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Blake’s Graphic Use of Hebrew

By SHEILA A. SPECTOR

he one certainty that emerges from the controversies
surrounding the relationship between Blake's verbal
and visual art is that neither medium alone was capable of
expressing the plenitude of his Divine Vision. As the ar-
ticulation of a conception beyond the range of either con-
ventional painting or poetry, Blake's visual art, as Christo-
pher Heppner has said, “is in continual flight from the
purely and/or merely visual towards the more explicit
modes of meaning available only to language itself”! Con-
versely, it might be added, the poetic is in continual flight
from the purely and/or merely literal, the language of the
prophecies being illuminated by the composite art. Basi-
cally, Blake lacked a medium of expression through which
to articulate the full range of his imagination, for it exceeded
the material limitations of the visual and the verbal, inevi-
tably leaving a gap between his conception and the means
of its execution. Consequently, much of Blake's artistic
experimentation was dialectical, involving the attempt to
develop a vehicle through which to coordinate the two.
Most likely, it was in conjunction with this aim that Blake
turned to Hebrew. Because of its significance as the lan-
guage of the Old Testament, and hence, as the purported
language of Adam, Hebrew provided Blake with a medium
that could be used to expand the magnitude of his poetry.*
Beyond its literal implications, however, Hebrew could also
contribute to the graphic dimensions of the art as well, its
symbolic and mystical associations providing a useful tool
for extending the range of the visual art.
Hebrew was clearly not a major element of Blake's graph-
ics, there being fewer than a dozen examples of obvious
Hebrew lettering in the entire corpus.” Even so, its use clus-

1 would like to thank John E. Grant for his many insightful com-
ments and suggestions about an earlier version of this paper.

1. Heppner 233. Along the same lines, in "Visible Language: Blake's
Wond'rous Art of Writing,” W. ]. T. Mitchell notes that “Blake treats
his pictorial art as if it were a kind of writing and summarizes the
entire history of writing from pictogram to hieroglyphic to alphabetic
script in the pages of his illuminated books.” At the same time, “he
also pushes alphabetic writing toward the realm of pictorial values,
asking us to see his alphabetic forms with our senses, not just to read
through or past them to the signified speech or ‘concept’ behind them,
but to pause at the sensuous surface of calligraphic and typographic
forms” (83).

2, My earlier study of Blake’s use of Hebrew, “Blake as an Eigh-
teenth-Century Hebraist,” has been superseded by my monograph,
“Glorious incomprehensible”: The Development of Blake's Kabbalistic
Language.

3, Because of their obscurity, the possible Hebrew letters found in
The Sea of Time and Space (Butlin [hereafter B] 803), as well as Christ
Nailed to the Cross: The Third Hour (B 496) and Sealing the Stone and
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ters into definite chronological periods, each reflecting a
distinctive approach to the alphabet. Specifically, the first
period, introduced by graphic experimentation on the verso
of a Tiriel drawing, spans the decade of the 1790s, Night
Thoughts 30E and 435 using pseudo-Hebrew to imply some
sort of indecipherable supernatural message. After that,
we have no evidence that Blake drew any letters again until
30 January 1803, when he wrote his brother James that he
was studying Hebrew. During the decade introduced by
that letter, Blake produced Job'’s Evil Dreams, Enoch and
Milton plate 15, each of which contains what can be con-
sidered a text-based use of Hebrew, revolving around ex-
plicit passages from the Old Testament. Finally, Blake re-
turned to Hebrew in his last years when, on Milton 32*(e),
the title page and plate 2 of the Linnell Job engravings, and
Laocoon, he again experimented with hebraic graphics,
though this time Blake seems to have replaced the literal
sense of the text with symbolic aspects of the alphabet that
expand the verbal and visual components into the dynamic
unity of his last works. Before analyzing how Hebrew con-
tributes to the graphic art, though, it is necessary first to
consider the non-linguistic aspects of the alphabet.

Non-Linguistic Aspects of the Hebrew Alphabet

Because of its special history, Hebrew developed in con-
junction with numerical, visual and mystical modes of
thought that extend the use of the alphabet far beyond its
conventional function as a component of a material sign
system (illus. 1).* Numerically, Hebrew is used for compu-
tational purposes to a far greater extent than the system
developed by the Romans. Mathematically, each of the
twenty-seven characters of the alphabet (twenty-two let-
ters, five of which have different forms for use at the end of
a word) has a specific value, so that letters, or even words,
can be used as the equivalent of numbers. For example,
the word for “life,” *1 (hat), composed of the eighth and
tenth letters—TT (heth) and ™ (yod)—is equivalent to the
number 18, with which it is used interchangeably, hai sig-
nifving 18, and conversely, 18 the concept of life. Certain

Setting a Wartch (B 499) are beyond the range of consideration in this
study; see also Heppner 242 and 292n14.

