lo 
showed a hero a t the moment o f h i s g r e a t e s t shame. 

Whi le f o l l o w i n g the conceptual scheme o f the 
S i s t i n e C e i l i n g , Blake has g iven us a darker v i s i o n 
o f B i b l i c a l h i s t o r y and human consciousness than 
M iche lange lo . The S i s t i n e Adam rece ives d i v i n e 
i n t e l l e c t ; B lake ' s the i m p r i s o n i n g body. 
M iche lange lo ' s Eve r i s e s i n t o b e i n g ; B lake ' s s i nks 
under Satan 's domin ion. Michelangelo shows us the 
f a l l and e x p u l s i o n ; Blake g ives us the d i r e c t ac t 
o f judgement and the p e n a l t y o f m o r t a l i t y b rought to 
the aged Adam. The deluge k i l l s but i t a l so 
c l eanses ; the House o f Death o f f e r s no a m e l i o r a t i o n 
o f i t s punishment. F i n a l l y , Noah i s s t i l l c l e a r l y 
a human fo rm; Nebuchadnezzar has become h a l f - b e a s t . 
The two s e r i e s o f " f r e s c o e s " correspond to each 
o the r through c o n t r a r i e t y , t h a t s t r u c t u r a l r e l a t i o n ­
sh ip we so f r e q u e n t l y f i n d i n B lake ' s own works 
from the Songs of Innocence and of Experience to 
Jerusalem. 

The th ree S i s t i n e panels a t the end o f the 
room over the a l t a r a l l p o r t r a y God the c r e a t o r . 

There has been some disagreement over e x a c t l y what 
i s represented in each p a n e l , but they would seem 
to be the f o l l o w i n g : the Separation of Heaven from 
the Water; n e x t , the Creation of the Sun and Moon; 
and l a s t , the Separation of Light and Darkness.17 In 
each case, Michelangelo presents pr imal acts o f 
b i n a r y d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n as the e s s e n t i a l f e a t u r e o f 
d i v i n e c r e a t i v i t y . Blake has embodied w i t h equal 
mystery and fo rce t h i s bas ic process i n The Good 
and Evil Angels ( i l l u s . 10 ) . Blake f i r s t used a 
much s m a l l e r , c ruder form o f t h i s design on p l a t e 4 
o f The Marriage of Heaven and Hell ( c . 1790) which 
has as one o f i t s c e n t r a l themes the idea o f 
c o n t r a r i e s as the unde r l y i ng s t r u c t u r e f o r the moral 
d i s t i n c t i o n between good and e v i l . Blake w r i t e s 
t h a t "Wi thout Con t ra r i es i s no p r o g r e s s i o n . 
A t t r a c t i o n and Repu ls ion , Reason and Energy, Love 
and Hate , are necessary to Human e x i s t e n c e . From 
these c o n t r a r i e s s p r i n g what the r e l i g i o u s c a l l 
Good & E v i l " (E 34 ) . Thus Blake sees a causal 
connec t ion between those c r e a t i v e acts which 
n e c e s s a r i l y e n t a i l d i v i s i o n and the c o n t r a r i e s o f 
good and e v i l p e r s o n i f i e d i n the c o l o r - p r i n t . Blake 
cou ld have used t h i s same l i n e o f reasoning t o 
generate h i s design in response to the th ree panels 
where Michelangelo shows the c r e a t i o n o f c o n t r a r y 
s t a t e s : heaven and e a r t h , land and w a t e r , sun and 
moon, darkness and l i g h t . Rather than showing the 
c r e a t o r , Blake p i c t u r e s the c r e a t e d , w i t h man as a 
c h i l d s t r u g g l i n g between opposing f o r c e s , much as 
M iche lange lo ' s ignudi are caught between base 
m a t e r i a l i t y and a h ighe r s t a t e o f consc iousness . 1 8 

The design inc ludes the f o u r c l a s s i c a l e lemen ts - -
f i r e on the l e f t w i t h what may be i t s p e r s o n i f i e d 
form shack led by the l e f t ank le to the ea r t h be low, 
and, on the r i g h t , water w i t h the a i r above. Both 
Blake and Michelangelo are embodying in t h e i r 
designs the same elemental p rocess , and both are 
more concerned w i t h the dramat ic p r e s e n t a t i o n o f 
energy than w i t h s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d n a r r a t i v e . The 
v i s u a l p a r a l l e l s between the chained f i g u r e i n the 
c o l o r - p r i n t and the p o r t r a y a l o f God on the r i g h t 
i n M iche lange lo ' s Creation of the Sun and Moon ( i l l u s . 
11) h i n t a t the more impor tan t conceptual 
s i m i l a r i t i e s . De To lnay ' s d e s c r i p t i o n o f the S i s t i n e 
f i g u r e can be a p p l i e d w i t h equal v a l i d i t y to B lake ' s 
chained a n g e l : 

His be ing i s o f a f i e r y n a t u r e : His face i s 
i l l u m i n a t e d by a red g low. . . . His h a i r 
f l o a t s l i k e f i e r y tongues b l a z i n g f rom His 
s t r o n g l y b u i l t fo rehead. In the downward 
curve o f His mouth and the w r i n k l e s o f His 
forehead i s marked His superhuman w i l l . . . . 
His body descr ibes a curve which swings upward 
to t e rm ina te i n the extended arms which b u r s t 
f o r t h d i a g o n a l l y f rom His body. ( p . 38) 

