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Robert N. Essick. William Blake’s Com-
mercial Book Illustrations: A Catalogue
and Study of the Plates Engraved by
Blake after Designs by Other Artists.
Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991. [xv] + 138
pp. 295 illus. on unnumbered pp. at end.
£60.00/$115.00 cloth.

Reviewed by D.W. DORRBECKER

oes anybody actually need a full-blown cata-

logue of this particular sort of material, illus-
trated with no less than 295 high-quality repro-
ductions? Or is its publication just another ritual
move in the process of Blake’s canonization as a
hero of late eighteenth-century British culture? In
order to understand Blake’s “original” works, his
poetry and his creative art, does one have to care,
really, about “copy” engravings such as his frontis-
pieces after Saverio Dalla Rosa’s drawings of the
statues of Catullus and his friend, Cornelius Nepos
(#XXX, 66)? With the author of the book under re-
view, | should like to argue that the answer to these
and similar questions concerning the scholarly le-
gitimation of the production of this catalogue very
definitely has to be in the affirmative. Due to some
classicist notions that still define what is to be con-
sidered an “original” work of art, and what is
“merely” a “reproduction”—ideological norms and
concepts that as yet await deconstruction—Blake’s
work as a commercial engraver remains the least
known aspect of his output. This alone would jus-
tify the publication of Robert N. Essick’s latest
book. In addition there are some other very good
reasons for supplanting the earlier bibliographical
checklists of Blake’s commercial engravings with
a complete chalcographical catalogue raisonné of
the book illustrations, reasons | hope to suggest in
what follows.'

At the very beginning of his introduction Robert
Essick reminds his readers that the

modern aesthetic, one that Blake helped to ini-
tiate, emphasizes original print-making and
devalues reproductive prints. Consequently,
Blake's translations on to copperplates of im-
ages first executed in other media by other

! For a list of earlier catalogues of Blake's reproductive
engravings, see Essick’s “Abbreviations and Works Frequently
Cited” (xv).
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artists are given short shrift and their multi-
faceted importance to his life is overlooked. It
would be foolish to claim for these copy plates
artistic equivalence with Songs of Innocence
or the illustrations to The Book of Job, but an
understanding of the economic and graphic
matrix in which Blake created these visual and
verbal masterpieces requires some attention
to the lesser productions of his etching needle
and graver. (1)

This much one may learn simply by looking at
the dates inscribed on the prints catalogued in the
present publication, and by comparing them with
the chronology of Blake’s dated paintings and the
printings of his own illuminated books. Evidently
a considerable amount of the work which went into
the production of Blake’s poetry and of what is to-
day considered his “original” drawings, paintings,
and engravings was financed—and thus made pos-
sible—only by Blake’s commissions for commercial
“reproductive” engravings after designs by other
artists.’

Both the “original” works and the “reproductive”
engravings were often executed with the same tools
and at the same working table. This much granted,
it is more than reasonable to assume that there
are also technical, formal, and iconographical char-
acteristics shared by the products of both of these
realms of the poet-artist’s activities. For the very
first time, Essick’s catalogue allows for a system-
atic investigation of such cross-currents. Also, it
seems more than likely that, much as Blake’s im-
agery would have absorbed a considerable number
of motifs from his commercial engravings after the
designs of others (and the entries in the catalogue
under review are full of suggestive comparisons be-
tween the book illustrations and Blake’s other
works), so his ideas about the generic functioning
of printed images would have been shaped in part
by his work as a reproductive engraver. For ex-
ample, the peculiarities in the production and “mar-
keting” of Blake’s illuminated books are, I think,
best understood if seen in connection with that of
the engraved galleries of pictures rather than that
of late eighteenth-century books of poetry.’

«

“ In his introductory study, Essick comments on the “cru-
cial financial support for Blake’s first efforts in relief etching”
(7) that may have been provided by the fee the engraver had
received for the large plate after Hogarth (#XX), first pub-
lished in 1788.

' Similar observations and closely related matters are also
discussed in detail in Joseph Viscomi's Blake and the Idea of
the Book (Princeton, NJ: Princeton UP, 1993).
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In 1987-88, the Huntington Library and Art Gal-
lery presented an exhibition devoted to William
Blake and His Contemporaries and Followers. The
works on show had been selected “from the Collec-
tion of Robert N. Essick,” arguably the finest and,
in any case, for the scholar the most interesting
collection of Blake’s works currently in private
hands. In the introduction to the exhibition cata-
logue, the collector and author of Blake’s Commer-
cial Book Illustrations (hereafter abbreviated as
CBI) gave a brief account of “the shape of [his| Blake
collection and the principles by which it was as-
sembled.” While still “a graduate student of En-
glish literature in the late sixties,” Essick set for
himself “the modest goal of acquiring the standard
texts and works of criticism on William Blake’s
poetry and art as a reference library to assist [his]
own early attempts at becoming a scholar.” He un-
questionably succeeded, and any subscriber to
Blake is certainly well aware of his prolific output
of books and articles devoted to the study of Blake
and his contemporaries.