Given the confusion surrounding the order of plates in many of
Blake's books, for the illuminated books the numbering used in this
essay will conform to that found in the William Blake Trust/Princeton
University Press Series, gen. ed. David Bindman; for The Four Zoas,
The Four Zoas by William Blake: A Photographic Facsimile of the Manu-
script with Commentary on the Hluminations, ed. Cettina Tramontano
Magno and David V. Erdman (Lewisburg: Bucknell UP, 1987); and for
the Night Thoughts illustrations, William Blake's Designs for Edward
Young's Night Thoughts, complete edition, ed, John E. Grant, Edward
I. Rose, Michael |, Tolley, and David V, Erdman, 2 vols, (Oxford: Claren-
don P, 1980).

4. For a popular introduction to the Hebrew alphabet, see Munk.
More scholarly explanations of the letters can be found in Ginsburgh.
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L PLATE IL.—TABLE OF HEBREW AND CHALDEE LETTERS.
Numnler Sound o1 Power, I Helwew and ‘V Numerical Value. i R":‘;:‘m:: Name WO‘N“
= A = __T _C‘_h_n_ln_ln I.:uo: this work,
i. | a (soft breathing). | N 1. (Thousands are A. Aleph. |Ox.
2. | &, 44 (v). = 2. denoted by a B. B:tg House,
3. | & (hard), k. ] 8. larger letter ; a. Gimel. | Camel.
4. | &, dk (Aat t4). |1 4. thusan Aleph D. Daleth. | Door.
5. | #(rough breathing).| 1 6. largerthanthe H. He. Window.
6. | v, u, 0. b 6. rest of the let- Y. Vau. | Peg, nail.
7. | 5, ds. 1 7. ters among Zz. Zayin. | Weapon, sword.
8. | ¢k (guttural). n 8. which it is, Cu Cheth. | Enclosure, fence.
| 4. | 7 (strong). ) 9. signifiesnot s, T, Teth. | Serpent.
1. |4y (agin yes). ' 10. but 1000. Yod. Hand.
11 | A, Ak 3 Final = 7| 20. Final = Jw I Caph. | Palm of the hand.
12, | L '3 30. L. Lamed. [ Ox-goad.
13. | B Final = | 40. Final = 600 M. Mem. | Water.
14. | m. ) Final = ! 50. Final = T00 N. Nun. “ish.
15. | 5. D 60. 8. Samekh.| Prop, support.
16. | O, aa, ng (gutt.). |y | TO. 0. Ayin. |Eye.
17. | 2 ph | B Final = 5, 80. Final = 800 P. Pe. Mouth.
8. | #5, 13, ). § Final = | 90. Final = 800 | Ta Tzaddi. | Fishing-hook.
1. | ¢, 9k (guttur.), P 100. (The finals are not g ggph. Back of the head.
20. | ~. 200, Mways considered : h. Head.
21. | shys. @ SOl P becing on 1 Shin. | Tooth.
22. | A, 1. n 400. cal value.) Ta Tau. Sign of the ‘cross.

1. “Table of Hebrew and Chaldee Letters,” plate i of S. L. MacGregor Mathers, ed. and trans., The Kabbalah Unveiled (London,

1887; reprint, New York: Samuel Weiser, 1968).

groups of letters, especially those containing particular
combinations of 8 (alef), 77 (he), Y (vav) and * (yod), that
are associated with the name of God, are avoided in arith-
metical computations. Thus, instead of yod-he or yod-vav,
a 10-5 or 10-6 combination, teth-vay, that is, 9-6, is used to
signify 15, and teth-zayin, 9-7, for 16.

Gematria (from the Greek yeopetpia), the numerologi-
cal computations developed by Kabbalists, extends these
practices to the fullest.” Believing that words with identi-
cal numerical values are mystically related, Kabbalists sub-
stitute words of equivalent value for each other in the bib-
lical text. In other words, any group of letters totaling 18
could be used to replace the Hebrew word hai, thereby pro-
ducing entirely new meanings for the text. In addition,
Kabbalists practice letter substitutions, for example ex-
changing all W’s, the first letter, for [’s, the last letter, 2’,
the second letter, for L, the next to the last, and so forth.
Finally, they extract the first letters of words in particular
sentences to develop acronyms that themselves become the
basis for further numerical computations.

Beyond their numerological signification, the letters also
serve as visual icons, being associated with the natural ob-
jects they resemble. Of those letters found in Blake's draw-
ings, the most significant include the 8 (alef), named after
the ancient word for the head of an ox; 2 (beth ), named for
the word “house™; 3 (gimel), a camel; 7 (daleth), a door; 71

5. For an overview of gematria, see Scholem 337-43,
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(he), a word of uncertain derivation, though visually asso-
ciated with a window; 1 (vav), a peg or nail; 7 (zayin), weap-
on or sword; 1T (heth), of unknown derivation, though sym-
bolizing an enclosure, fence; 2 (teth), also of unknown deri-
vation, symbolizing a serpent; * (yod), from hand; and 2
(ayin), the eye.