The f i g u r e on the l e f t i n M iche lange lo ' s panel i s 
ano ther view o f the same c r e a t o r . S i m i l a r l y , B lake ' s 
two angels may be the two ha lves o r c o n t r a r y s t a t e s 
o f the same p r i n c i p l e . A l though the drama in B l a k e ' s 
c o l o r - p r i n t i s presented through very s p e c i f i c 
m o t i f s , the theme i s as un i ve r sa l as the ac ts o f 
c r e a t i o n represented by M iche lange lo : Blake i s 
c a l l i n g us to a pe r cep t i on not o f any s p e c i f i c 
b i na ry o p p o s i t i o n , but of the na tu re o f b ina ry o p p o s i ­
t i o n as a psycho log i ca l and p h i l o s o p h i c a l ca tego ry . 
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Blake ' s s i x c o l o r - p r i n t e d drawings I have 
cons idered so f a r correspond i n a v a r i e t y o f 
impor tan t ways to M iche lange lo ' s c e n t r a l pane ls . 
Three o f the remain ing p r i n t s f o l l o w c o n c e p t u a l l y 
M iche lange lo ' s co rner spand re l s . The i conograph ic 
s i g n i f i c a n c e o f the corner compartments and t h e i r 
r e l a t i o n s h i p to the e n t i r e compos i t ion are complex. 
One can emphasize the he ro i c con tex t o f these 
scenes and the way in which the events p o r t r a y e d 
c o n t r i b u t e d to the t r iumph o f the I s r a e l i t e s . 
T y p o l o g i c a l l y , these scenes may even r e f e r t o C h r i s t . 
On the o t h e r hand, these i n c i d e n t s may be seen as 
t r a g i c . For example, one design has been a l t e r n a t e l y 
t i t l e d The Triumph of Esther and The Punishment of 
Haman.13 The th ree o t h e r scenes, David and Goliath, 
Judith and Holophernes, and The Brazen Serpent, 
a l so emphasize v i o l e n t deaths r a t h e r than the 
s a l v a t i o n they f o r e t e l l . Three o f B lake ' s c o l o r -
p r i n t s are s i m i l a r l y po ised between t ragedy and 
d i v i n e comedy, w i t h the v i sua l emphasis on the 
former . Lameoh and His Two Wives ( i 1 1 us. 12) 
r e tu rns us to a s t o r y i n Genesis ( 4 : 2 3 - 2 4 ) - - t h e 
murder o f a young man20 by Ca in ' s g r e a t - g r e a t - g r e a t 
grandson. Lamech p u l l s a t h i s h a i r in despa i r over 
the pena l t y which w i l l f a l l on him seventy and 
seven fo ld w h i l e h i s wives c l i n g to each o t h e r f o r 
comfo r t . The B i b l i c a l s t o r y o f f e r s no hope, but by 
sugges t ing a c r u c i f o r m pos ture i n the f a l l e n y o u t h , 
Blake may be h i n t i n g a t t y p o l o g i c a l p o s s i b i l i t i e s 
much as Miche langelo does i n h i s p r o t o - c r u c i f i x i o n 
scenes, 'The Punishment of Haman and The Brazen 
Serpent. The b o l d and oddly a b s t r a c t corner o f a 
t e n t t h r u s t i n g i n t o the design a t the l e f t margin 
may have been suggested to Blake by the s i m i l a r l y 
schematic background t e n t i n M iche lange lo ' s David 
and Goliath. A f u r t h e r p a r a l l e l comes to us by way 
o f c o n t r a s t : i n David and Goliath, you th h e r o i c a l l y 
s l ays age; i n Lameoh, age t r a g i c a l l y murders y o u t h . 

The f i n e s t copy o f Naomi entreating Ruth and 
Orpah to return to the Land of Moab ( i l l us. 1 3 ) , 
l i k e the best impress ion o f Lameoh and His Two Wives, 
has i t s corners cu t o f f on a d i a g o n a l . This f a c t , 
as w e l l as compos i t i ona l s i m i l a r i t i e s , l i n k s the 
two d e s i g n s . 2 1 F u r t h e r , both deal w i t h f a m i l y 
t u r m o i l , d i v i s i o n , angu i sh , and p i t y . Naomi 
entreating Ruth, much more than Lameoh, i s 
ambiguously po ised between t ragedy and r e s t o r a t i o n . 
Naomi, on the l e f t , i s p i c t u r e d as an o l d woman w i t h 
a somewhat s i n i s t e r v isage and a v e i l draped over 
her head, l i n k i n g her t o f i g u r e s i n the Night 
Thoughts designs who may be p ro to t ypes f o r V a l a . 2 2 

Yet she i s g iven a ha lo i n the V i c t o r i a and A l b e r t 
Museum copy and assumes a C h r i s t l i k e pos tu re ( c f . 
i l l u s . 18) w i t h the palms o f her hands t u rned o u t ­
ward . Ruth c leaves to her even though t h i s w i l l 
c a r r y her away f rom f a m i l y and homeland (Ruth 1 : I l ­
l y ) , much as the apos t l es s a c r i f i c e d t h e i r f a m i l i a l 
bonds to f o l l o w C h r i s t . And the two women w i l l 
t r a v e l t o Bethlehem i n t y p o l o g i c a l a n t i c i p a t i o n o f 
the jou rney o f Joseph and Mary. 

