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William Blake’s lllustrations to the Poems of Thomas
Gray. Selinsgrove: Susquehanna University
Press, 1995. 139 pp. $65.

Reviewed by CHRISTOPHER HEPPNER

Firs{ the book itself. It is large and handsome, and one
opens it with a pleasure that does not quite survive un-
modified through the process of reading. Susquehanna
University Press should find and use both a good designer
and a good copy-editor. The text is laid out in single wide
and long column format on a large page, with rather small
print; it is not a comfortable page to read. In addition, it
looks as if the text was simply run through a spell checker.
Errors are of the kind that notoriously escapes such pro-
grams—Lawrence Stone, for instance, is cited as having
written of the “apparent rise in the amount of martial un-
happiness, leading to adultery and martial breakdown”
(111); I live in hope, but fear that is not what Stone wrote.
A good copy editor could have taught Vaughan the differ-
ence between “as” and “like,” that “Similar to the speaker,
Blake also . . .” (100) will not do, and that “at” cannot con-
sort with both verbs in “the opening lines at which she both
stares and personifies” (68). Such an editor would also have
caught sentences like the following: “Thus, against this so-
cial background, Blake’s handmaid concept is a belief in
the ‘gentle subservience ministering to harmony’. . . which
(while?] the apparent feminine detachment expresses to
some degree the period’s gender disharmony” (111). A
university press should be able to do better than this for
the reader.

The viewer is better served; all 116 of the Gray illustra-
tions are reproduced in high resolution glossy black and
white, though the plates are low in contrast, so that the white
background to the texts of the poems appears as a middle
grey against which the texts scarcely stand out, though they
remain clearly legible. The text makes many references to
earlier illustrations by Bentley and others, but none is re-
produced.

Vaughan has both a great deal of information, and a pro-
gram to advance, which is laid out in the Introduction. This
embraces a historical and political contextualization, which
concludes:

The Gray designs, if they are to be viewed as an intel-
ligible whole and not as an elaborate but discontinu-
ous series of responses, need to be viewed as Blake's
composite works are now viewed. As [sic| the com-
posite works, the Gray designs represent either the
events and ideas of the period, or represent the essen-
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tial principles inherent in the events, and/or show
Blake forming principles through his use of the forms
of literature and the Bible. (15)

Vaughan thus claims that there is a program, structured
like one of Blake’s own poems, that makes the whole series
“an intelligible whole” On a more local scale, Blake’s hand-
written list of the titles of individual designs before each
poem is interpreted as a sign that each set of illustrations
constitutes a narrative created by Blake.

That leaves unaccounted for the place of Gray’s poems in
these Blakean narratives, Vaughan writes that the illustra-
tions use gentle persuasion rather than confrontation to
achieve the reeducation and refocusing of the viewer’s per-
spective (17). But Vaughan also suggests that Blake kept the
printed form of Gray’s poems (he could have written them
out again in his own hand) as a way of asserting “an oppo-
sition between the public and mechanical vision of Gray
and the private and spontaneous vision of Blake as it ex-
pands from the kernel in which it started” (19). The vol-
ume (the 1790 Murray edition given to Blake by Flaxman)
gives the poems not in chronological order, but in one that
“makes organic sense by imitating the natural life cycle,
which Blake sought to thwart in the design set” (19). Dif-
ferent models of the relationship coexist within these state-
ments: “Accommodation or transformation” and “Gentle
... persuasion” (17), but also “opposition,” “thwart[ing],”
and confrontation. And sympathy too: “Blake did perceive
Gray as being some sort of visionary kin because Gray saw
the remnants of the Ancients . . ., but his kinship with Gray
is complex and not wholehearted” (20). We shall see how
this works out in looking at Vaughan's readings of specific
designs.

In outlining the general plan governing the illustrations
Vaughan builds on one discerned earlier by Irene Tayler,
who wrote that Blake had in mind “a broad division of the
poems into three groups or movements.” The first group
comprises Gray’s early poems, the second the Pindaric odes,
translations and two other later poems, the third the Elegy
Written in a Country Churchyard. The evidence Tayler of-
fers for Blake’s grouping is that each begins with a design
showing the poet at work, the first as a youthful poet, with
curly hair in an abandoned fervor, the second as a seated
and more sedate figure, the third as almost grotesquely
hunched over: “the surroundings . . . grow increasingly
specific and detailed, and so place Gray increasingly in the
mundane rather than the eternal world.”