In addition, the letters are also associated with the gamut
of phenomena in both the corporeal and spiritual worlds.
On the physical level, different numbers and letters signify
body parts, the senses, physical activities, emotions, and
planets; on the spiritual plane, they represent the angels,
their intelligences, spirits, their significations, aspects of the
Supernal Man, names of God, and commandments of the
Law. In this context, the fifth letter, he, signifies sight, and
is governed by the angel Melchidale; vay, hearing, governed
by Asmodel; yod, copulation, governed by Hamaliel; ayin,
laughter, and Hamael.

Most significantly, Kabbalists, identifying language as the
material of Creation, believe that each letter is incarnate,
deriving from a Divine hypostasis through which the God-
head produced the cosmos.” Associating each letter/num-
ber with a particular state in the twenty-seven steps of cre-

6. The Hebrew etymologies are from Klein,

7. In their edition of The Works of Williarm Blake, Edwin John Ellis
and William Butler Yeats first introduced the subject of Kabbalism into
the critical dialogue generated around interpretations of Blake's illu-
minated books, In order to clarify the confusion caused by differing
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ation, they divide the process into three parts." The first
ten numbers, comprising the World of Emanations, corre-
spond to the ten Sefirot, or Divine hypostases, that ema-
nated successively each from its immediate predecessor. In
this context, the first letter, R (alef), corresponds to the first
emanation, the “Supreme Crown”; the second letter, 2
(beth), to “Divine Wisdom”; third,  (gimel), “Human In-
telligence”; and so on to the sixth, 1 (vav), “Grace™; and fi-
nally culminating in the tenth,” (yod), the “Divine King-
dom,” also known as the Shekhinah, or “Divine Presence.”
Each of these emanations has numerous theological, mythi-
cal and anatomical associations, the most germane to this
paper being the association Christian Kabbalists developed
between the sixth, vay, “Grace,” and Christ. Located in the
symbolic “heart” of the human configuration of the ema-
nations, the vav is depicted as the intermediary between
the corporeal cosmos inhabited by man, the spiritual realm
of the emanations and, finally, the Godhead Himself. The
World of Emanations constitutes the highest spiritual level
of the created cosmos. Beyond that, the next twelve num-
bers, which correspond to the next twelve letters of the al-
phabet, contain the “Starry World,” including the First
Mover, the Circle of Fixed Stars, and the seven planets, fol-
lowed by the Rational Soul, the Animal Soul, and the Ele-
ments of Sense. Finally, the last five numbers refer to the
corporeal cosmos, which contains the four elements, in-
animate matter, vegetation, animals, and finally, number
27,1 (toph), man himself.

The most important letterisN (alef). Symbolizing unity
and the undifferentiated reality of the One, it is considered
the most spiritual of the letters, having been emanated di-
rectly from the Godhead Himself, and itself serving as the
source for subsequent emanations. As summarized by
Jacques Basnage in his popular History of the Jews (trans-
lated into English in 1708):

The 8 or A is the Doctrine. This Letter denotes the inac-
cessible light of the Deity; that infinitum, call'd Ensoph,
and relates to the first of the Sephiroths, which is the
Crown: But this is not all; for this Letter is compounded
of a Vau [1] and two Jod's [*], which has still some great

attitudes towards Kabbalism, 1 published “Kabbalistic Sources: Blake's
and His Critics”” in which I distinguished between the printed sources
of Kabbalism available to Blake and those used by later critics. In my
“Wonders Divine”: The Development of Blake's Kabbalistic Myth, I es-
tablish the historical context for the kind of Kabbalism to which Blake
would have had access, and then trace his gradual incorporation of
the kabbalistic myth into his illuminated books.

8. The twenty-seven steps of creation are comparable to Blake's
twenty-seven heavens, both systems tracing the cycle of existence from
Creation through Apocalypse. Because my purpose here is to analyze
Blake's use of the alphabet, 1 have somewhat simplified the discussion
of Kabbalism, whose multifaceted complexity actually comprises a
four-part structure that conforms to the Tetragrammaton. This par-
ticular delineation derives from Stehelin 156-66.
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Mysteries compriz'd in it; for the Vau that makes the
middle Branch, signifies the Tipheret. The two Jods are
two Arms, which open to embrace the Malchut or the
Kingdom. The Jod on the right indicates Wisdom, which
always carries her views upwards; and sheds her influ-
ences upon the other splendors beneath her. The Vau is
the intelligence, which Wisdom has conceived, and the
Jod above bespeaks the Knowledge which the Intelligence
has produced. Another inverts the Letters which com-
pose the word Alef, which making Pala, and signifying to
conceal, he here discovers another way the first of the
Splendors; that Crown which is actually conceal'd; for Eye
has not seen it, nor has it enter'd into the Heart of Man.
(189)