The p a t h e t i c q u a l i t i e s l a t e n t i n Naomi 
entreating Ruth and Lamech are d i r e c t l y p e r s o n i f i e d 
i n Pity ( i l l u s . 14 ) . Blake never i n s c r i b e d a t i t l e 
on the known copies o f t h i s c o l o r - p r i n t , bu t 
F reder i ck Tatham i n d i c a t e d what i s very l i k e l y the 
s u b j e c t and source f o r the des ign : the images o f 
" p i t y , l i k e a naked new-born babe, / S t r i d i n g the 

b l a s t " and o f "Heaven's cherub in horsed / Upon the 
s i g h t l e s s c o u r i e r s o f the a i r " are f rom Shakespeare's 
Macbeth.2'- L i ke the l a s t two c o l o r - p r i n t s cons idered 
here and l i k e M iche lange lo ' s corner s p a n d r e l s , the 
iconography o f the design is complex and somewhat 
ambiguous--as demonstrated by the d i f f e r e n c e s i n 
the i n t e r p r e t i v e comments Pity has e l i c i t e d . 2 4 In 
the Book of Urizen o f 1794, p i t y i s assoc ia ted w i t h 
the f a l l e n w o r l d and the d i v i s i v e c r e a t i o n o f the 
f i r s t female. The prone f i g u r e i n the design a lso 
r e c a l l s Eve in Satan exulting over Eve. On the 
o t h e r hand, p i t y i s no t always a nega t i ve emotion 
i n B lake ' s w r i t i n g s , and , as p e r s o n i f i e d as a c h i l d 
i n the c o l o r - p r i n t , would seem to represent l i f e , 
energy , and freedom w i t h i n an o the rw ise dead o r 
darkened w o r l d . The amb igu i t i e s o f t h i s design are 
s i m i l a r to those i n B l a k e ' s aphor ism in "The Human 
A b s t r a c t " {Songs of Experience, 1794) t h a t " P i t y 
would be no more / I f we d i d no t make somebody p o o r . " 
However va luab le p i t y i s i n a f a l l e n w o r l d , i t i s 
s t i l l the produc t o f an e v i l deed. In Macbeth, the 
p i t y w i l l r e s u l t f rom a murder, and perhaps Blake 
se ized upon t h i s passage because i t p resents the 
paradox ica l b i r t h o f a v i r t u e out o f a v i c e . 
S i m i l a r l y , the S i s t i n e corner spandre ls prophesy 
p o l i t i c a l and even s p i r i t u a l l i b e r a t i o n r e s u l t i n g 
f rom bloody and t e r r i b l e even t s . 

Some o f the most i l l u m i n a t i n g p a r a l l e l s between 
the o r g a n i z a t i o n o f the S i s t i n e f rescoes and B l a k e ' s 
c o l o r - p r i n t s are between M iche lange lo ' s S i b y l s and 
Prophets and B lake ' s two des igns , Hecate and Newton, 
designs which would seem to present the most 
d i f f i c u l t i e s i n any a t tempt a t f i t t i n g them i n t o a 
s t r u c t u r e d group w i t h the o t h e r c o l o r - p r i n t e d 
drawings. Around h i s c e n t r a l sequence o f n ine 
panels Michelangelo ar ranged g i g a n t i c f i g u r e s o f 
f i v e S i b y l s a t e r n a t i n g w i t h seven Prophets . The 
female soothsayers have t h e i r dark p a r a l l e l in 
B lake ' s Hecate ( i l l u s . 1 5 ) , a f i g u r e t r a d i t i o n a l l y 
assoc ia ted w i t h necromancy and prophecy. A l though 
the S i b y l s d i d n o t , o f cou rse , know the C h r i s t i a n 
p o s s i b i l i t i e s i n t h e i r p r e d i c t i o n s , t h e i r say ings 
were t rans fo rmed by C h r i s t i a n commentators i n t o 
prophecies o f C h r i s t ' s coming. Hecate i s t h e i r 
c o n t r a s t i v e ana logue, much as b lack magic r e l a t e s 
to w h i t e ; she f o r e t e l l s no t en l i gh tenmen t , but 
mystery and the same s o r t o f imprisonment o f the 
human s p i r i t we have seen in Elohim creating Adam 
and Nebuchadnezzar. Ever s ince R o s s e t t i ' s ca ta logue 
o f B l ake ' s a r t appeared i n 1 8 6 3 , 2 5 t h i s design has 
u s u a l l y been assoc ia ted w i t h Shakespeare's re fe rences 
to Hecate i n Macbeth and A Midsummer Night's Dream, 
a l though Paley has p o i n t e d to V i r g i l ' s Aeneid, 
t r a n s l a t e d by Dryden, as a p o s s i b l e s o u r c e . 2 6 

12 Blake, Lamech and His Two Wives, 43.1 x 60.8 cm. 
Tate Gallery. 

13 Blake, Naomi entreating Ruth and Orpah, 42.8 x 
58 cm. Victoria and Albert Museum. 

14 B l a k e , Pity, 42.5 x 53.9 cm. Tate G a l l e r y . 

15 B l a k e , Hecate, 43.9 x 58.1 cm. Tate G a l l e r y . 
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Several motifs in the design--the book, the dark and 
b a t - f i l l e d environment, and the background rock--may 
have been stimulated by Blake's own reference to 
Hecate in his fragment "then She bore Pale des i re , " 
wr i t ten before 1777: 

The Gods a l l Serve her [Envy] at her w i l l so 
great her Power is [ . ] l i k e , fabled hecate 
She doth bind them to her law. Far in a Direfu l 
Cave She l ives unseen Closd from the Eye of Day. 
to the hard Rock t r a n s f i x t by fate and here She 
works her w i tcher ies . (E 438) 