As a collector Essick was soon to find that “no
one bitten by the bibliomania bug can limit him-
self to merely practical needs.” Because availabil-
ity and cost “are important in any collecting,” he
decided “in the early seventies, to acquire books
containing Blake’s commercial illustrations—the
one area of his activities as an artist and crafts-
man not already well mined by dealers and collec-
tors. Thus, almost by default,” the author of CBI
has been able to bring together (and only inter alia,
to be sure) what now probably is “the largest col-
lection of editions containing Blake’s engravings
(the British Library is second).”* At the same time,
and starting with his groundbreaking study of the
iconography of graphic styles in “Blake and the
Traditions of Reproductive Engraving,”® the
scholar-collector began to demonstrate the “re-
search interest” of the materials he collected. Fol-
lowing the example of the late Sir Geoffrey Keynes,
Essick developed “the habit of combining scholar-
ship and collecting,™ a habit from which all read-

* Robert N. Essick, “Introduction,” William Blake and His
Contemporaries and Followers: Selected Works from the Col-
lection of Robert N. Essick, exh. cat. (San Marino, CA: Henry
E. Huntington Library and Art Gallery, 1987) 3.

' See Blake Studies 5.1 (1972): 59-103. Similarly important
essays that are of relevance in the present context are Essick’s
“William Blake, William Hamilton, and the Materials of
Graphic Meaning,” ELH 52 (1985): 833-72, and his “[Blake
and the Profession of Printmaking],” in Gert Schiff, et al.,
William Blake, exh, cat. (Tokyo, Jap.: Nihon Keizai Shimbun,
for the National Museum of Western Art, 1990) 23-32 [in Japa-
nese|.

® See Essick 1987 (n. 4) 6.
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ers of his book on Blake’s printmaking processes,
of his catalogue raisonné of Blake’s separate plates,
and now of CBI may profit enormously.”

This study of Blake’s commercial engravings be-
gins with Essick’s account of the relationship be-
tween the new catalogue and some earlier surveys
of some of the same material, especially the extant
two of the three volumes planned as a bibliographi-
cal and chalcographical account of William Blake:
Book Illustrator. These he himself coauthored with
Roger R. Easson, and the two volumes were pub-
lished in 1972 and 1979. “The present catalogue is
not a revision of Easson and Essick, but it is in-
tended to replace the print catalogue and repro-
ductions in the second volume and treat most of
the materials intended for the absent third” (v).
The preface then outlines the purpose of CBI:

I have taken as my first responsibility the re-
cording of facts about Blake’s reproductive book
illustrations—their sizes, inscriptions, pro-
gressive states, locations of preliminary draw-
ings, and the quotation or summary of all docu-
ments relating to their production. | have
supplemented this basic information with dis-
cussions of graphic techniques and styles,
Blake’s revisions of preliminary designs, his
borrowings of motifs for his own compositions,
the relationships of illustrations with their
texts, and the role major commissions played
in Blake’s life and the shaping of his ideas. (v)

The second part of the book’s preface details “a
few guidelines” (vi) to the use of the catalogue en-
tries. It establishes the meaning of certain techni-
cal terms in Essick’s text, introduces the conven-
tions employed in the measurements of prints, the
recording of signatures, titles, and imprints, and
explains the author’s use of cross-references and
the coverage of the index.

Like the catalogue entries themselves, Essick’s
introductory study of “Blake’s Reproductive Book
[lustrations” is organized chronologically, follow-
ing Blake’s career as a professional reproductive
engraver from the years of his apprenticeship to
Basire up to his late book illustrations after
Flaxman. This arrangement not only offers a
chance to view the plates Blake executed for the
book publishers in historical perspective, it also
leaves enough room for the author’s interpolation
of a systematic discussion of some key issues con-

See Robert N. Essick, William Blake, Printmaker
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton UP, 1980) and The Separare Plates
of William Blake: A Catalogue (Princeton, NJ: Princeton UP,
1983),
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nected with the artist's commercial engravings.
Thus, it allows Essick to define clearly what he
thinks is the “multifaceted importance” of Blake's
work as a reproductive engraver and to describe
“the multiple interactions between art and com-
merce, graphic execution and literary conception,
that shaped Blake’s life and works” (1, 15).