In his account, Basnage alludes to most of the non-linguis-
tic aspects of the letter. In addition to the concept of incar-
nation, and the associations with numerical values, plan-
ets, angels, intelligences, spirits, Divine names, bodily or-
gans, physical senses and emotions, Basnage also personi-
fies language, endowing the letters with gender and will.
Not only are the two yods described in terms of arms reach-
ing up to embrace Malkhut, but, as he will explain in his
discussion of the letter 2 (beth), at least one Kabbalist be-
lieves “that this Letter is a Woman, and that the two Lines 2
are two Arms, betwixt which she receives and embraces her
Husband Tipheret” This would be especially significant to
Christian Kabbalists, who believe that Tiferet, the sixth
Sefirah, signifies Christ. For this reason, Basnage reminds
his reader, “Jesus Christ says that one Jod, or rather least
point of the Law shall not pass away” (190), each contain-
ing its own kind of mystery.

These mysteries are visual as well as literal. As Basnage
notes, the graphic X (alef) can be broken down into two s
(yods), the one descending on the left, and the other as-
cending on the right, connected by the diagonal 1 (vav),
like two hands pegged onto an intervening nail. Numeri-
cally, when broken down in this way, the quantitative value
of the alefis increased to 26, the value of the two yods, at 10
each, and the 6 of the intervening vav; and 26 is the num-
ber of the Tetragrammaton— 1171 —the ineffable name of
God, rendered as Jehovah in English. Consequently, the
alef contains the totality of the macrocosm, from 1, the "Su-
preme Crown,” down through the corporeal cosmos. Vi-
sually, therefore, the outline of the alef, the symbol of the
“Supreme Crown,” can be interpreted cosmically, the ex-
panses at the top and bottom corresponding, respectively,
to the spiritual and corporeal realms, above which is the
Godhead, and beneath which is man. The intervening vav
provides the horizon, the starry realm intended to mediate
between the spiritual and material worlds. In the kabbalistic
myth—as well as Blake's version—the initial fault occurred
on this median plane, when the Rational Soul/Urizen, look-
ing down, lost sight of the upper spiritual realms, and mis-
taking himself for the height of existence, became an im-
pediment, preventing man, in the lower space, from per-
ceving higher things.
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2. William Blake, Study of Hebrew Characters in Human Form, By permission of the Whitworth Art Gallery, University of Manchester.

Graphic Experimentation

From the beginning, Blake seems to have been attracted
to the graphic potential of the Hebrew alphabet. In what
might be the earliest surviving example of his Hebrew let-
tering, found on the verso of a sketch for the drawing, Tiriel
Denouncing His Sons and Daughters, executed around 1789,
Blake outlined a random Study of Hebrew Characters in
Human Form (B 199v), in an apparent attempt to personify
the first ten letters of the Hebrew alphabet (illus. 2). Blake
seems to have begun with the R drawn in the center of the
page, and from there, randomly filled in the rest of the let-
ters. Reading from right to left, the top row apparently con-
tains a i1 (he, the fifth letter), 1 (vay, sixth letter), and T (zayin,
seventh letter). Rightin the middle of the page is a giant R,
apparently followed by a 7T (daleth, fourth letter) and a *
(yod, tenth letter). Then, the bottom seems to contain a 2
(beth, second letter), followed by a [T (heth, eighth letter), a
2 (gimel, third letter), and a D (reth, ninth letter). The hu-
man heads and torsos on the letters suggest an attempt to
personify in a manner comparable to that alluded to by
Basnage in his discussion of the Hebrew letters. As Heppner

66 Blake/An Ilustrated Quarterly

notes, “The little fantasy drawing of small human forms on
their way to becoming letters of the Hebrew alphabet, [is]
a representation in the form of a miniature allegory of a
powerful tendency within Blake’s art” (233).°

The next examples are numbers 30E and 435 from the
Night Thoughts illustrations, both of which contain pseudo-
Hebrew messages. Collectively, Night Thoughts 108 and 30E,
along with page 43 of The Four Zoas, call into question the
conventional assumption that the lettering must contain a
literal message somehow related to the visual text. In what
is likely its earliest extant version, the rough sketch on Night
Thoughts 108 contains the figure of a bearded old man, usu-
ally identified as Death. The figure holds in his hands a

9. Although Butlin tentatively dates the letters 1803 (1:82), circum-
stantial evidence suggests the possibility of an earlier provenance. The
Tirtel drawing, whose verso is used for the lettering, was executed in
the late 1780s, and David V. Erdman dates comparable experimenta-
tion with the Roman alphabet in the early 1790s (see The Norebook of
William Blake, ed. Erdman, N74-75),
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