These possible l i t e r a r y sources f i t w i th in the 
compass of Michelangelo's p i c t o r i a l presentation of 
the Siby ls . Four of the Sibyls have large open books 
and one holds a sc ro l l (but has a book behind her) . 
The prophetic character of these wr i t ings f inds i t s 
ant i thes is in Hecate's book of mystery or law, 
s imi lar to Urizen's book {Book of Urizen, plates 1 
and 5) in the i l l e g i b l e swi r ls of co lo r -p r i n t i ng on 
i t s leaves. Behind each of Michelangelo's Sibyls 
are two Geni i , personi f icat ions of t he i r inspired 
imaginations. And in Blake's co lo r -p r in t we have 
two strange f igures which are so int imately 
associated wi th the main human form in the composi­
t ion that they would seem to be, l i k e the Geni i , 
project ions of the internal nature of the Tr ip le 
Hecate. The kneeling f igure on the l e f t appears to 
be female, and that on the r i g h t , male—the two 

universal pr inc ip les of human character whose 
relat ionships play such a major role in Blake's 
w r i t i n g . The animals fur ther associate the main 
f igure with the d i v i s i ve , fa l l en wor ld, for they 
are creatures of darkness (owl, l i z a r d , monstrous 
bat) o r , l i k e the donkey, are bound by necessity to 
the vegetative world. In her crossed-leg posture, 
wi th a mantle over her knees but the upper part of 
her body and her feet exposed, Hecate's presentation 
corresponds v isua l ly to the twisted postures of the 
S iby ls , t he i r uncovered fee t , and the bare upper 
torso and arms of the Libyan S iby l . Further, the 
Erythraean S iby l ' s r igh t hand ( i l l u s . 16), l i ke 
Hecate's, f a l l s wi th in a fo ld of her garment, and 
her l e f t hand touches the pages of an open book. 
Yet these admittedly minor visual s i m i l a r i t i e s are 
less s ign i f i can t than the conceptual ones. The 
Sibyls prophesy l i be ra t ion from bondage to the 
material world and point toward that higher vis ion 
the viewer must enterta in to experience the expansion 
of consciousness presented by Michelangelo's central 
panels. In an t i t he t i ca l p a r a l l e l , Hecate is the 
female embodiment and in terpreter of the fa l len state 
of consciousness and of bondage to the material 
world dominating Blake's co lo r -p r i n t s , as well as 
his w r i t i ngs , of the mid 1790s. 

The role played by the Prophets in the Sist ine 
frescoes is f u l f i l l e d in Blake's series by Newton 
( i l l u s . 17). As De Tolnay points out , Michelangelo 
accentuated the " indecis ion, pass iv i t y , and 
ambiguity" of the Sibyls and placed them "nearer to 
nature and to the earth" than the Prophets, who 
exemplify " i n te l l ec tua l concentration" (p. 57). 
Hecate and Newton have a s imi la r re la t ionsh ip : 
Hecate presents the dark mysteries of the fa l len 
wor ld ; Newton the attempt by fa l len reason to under­
stand that world through mathematical and geometric 
abst ract ion. The great B r i t i sh sc i en t i s t of the 
seventeenth century was for Blake the prophet of the 
rat ional philosophies and natural re l ig ions ru l ing 
the i n te l l ec tua l l i f e of the eighteenth century. 
Newton's prophetical character is demonstrated by 
the role he plays in Europe (1794): 

The red l imb'd Angel s i e z ' d , in horror and 
torment; 

The Trump of the las t doom; but he could not 
blow the iron tube! 

A mighty S p i r i t leap'd from the land of A lb ion, 
Nam'd Newton; he s iez 'd the Trump, & blow'd 

the enormous b las t ! 

(E 63) 

Newtonian philosophy--not so much Newton's s c i e n t i f i c 
discoveries as the appl icat ion of his theories to 
moral and re l ig ious thought—is the herald of the 
French Revolution, i t s e l f a harbinger of "the las t 
doom." Michelangelo's Prophets, wi th t he i r books 
and s c r o l l s , f o re te l l release from mor ta l i t y through 
the coming of Chr is t . Blake's Newton, working wi th 
rapt at tent ion on his s c r o l l , embodies the r a t i ona l ­
i s t and abstract thought which w i l l lead to an 
inev i tab le revol t against such thought and the 
material world to which i t is bound. 

This co lo r -p r i n t is in many ways the most 
remarkable in the series because of both i t s unusual 



8 1 

sub jec t and i t s g rea t beauty . I t i s very l i k e l y an 
underwater scene w i t h Newton immersed in the waters 
o f m a t e r i a l i s m , " t he sea o f Time & S p a c e . " 2 7 The 
rock on which he s i t s i s covered w i t h what may be 
l i chenous growths and j u s t beneath him are two 
polyps t h a t look l i k e sea anemones. Newton's rock 
assumes the same p i c t o r i a l f u n c t i o n i n t h i s c o l o r -
p r i n t as the rock j u t t i n g i n from the l e f t i n Hecate, 
a compos i t iona l s i m i l a r i t y which f u r t h e r l i n k s these 
two designs much as M iche lange lo ' s Prophets and 
S i b y l s are assoc ia ted through v i sua l p a r a l l e l s . 
This rock may be based on the s i m i l a r m o t i f in 
M iche lange lo ' s Creation of Adam and Creation of Eve. 
Newton at tempts to understand h i s w o r l d through the 
s imple geometr ic diagram he i s measuring w i t h 
compasses. What he f a i l s to pe rce i ve i s h i s own 
magn i f i cen t "human form d i v i n e " ("The D iv ine Image," 
E 1 2 ) , a form which l i n k s man to God, not to the 
w o r l d o f undersea v e g e t a t i o n . Newton's f a i l u r e o f 
pe r cep t i on may be the reason t h a t Blake bases h i s 
v i sua l p o r t r a y a l o f the s c i e n t i s t (as d i s t i n c t f rom 
the f i g u r e ' s programmatic r o l e ) no t on one o f 
M iche lange lo ' s Prophets , but on the Abia l u n e t t e 
(a l so p a r t o f the S i s t i n e c e i l i n g f r e s c o e s ) , f o r 
Abia is a r e p r e s e n t a t i v e o f f a l l e n and unen l igh tened 
h u m a n i t y . 2 8 Much as Hecate i s the Blakean a n t i t y p e 
to M iche lange lo ' s S i b y l s , Newton i s the f a l l e n form 
o f M iche lange lo ' s P r o p h e t s . 2 9 