Vaughan wants more than that simple outline. He sees “a
substructure of order . . . that is consistent with Blake’s
other prophecies.” He describes a first section that begins
with the “failure of the imagination to arise in Spring,”

! Irene Tayler, Blake's Hllustrations to the Poems of Gray (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1971) 24.
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which leads to “a process of education.” Then follows the
second section, which

begins with Progress, a series shaping itself around
man’s rejection of an empirical or experimental self-
definition. . . . Beginning with the dual notions of
‘Study’ given in Progress 2, and then through Progress,
Bard, the three translation series, and Music, the move-
ment flows through the recognition of one’s existence
in a community of error, moves through the nadir of
experience and then toward an actual rejection of the
notion that man exists primarily as a material being.

Then the third “movement™:

Beginning with the Clarke series and the “Author” in
Elegy 1, we see a confrontation of the last . . . infirmity
of the fallen mind that must be overcome, belief in
death as it is really belief in the primacy of the mate-
rial world. The movement in Clarke and Elegy is a ten-
tative movement forward toward the postlapsarian
world, an ambiguous hope that the imagination can
arise again. (30)

Vaughan writes that “Once aware of Blake’s revolution-
ary, prophetic intent we can see how he wove connections
between designs through his use of repeated figures,
through color, through compositional elements, and
through thematic interests” (29). He adds a warning: “when
we read the Gray designs as a totality, we need to avoid look-
ing into the logic and emotion of the text to find Blake’s
rationale. We should not presume the designs are more or
less dependent upon the text for their order. We should
not presume the primacy of the text—though the designs
are ‘illustrations’™ (30). This sounds potentially dangerous
advice—to urge the avoidance of evidence that would seem
relevant, if not necessarily completely determinative, is a
risky strategy.

Vaughan is honest and open; he declares his program,
which we can test against his readings of the designs. If the
program leads to illumination, good; if it avoids, obscures,
or distorts what is visible, we shall be justified in question-
ing it. The problematic nature of Vaughan’s situation as
interpreter is universal and unavoidable; the interpreter
needs an initial hypothesis with which to read and assess
evidence, but must also be sensitive to visual evidence that
disqualifies that hypothesis; we are always within the
hermeneutical circle, unable to know adequately both de-
tail and the whole, while condemned to move ceaselessly
between the two in the quest for illumination. Only a few
illustrations can be looked at in a review, but I shall try to
give a feel of the modes of argument in play.

The attempt to split Blake’s illustrations away from Gray’s
text begins immediately. The first illustration, showing in
Blake’s own title “The Pindaric Genius recieving his Lyre,”
draws this comment: “Yet for all the harmony in flight be-
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tween poet and swan, and for all the upward determina-
tion, the lyre is received into the left hand while the bridle
is held, if ignored, in the stronger right hand. Finally, Spring
1 is also an image of receptivity, not an image of actual
playing or ‘uttering’ that is necessary for the prophet/poet
by Blake’s definition” (37). Perhaps; but the loose bridle
could also be read as imaging the perfect sympathy between
rider and mount, and one could point out that Blake has
shown exactly what his title declares, the poet “recieving
his lyre”; the second illustration shows “Gray writing his
Poems,” the natural sequel. Even Blake invokes the descent
of Muses in the opening plate of Milton as a prelude to the
utterance of prophetic song; he has illustrated an exactly
analogous process here. Vaughan has been too impatient,
too intent upon being “Blakean” to remember that Blake
himself accepts the sequence that he illustrates in Gray.

The third illustration to Spring shows “The Purple Year
awaking from the Roots of Nature. & The Hours suckling
their Flowery Infants.” The whole design is said to “focus
on delusion”; the figure of the Purple Year is said to per-
sonify “the energy of spring” and to have “a look of exhila-
ration on his face”; yet he “is also fixed by two flying, bare-
breasted females” and “for all his vigor he cannot leap up-
ward from the off-balanced, thrown-back position he is
in. Even if he did manage to lift himself up, he would wreak
havoc on the harmonious creative circular flow. . . . If he
leaped up he would become entangled both into the swirl-
ing tendrils above and the flowery-infant-suckling Hours
below.” He “expresses male force with a zeal that can only
result in a casual or wanton destruction of maternal love
and joy." This sexual tension is generalized: “Blake is aware
that for the human form to stay in the dance-like beauty of
the circular swirl, all the forms must be feminine, reflec-
tive of the natural joy and energy, not powerful, male, cre-
ative, primary” (38).