As a synopsis, or as the summa, of many of his
earlier studies of Blake’s printmaking processes,
Essick’s introduction by necessity returns to some
of the subjects he has previously treated in his pub-
lications. However, the new vantage-point supplied
by the book illustrations results in a considerable
shift of focus. Essick provides an account of the
“characteristics of Basire’s shop practices [which]
influenced Blake’s later career and aesthetic con-
cepts” (2; see also 6), and he explains “the basic
systems for the production of intaglio copperplate
book illustrations in the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries” (2), stressing the decisive role
played by the publisher in these systems (see 2-3).
He then briefly glances at the more important of
the techniques that employed in the
engraver’s workshop, and next turns to the econom-
ics of the trade in general and, in particular, to the
fees paid to the copy engravers (see 3-4). One learns
of the division of labor between the engraver of the
pictorial image, the professional writing engraver
and the copperplate printer (see 4-5). The function
of working proofs and of published proofs in pre-
publication states is explained, as is the reason for
the succession of the various published states of a
copperplate engraving (see 3 and 5).

At this point, a less restricted discussion of some
of the problems of attribution that are involved
might have been in place. In discriminating be-
tween a first and a second state of any of Blake’s
separate plates one takes it for granted—usually
without a moment’s hesitation—that it was no one
other than the peintre-graveur himself who was re-
sponsible for the “purposeful changes . . . on the
copperplate” (5n7) which transformed the earlier
into the later state. In this respect, there is no dif-
ference whatsoever between the chalcographical ex-
amination of the three states of “The Accusers of
Theft Adultery Murder” (1793-c. 1810 or later), of
the five states of “Chaucers Canterbury Pilgrims”
(1810-c. 1823 or later),” or of the dramatic changes
between the first and the eighth state of
Rembrandt’s “Christ Presented to the People”

were

* See Essick 1983 (n. 7) 30-37 (#VI1I1) and 61-89 (£XVI]).
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(dated 1655 in its seventh state).” But with an en-
graving that serves as a book illustration, and with
the plate usually owned by the publisher, not the
engraver (see 4), the situation is slightly different.
Can the original engraver be identified with the
engraver who reworks a plate for use in a later
edition? Or does one have to speculate that at least
occasionally a publisher would employ someone else
to restore a set of worn copperplates?

Essick tells his readers this much: “It seems to
have been common practice to hire the original
engraver to rework plates whenever possible, but
this of course would become increasingly less likely
as the time since first execution lengthened” (5).
He thus hints at the possibility that some of the
later states of Blake’s commercial book illustrations
which are recorded in his catalogue may in fact have
to be attributed to anonymous journeyman engrav-
ers, yet he does not enlarge on the subject. If, how-
ever, one thinks of the 1811 and 1818 editions of
Richardson’s Sir Charles Grandison, published by
C. Cooke and T. Kelly respectively and illustrated
with impressions from the plates Blake had en-
graved for The Novelist’s Magazine (#X1[6-8], 32-
33), one might feel tempted to suspect that the en-
gravings Blake did for Harrison & Co. in 1783 have
been “substantially reworked” (32) for their third
and fourth states by some other engraver(s). The
reworked states recorded for Blake’s plates in later
issues of Wedgwood’s catalogue of earthenware and
porcelain (#L) present another, even more obvious
case in point. At the same time, Blake may himself
have been employed occasionally to rework plates
that had originally been engraved by one of his col-
leagues, and he may thus have added to his income,
Here then is a field that might offer some interest-
ing research opportunities, though since it has not
been singled out as particularly promising by
Essick, the evidence available from publishers’ ac-
count books and other period documents may well
be all too scanty to allow for convincing results,

While the variety of stylistic modes of represen-
tation available to the artist-artisan are of course
well-characterized in the introduction, Essick also
underscores the fact that “reproductive engraving
was dependent upon a rigorous division of labour
and the subordination of individual expression to
uniformity and repeatability” (5). This phenomenon
and its effects are described by reference to Blake’s
early commissions and his “graphic involvement

" For a descriptive analysis of this etching (B. 76) and its
states see, e.g., Christopher White, Rembrandt as an Etcher:
A Study of the Artist at Work (London: A, Zwemmer, 1969) i:
87-92.
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