B lake ' s i d e a l i z e d p o r t r a y a l o f Newton's body 
con ta ins a p o t e n t i a l f o r s a l v a t i o n through the 
r e a l i z a t i o n o f man's d i v i n i t y . The c e n t r a l r e a l i z a ­
t i o n o f the human form d i v i n e i n B l a k e ' s l a t e r works 
i s C h r i s t , who i s both man and God. He i s not 
represented i n the S i s t i n e C e i l i n g , but many o f the 

16 Michelangelo, Erythraean Sibyl. 

17 B lake , Newton, 46 x 60 cm. Tate G a l l e r y , 

i n d i v i d u a l m o t i f s and the concept ion o f the whole 
p o i n t toward His coming. As Ber t ram w r i t e s , 
"Eve ry th i ng i n the c e i l i n g . . . leads up to C h r i s t , 
bu t He appears nowhere. The most s a t i s f a c t o r y 
e x p l a n a t i o n o f t h i s a s t o n i s h i n g omiss ion i s t h a t 
Michelangelo d i d not cons ide r t h a t C h r i s t ' s rea l 
presence in the Sacrament on the a l t a r needed any 
pa in ted s u b s t i t u t e . " 3 0 B lake , hav ing no chapel and 
no a l t a r w i t h i t s sacraments, does g ive us a v i s i o n 
o f C h r i s t ( i l l u s . 18 ) . I t i s the c u l m i n a t i o n o f 
t h i s l i n e a r group and an answer to the problems o f 
m a t e r i a l and s p i r i t u a l bondage presented in the 
o t h e r e leven c o l o r - p r i n t s . Christ Appearing to the 
Apostles after the Resurrection i s c o n s i s t e n t w i t h 
the dark v i s i o n o f the o t h e r designs i n t h a t C h r i s t 
i s no t shown i n g l o r y , bu t r a t h e r a t the moment when 
He revea ls to His f o l l o w e r s His s t i g m a t a , those 
emblems o f His own mor ta l s u f f e r i n g s and His own 
c r u c i f i x i o n i n the f a l l e n w o r l d o f man. He i s 
indeed the new Adam, but f o r Blake one who has 
undergone the same c r u c i f o r m bondage to the w o r l d 
and the f l e s h shown i n the f i r s t c o l o r - p r i n t 
cons idered he re . A g a i n , s a l v a t i o n i s not presented 
i n i t s f u l l g l o r y but as a p o t e n t i a l w i t h i n the 
darkness o f t h i s w o r l d . Blake hovers between hope 
and d e s p a i r , between d i v i n e comedy and e a r t h l y 
t ragedy . I t i s on ly i n h i s l a t e r poe t ry and 
p a i n t i n g s t h a t he t rans fo rms t h i s image o f s u f f e r i n g 
i n t o the t r i umphan t i d e a l . 

In the i l l u m i n a t e d books and h i s i n t a g l i o p r i n t 
s e r i e s The Gates of Paradise, we can see Blake 
absorb ing and then t r a n s f o r m i n g the conven t iona l 
e i g h t e e n t h cen tu ry formats o f i l l u s t r a t e d books and 
o f numbered sequences o f emblematic p i c t u r e s . He 
needed the t r a d i t i o n a l systems, but o f t e n assumed 
an adversary r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h them, s t r u g g l i n g w i t h 
the o l d forms i n o rde r to open them t o new p o s s i b i l ­
i t i e s . The s tandard e i gh teen th cen tu ry format f o r 
a s e r i e s o f n a r r a t i v e p r i n t s was t he Hogar th ian 
Progress . A less adventuresome a r t i s t than Blake 
would have arranged a s e r i e s o f p r i n t s i n general 
accordance w i t h Hogar th ' s schema. Blake r e q u i r e d 
a more f l e x i b l e model which cou ld encompass more 
than d i r e c t causal and temporal r e l a t i o n s h i p s , j u s t 
as i n h i s p o e t i c n a r r a t i v e s he had, by 1794, 
developed the polysemous v i s i o n and n o n - l i n e a r 
n a r r a t i v e o f The Book of Urizen. M iche lange lo ' s 
f r e s c o e s , l i n k i n g B i b l i c a l and n o n - B i b l i c a l s u b j e c t s , 
p rov ided j u s t such an expansive and comprehensive 
form f o r B lake ' s own group o f " f r e s c o e s . " 