When I look at the design, I see a figure with a solar halo
(noted by Vaughan) who personifies the central energy that
motivates all the figures that fly and play; the free but ener-
gized (note the tension in the right arm) curve of his body
has been harmonized with the swirl of the tendril above
him, that seems almost to caress his body; male and female
elements are in concord. He seems about to rise and enter
the aerial games played above and around him. Vaughan
has warned us not to look into the “logic and emotion of
the text to find Blake’s rationale,” but his “fixed” is a vague
substitute for the text’s “wake the purple year,” which Blake
seems to have accepted—the two pointing figures are
sounding a wake-up call, and that in turn suggests a happy
union of male and female figures in reciprocal action within
the design. Blake is playing around and with, not against,
Gray'’s imagery. | am not persuaded by Vaughan’s attempt
to insert a warring sexual politics here; one only has to turn
to Spring 5 and even better Long Story 1, which Blake has
titled “A Circular Dance,” to see images of male and female
figures together in circular dances (I am assuming that the
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figure at the bottom of Long Dance 1 is male, though I would
not bet my last dollar on that).

Vaughan often shows a readiness to find negative conno-
tations amounting to moral failure in the figures of Blake's
designs, usually in the search for evidence to support the
view that Blake is critical of Gray. The Muse of Spring 4, for
instance, is described thus: “while in Spring 3, the creative
force was humanized as an independent and possibly de-
structive male force, in Spring 4 the force has become a
feminine dream-vision suffering from acedia, a frustrated,
directionless intensity” (39). Is escape possible from
Vaughan's Scylla and Charybdis antinomies? Sometimes
figures seem to fall foul of both simultaneously; after set-
ting up “harmonious creative circular flow” as an image of
the desirable, Vaughan responds like this when he finds it
in Spring 5: the circular dance there is “another example of
the bliss of ignorance. . . . a ritualized behavior, an instinc-
tive unity, a oneness in nonrational activity that ignores
the ‘reality’ below. It is less an example of the desperation
of carpe diem, however, than the joyous denial of mortal
limits that expresses eternity in the fallen world” (41-42).
Does one respond to this with applause, or with deep sad-
ness over humanity’s apparent inability to both know and
celebrate simultaneously?

Vaughan reads the last of the series, Spring 6, “Summer
Flies reproaching the Poet,” like this: “The male creative
energy has dissolved below the threshold of a potential for
radicalized, destructive bursts of energy.” The cause is left
a mystery: “There has been a failure to rise, and a reduc-
tion in the level of energy, but what remains are four ques-
tions: What happened? How did it happen? Why did it hap-
pen? Where do we go from here?” (42). Here is Keynes on
the same design, commenting on the winged flies that point
at the figure of the poet: “His face has a sullen expression,
and Blake takes the opportunity to reproach him for his
celibate life. Two pink-winged flies hover above him point-
ing derisive fingers.™ Keynes is basing this on the poem:
“Poor Moralist! and what art thou? / A solitary fly! / Thy
joys no glitt’ring female meets . . . ” Surely Keynes is right;
Blake is responding to the autobiographical ironies of Gray's
poem, and rooting his illustration firmly in the text.
Vaughan’s insistence on reading the illustrations as far as
possible without the text has led him to a generalized com-
ment on the politics of sex, where Keynes finds a more con-
crete textual reference. Vaughan could have built his case
for a weakening of “male creative energy” on Keynes’s par-
ticular, but there is no reference to it in his text, doubtless
due to an insistence that “Blake did not seek dialogue or
dialectic with the individual poems” (33).

One of Vaughan's interests, as the Introduction makes
clear, is in finding broader political implications in Blake's

* Geoftrey Keynes, William Blake's Water-Colours Illustrating the Po-
ems of Thomas Gray (Chicago: ]. Philip O'Hare in association with
Trianon Press, 1972) 43,
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