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Facsimile or Forgery? An Examination of
America, Plates 4 and 9, Copy B

BY JOSEPH VISCOMI

In 1927 the copy of Blake’s America we now know as copy L
was sold as a “facsimile reprint” for £4, though it is quite
genuine.! It is not unheard of for an original work of art to
be sold as a facsimile, but it is certainly more common for a
facsimile to be sold as an original. The authenticity of plates
4 and 9 of America copy B, in the Pierpont Morgan Library,
has never been doubted in print. But in fact neither one is
an original impression. Although both are facsimiles photo-
mechanically reproduced on wove paper, very little about
either image appears suspicious. Indeed, both are repro-
duced in The Blake Collection of Mrs. Landon K. Thorne.?
The true technical and historical origins of plates 4 and 9 are
not easily identified. What information we have is supplied
only from the plate measurements and foliation, the bind-
ing, and the inscription on the front flyleaf of copy B. From
these few facts, and with much caution, we can begin to spec-
ulate about who executed the plates, when, how, and why.

Plate Measurements

Plates 4 and 9 are printed on the same paper, the fecl,
weight, and texture of which are, from the verso, noticeably
different from the other sheets in the book. The paper—
which called to mind Murillo, an etching paper I had
printed on before —and not the image, made me suspicious
enough to check some measurements. As in most copies of
America, the last four lines of plate 4 have been masked out.
Unlike all other copies, however, the bottom platemark is
only 2.4 cm. from Orc’s foot, instead of the usual 4.1 cm. If
this bottom platemark were caused by the material used to
mask out the four lines, then, because 2.4 cm. is not wide
enough, half of line 3and all of line 4 would have printed. If
this were the platemark of an authentic impression, then
Blake's plate had been cut in about the middle of the third
line, a possibility not yet to be ruled out since the plate could
have been pulled posthumously and there is precedent for
such plate tampering.* To make sure I was not looking at a
late impression or posthumous pull, I also checked the
distance in plate 4 from the top platemark to Orc’s toe: 19.5
cm. in copies A and L, but 20.4 cm. incopy B. In plate 9, the
distance from the top platemark to the first line is 11.6 cm.
in copy L, but 12.0 cm. in copy B; from the bottom of the

text to the bottom platemark is 8.4 cm. in copies A and L,
but 9.15 ¢m. in copy B. Because the relation of image to
platemark did not check out, I measured the distance be-
tween parts within the image. For example, line 4 of plate 4
is 12.6 cm. long in copies A and L, but 13.0 cm. in copy B.
Line 7 of plate 9 is 11.5 ¢m. long in copies Aand L, but 11.9
in copy B.* More revealing than incorrect measurements
within the image and between image and platemarks, how-
ever, are the plate measurements themselves. Plate 4 of copy
Bis22.9x16.9cm. vs. 23.8x 16.6cm., and plate 9 of copy B
is 24.9x 17.5 cm. vs. 23.5 x 16.8 cm.¢ These and other dif-
ferences are too great to have been the result of one paper
shrinking less than the others. Damp printing paper shrinks
only 110 2.5% of the sheet size,” which could not, for exam-
ple, account for the 1.4 cm. difference between the length
of plate 9 of copy B (24.9 cm.) and of copy A (23.5 cm.).
Except for the platemarks, plates 4 and 9 are free of the
embossment that is characteristic of a relief etching, or a pro-
cess block. Instead, the ink lies flat on the paper, which is
characteristic of lithography. The platemarks are themselves
suspicious, as I'll explain later, and do not positively identify
the kind of lithography used. But whether these impressions
were pulled from stone or metal plates, whether produced
from a transfer or directly from a reverse negative, one thing
is certain: they are photolithographs. The proportion of the
parts to each other is correct, which indicates the work of a
camera. But compared to the originals, the overall dimen-
sions are slightly distorted, or elongated, which indicates
cither the slight distortion in the negative caused by the
camera lens or in the contact between the transfer paper and
the stone. In any event, with a photomechanically repro-
duced image, a good solid black ink (and not the thinner
greyish black of tonal lithography), an impression that has
been touched up in black water color (like the other prints in

copy B), and platemarks, it is little wonder that these two
plates have escaped detection.

Plate Numbers

America copy B was stabbed through two different sets of
three holes. Plates 4 and 9, however, have no stab holes,
though both plates are numbered. Copy B has two sets of
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America, Copy B, plate 4. Courtesy of the Pierpont Morgan Library, Thorne Collection
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America, Copy B, plate 9. Courtesy of the Pierpont Morgan Library, Thorne Collection.
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