I f we t r e a t B lake ' s c o l o r - p r i n t e d drawings as 
a c o l l e c t i o n to be exper ienced in sequence and as 
though they were t r u e f rescoes on the w a l l s o f a 
room, l i k e the S i s t i n e Chapel o r Job ' s chamber i n 
B lake ' s P l a t e 20 o f h i s engraved i l l u s t r a t i o n s , 
then the c o l o r - p r i n t s can u n f o l d be fo re us l i k e 
M iche lange lo ' s p a i n t i n g s . B l a k e ' s group begins 
w i t h t h ree designs {Elohim creating Adam, Satan 
exulting over Eve, God judging Adam) t h a t p a r a l l e l 
i n s u b j e c t t h ree o f M iche lange lo ' s c e n t r a l panels 
{Creation of Adam, Creation of Eve, The Fall and 
the Expulsion). Next we come upon two designs 
{House of Death and Nebuchadnezzar) showing the 
despa i r and degradat ion o f man a l so po r t r ayed in 
M iche lange lo ' s Deluge and Noah. The e lementa l ac ts 
o f c r e a t i o n and d i v i s i o n i n M iche lange lo ' s th ree 
panels neares t the a l t a r are summarized i n The Good 



18 Blake, Christ Appearing to the Apostles, 45.7 x 
59.7 cm. National Gallery of A r t , Rosenwald 
Col lect ion. 

19 Michelangelo, head of one of the ignudi. 

and Evil Angels. Like the Sist ine corner spandrels, 
Blake's next group of three {Lameah, Naomi entreating 
Ruth, Pity) presents us wi th scenes poised between 
destruction and the promise of sa lva t ion. Blake's 
an t i t he t i ca l Prophet {Newton) and Sibyl {Hecate) 
lead us f i n a l l y to Christ Appearing to the Apostles, 
the Savior whose coming is necessitated by a l l we 
see in the Sist ine Chapel. 

I t is d i f f i c u l t to prove, given the information 
we have, that Blake consciously modeled his color-
pr in ts on the Sist ine Ce i l i ng , but the organizational 
para l le ls between these two groups are strong enough 
to ind ica te , at the very leas t , an ind i rec t 
inf luence. I t is cer ta in ly safe to assume that 
Blake knew the Sist ine designs so well that t he i r 
st ructure had become part of his own a r t i s t i c habits 
of mind, and that when he came in 1795 to execute 
his own group of frescoes, Michelangelo's inf luence 
would inev i tab ly make i t s e l f f e l t . The essential 
ingredient was a core l inear nar ra t i ve , not of 

consecutive but of selected scenes, surrounded by 
actions and characters related thematical ly to the 
core. The complexities of s p a t i a l , temporal, and 
causal re lat ionships suggested by such a format are 
part of those complexities Blake was beginning to 
invest igate in his wr i t ings of the mid 1790s. Just 
as Blake modified for his own purposes the great 
texts in his l i t e r a r y t radi t ion—preeminent ly the 
Bible and Mi l ton--so too he did not simply reproduce 
the vault of the Sist ine Chapel, but used i t s plan 
as the beginning of his own dark v is ion of c rea t ion , 
f a l l , death, and the promise of redemption. 

1 The most important published studies of the co lo r -p r i n ted 
drawings are Mart in B u t l i n , "The Evolut ion of Blake's Large 
Color Pr in ts of 1795" and Anne T. Kostelanetz, "Blake's 1795 
Color P r i n t s : An I n t e r p r e t a t i o n , " both in William Blake: Essays 
for S. Foster Damon, ed. A lv in H. Rosenfeld (Providence: Brown 
Univ. Press, 1969), pp. 109-16, 117-30; and B u t l i n , William 
Blake, catalogue of an exh ib i t i on at the Tate Gal lery (London: 
Tate Ga l le ry , 1978), pp. 59-65. See also Warren Jones' 
unpublished doctoral d isser ta t ion Blake's Large Color-printed 
Drawings of 1795 (Northwestern Un iv . , 1972). B r i e fe r 
discussions may be found in David Bindman, Blake as an Artist 
(Oxford: Phaidon, 1977), pp. 98-100; Anthony B lun t , The Art of 
William Blake (N. Y. : Columbia Univ. Press, 1959), pp. 57-62; 
B u t l i n , William Blake (London: Tate Ga l le ry , 1966), pp. [ 3 - 6 ] ; 
and Morton D. Paley, William Blake (Oxford: Phaidon, 1978), pp. 
37-8. None of these studies has considered the thesis I w i l l 
present here. 

•' See, for example. B lun t , The Art of William Blake, p. 35; Jean 
Hagstrum, William Blake Poet and Painter (Chicago: Univ. of 
Chicago Press, 1964), p. 40; and Anne Kostelanetz Me l lo r , Blake's 



Human Form Divine (Berkeley: 
pp. 126-31. 

Univ. of Ca l i f o rn ia Press, 1974), 

1 I discuss the inf luence of these designs on Blake's l a te r works 
in "Blake's Visions and Re-visions of Michelangelo," Blake in His 
Time, ed. Robert N. Essick and Donald Pearce (Bloominaton: 
Indiana Univ. Press, 1978), pp. 13-22. 

'* These are Naomi entreating Ruth (V i c to r i a and A lber t Museum 
copy), Newton (Lutheran Church in America), God judging Adam 
(Metropol i tan Museum, N. Y . ) , Christ Appearing to the Apostles 
(Rosenwald C o l l e c t i o n , National Gallery of A r t ) , and Hecate 
(National Gal lery of Scot land). 

5 For descr ipt ions o f Blake's c o l o r - p r i n t i n g technique, see 
Ruthven Todd, "The Techniques of Wi l l iam Blake's I l luminated 
P r i n t i n g , " The Visionary Hand: Essays for the Study of William 
Blake's Art and Aesthetics, ed. Robert N. Essick, (Los Angeles: 
Hennessey & I n g a l l s , 1973), pp. 19-44; and Robert N. Essick, 
William Blake Printmaker (Pr inceton: Princeton Univ Press 
1980), pp. 121-35. 

6 The Poetry and Prose of William Blake, ed. David V. Erdman 
(Garden C i t y , N. Y. : Doubleday, 4th p r i n t i n g , 1970), p. 539. 
A l l f u r the r quotat ions from Blake's w r i t i n g are from th i s e d i t i o n , 
re fer red to hereaf ter as E fol lowed by page number. 

7 The major discussion of th is point of view can be found in 
Charles De Tolnay, The Sistine Ceiling (Pr inceton- Princeton 
Univ. Press, 1945), pp. 24-43. De Tolnay is general ly considered 
to be one of the standard modern au tho r i t i es on the S is t ine 
pa in t ings . Unfor tunate ly , none of the discussions of the S is t ine 
frescoes that Blake would have been f a m i l i a r w i th goes beyond 
the barest descr ip t ion o f the program o f the c e i l i n g . In th is 
discussion I re fe r to several modern commentators, although of 
course Blake's own in te rp re ta t i ons would not have corresponded 
exact ly to t h e i r s . The pa ra l l e l s between modern in te rp re ta t ions 
of Michelangelo and the themes in Blake's c o l o r - p r i n t s may be the 
resu l t of a common source in the S is t ine frescoes themselves. 

e See Erwin Panofsky, "The Neoplatonic Movement and Michelangelo,1 

Studies in Iaonology: Humanistic Themes in the Art of the 
Renaissance (1939; N. Y. : Harper & Row, 1962), pp. 171-230; and 
Johannes Wi lde, Michelangelo: Six Lectures (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1978), pp. 58-63. 

9 Blake as an Artist, pp. 98-99. By " s t a r t i n g des ign," I (and I 
suspect Bindman as we l l ) do not mean that th i s was the f i r s t 

.composition in the group that Blake began to work on. That 
d i s t i n c t i o n may belong to Pity. Besides the three f u l l scale 
co lo r -p r i n ted drawings of t h i s design, i t ex is ts in two drawings, 
the e a r l i e r of which has a ve r t i ca l major a x i s , and an incom­
plete co lo r -p r i n ted drawing ( B r i t i s h Museum) considerably smaller 
than a l l the other c o l o r - p r i n t s . 

See, fo r example, Blake's references to man as a "worm of 
s i x t y w in te rs " in Europe ( p i . 6, 1. 6 ) , E 61 ; Tiriel (p. 8, 1. 

1 ) , E 281; Jerusalem ( p i . 30, 1. 57) , E 175; and "the Winding 
Worm" in Jerusalem ( p i . 85, 1. 1 ) , E 241. The worm in the co lo r -
p r i n t may have been suggested by Bi ldad 's statement in Job 25:6 
that man " is a worm." 

11 See C. H. Co l l ins Baker, "The Sources of Blake's P i c t o r i a l 
Expression" in The Visionary Hand, pp. 124-25 and n. 5 on D 
126. " M" 

2 For basic informat ion on i n s c r i p t i o n s , s i zes , and locat ions 
of copies o f the co lo r -p r i n ted drawings, see B u t l i n , William 
Blake: A Complete Catalogue of the Works in the Tate Gallery 
(London: Tate Ga l le ry , 1971), pp. 34-41, and The Visionary Hand, 
pp. 37-38. 

1 3 From a l e t t e r to Wi l l iam Hayley, 23 October 1804, E 703. 

S i m i l a r l y , Michelangelo suggests a pa ra l l e l between his 
port rayal o f the Creation of Adam ( i l l u s . 2) and the Fall and the 

rum ( i l l u s . 6 ) . In the l a t t e r design, the serpent 's 
gesture as she hands the apple of cor rupt ion to Eve mimics God's 
gesture ( i n i l l u s . 2) as He brings i n te l l i gence to Adam. 
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15 E. J . Rose points out that Blake perceived a correspondence 
between Mi l ton and Michelangelo, "The 'Gothicized Imaginat ion' 
of 'Michelangelo B lake , ' " Blake in His Time p. 161, 168 n. 15. 

16 John Milton: Complete Poems and Major Prose, ed. M e r r i t t Y. 
Hughes (N. Y. : Odyssey Press, 1957), p. 444. 

17 These t i t l e s are a l l from The Sistine Ceiling, pp. 37-40. 
Anthony Bertram ca l l s the f i r s t panel in t h i s group God Separating 
the Waters from the Earth in Michelangelo (London: Studio V i s ta , 
1964), p. 4 1 ; Enzo Car l i t i t l e s th i s same panel God Creates the 
Animals in All the Paintings of Michelangelo (N. Y. : Hawthorn 
Books, 1963), p. 28; and Herbert Von Einem ca l l s the panel The 
Creation of the Creatures of the Sea in Michelangelo (London: 
Methuen & Co., 1973), p. 70. Von Einem points out that th i s 
scene "ra ised d i f f i c u l t i e s " even fo r Renaissance in te rp re te rs of 
the S is t ine frescoes. 

18 Bertram describes the ignudi as " th rus t ing against t he i r 
imprisonment," t r y i n g "to break out of the bondage of the wor ld" 
{Michelangelo, p. 70). Compare, p a r t i c u l a r l y , the face of the 
c h i l d in The Good and Evil Angels wi th the head of the nude youth 
above and to the r i gh t o f the Persian S iby l . The le f tward turn 
of the head, open mouth, bridge of the nose ( d i s t i n c t l y d i f f e r e n t 
from Blake's usual c l a s s i c a l l y s t r a i gh t nose), f lash ing eye, and 
general expression of t e r r o r are almost iden t i ca l (see i l l u s . 19). 
Compare also the face of the angel on the r i gh t in Blake's co lor 
p r i n t w i th the nude youth above and to the l e f t of the Prophet 
Daniel . Both of these ignudi frame the Separation of Heaven from 
the Water, one o f the three panels to which The Good and Evil 
Angels is conceptual ly re la ted . 

19 For the f i r st t i t l e see Carl i, All the Paintings of 
Michelangelo, p. 31; for the second, De Tolnay, The Sistine 
Ceiling, p. 96. 
2 0 The Hyacinthine cur ls of the f a l l e n f igure are cha rac te r i s t i c 
of Blake's youthfu l males. See, fo r example, Ore in America, 
Albion rose, and Newton ( i l l u s . 17). The youth may be Tubalca in--
see William Blake in the Art of His Time, exh ib i t i on catalogue, 
Univ. of C a l i f o r n i a , Santa Barbara, 1976, p. 84. 

2 1 Suggested in B u t l i n , William Blake, exh ib i t i on catalogue 
(1978), p. 62. 

2 2 See Night Thoughts watercolors (Night V I I , p. 22 ) , Night 
Thoughts engravings (Night I I , p. 35), and my discussion of these 
f igures and t h e i r basis in Blake's drawing of Michelangelo s 
Solomon lunet te in Blake in His Time, pp. 17-18. 

2 3 Tatham's t i t l e i nsc r i p t i on appears on one o f the two p r e l i m i ­
nary penci l drawings of the design in the B r i t i s h Museum. I t is 
i n te res t ing to note that in the la te 1770s Henry FuselI did a 
series of sketches (now in the B r i t i s h Museum) i l l u s t r a t i n g 

Shakespeare in a format based loosely on the S is t ine Ce i l i ng . 
These drawings, perhaps only imaginative experiments rather than 
pre l iminar ies fo r actual f rescoes, include a group of lunet te 
and spandrel designs fo r Macbeth. See Gert Sch i f f , Johann 
Heinrich Fussli (Zur ich: Verlag Berichthaus, 1973), I , 108-09, 
I I , 113; Henry Fuseli, exh ib i t i on catalogue (London: Tate 
Gal lery , 1975), pp. 72-73. 

2U Bu t l i n associates th i s design wi th p i t y "as a negative force" 
in Urizen in William Blake: a Complete Catalogue of the Works 
in the Tate Gallery, p. 38; Paley points out that "Pity i n t r o ­
duces another gleam of grace in to the nightmare world of the 
colour p r i n t s " in William Blake, p. 38. The l a t t e r view would 
seem to gain support from the s i m i l a r i t y between the ch i l d in 
Pity and the in fan t Jesus, soaring between the swooning Mary and 
Saint El izabeth 's outstretched arms, in both Blake's tempera The 
Nativity (c. 1799) and The Descent of Peace in the Huntington 
Library set of watercolor i l l u s t r a t i o n s (c . 1808) to Mi l ton 's 
"On the Morning of Chr i s t ' s N a t i v i t y . " 

?b W. M. Rosset t i ' s "Annotated L i s t of Blake's Pain t ings, 
Drawings, and Engravings" in Alexander G i l c h r i s t , Life of William 
Blake (London and Cambridge: Macmillan, 1863), I I , 238, no. 228. 

2 6 William Blake, p. 38. The most s i g n i f i c a n t references to 
Hecate in Dryden's t rans la t i on of the Aeneid are in the Sixth 
Book in conjunction w i th the a c t i v i t i e s of the Cumaean S i b y l , one 
of the f i ve portrayed by Michelangelo. There are also several 
references to T r ip le Hecate in the Seventh Book of Ovid's 
Metamorphoses. 

2 7 This image is f i r s t used in The Four Zoas, Night the Fourth, 
p 56, l i ne 13 (E 331). See Essick, "Blake's Newton," Blake 
Studies, 3 (1971), 149-62. 

2 8 See Blake's wash drawing of the Abia lunet te ( B r i t i s h Museum), 
reproduced in Blake in His Time, p i . 13. Danie l , one of the 
Prophets, is also included in t h i s group of drawings (Blake in 
His Time, p i . 25). 

2 9 Bu t l i n {Blake, 1978, p. 64) associates Hecate w i th Pity 
because they may both have sources in Shakespeare and they 
emphasize vegetat ive nature. C lear ly , however, the v isual 
character of Hecate l i nks i t to Newton: the landscape in both 
designs is div ided by a d iagonal , running from upper l e f t to 
lower r i g h t , created by the edge of a rocky ledge. Both rocks 
are inhabi ted by unusual creatures, and Newton's s c r o l l is 
para l le led by Hecate's book. There a re , of course, many thematic 
and visual interconnect ions among a l l the co lo r -p r i n ted drawings, 
j u s t as there are among Michelangelo's frescoes. 

30 Michelangelo, p. 37. The Last Judgement on the west wal l 
behind the a l t a r was a l a t e r addi t ion to the chapel and not part 
of Michelangelo's o r i g i na l format fo r the c e i l i n g frescoes. 
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