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Reviews 

Andrew Wright. Blake's Job: A Commentary. 
Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1972. Pp. xxi + 67, 
22 p lates. 2.75 U.K., $9.50 U.S.A. 

Reviewed by Suzanne R. Hoover 

Because Blake concentrated so much of himself 
during the la te r years of his l i f e in to the 
Illustrations of the Book of Job, i t remains an 
inexhaustible mine of his mature thought and s t y l e . 
(Sometime before 1825 he made three watercolor 
versions of the designs,^ one pencil version, and 
the set of engravings that alone took him three 
years to complete, the f r u i t of a l i f e t ime of 
in terest in the Bible s tory . ) And ye t , cur iously, 
the Job has been comparatively l i t t l e studied in 
d e t a i l . Beyond Joseph H. Wicksteed's pathfinding 
work in 1910 (revised in 1924), the best 
d iscussions--actual ly , the only even moderately 
extended ones--of the series have been those of 
S. Foster Damon, presented f i r s t in his book on 
Blake in 1924 and revised in a separate ed i t ion of 
the Illustrations in 1966, and of Laurence Binyon 
and Geoffrey Keynes in 1935. This las t is a 
c r i t i c a l catalogue, with f ine reproductions, of a l l 
Blake's drawings and pr in ts on the subject of Job; 
i t s b r i e f in te rp re t i ve passages fol low Wicksteed. 
The Damon ed i t ion is s t i l l in p r i n t i n hardcover 
and avai lable in paperback as w e l l . 2 

The la tes t ed i t ion of Blake's Job, with 
commentary by Andrew Wright, is a handsome book, 
in spi te of i t s i n f e r i o r reproductions. In format 
and ed i t o r i a l arrangement i t resembles the Damon 
ed i t i on : an int roduct ion of nearly seven pages 
precedes the p la tes, each accompanied by a short 
commentary. Wright includes, as Damon does not, 
select ive footnote references to ea r l i e r i n te r 
pretations which may agree w i t h , or d i f f e r from, 
his own. The present e d i t i o n , l i ke Damon's, 
contains an appendix which gives the f u l l context 
of the b i b l i c a l passages used by Blake in the 
plates and his a l terat ions o f , and omissions from, 
those passages. (Wright supplies rather more of 
the context than Damon does.) A second appendix 
in Wright's ed i t ion comments b r i e f l y on some of the 
ear l ie r , studies of the i l l u s t r a t i ons . ' 5 

A word about the reproductions. A recent 
close comparison of the B r i t i sh Museum Reading 
Room "proof" set with the new book and with Damon 
and Binyon-Keynes demonstrated how d i f f i c u l t i t is 
to reproduce the deta i ls and nuances--and hence 
the f u l l fo rce- -o f good impressions from the 

Left Andrew Wright, Blake's Job: A Commentary, 
pages 48-49. Reproduced by permission of the 
Oxford Universi ty Press. 

or ig ina l p lates. The Clarendon Press reproductions 
are i n f e r i o r to those in Damon's book (Brown 
University Press) in both l inear deta i l and 
delicacy of gradation. This is especial ly apparent 
in the dark areas of the indiv idual p lates; the 
overal l impression is that there is too much 
"contrast" in Wright. The photogravures (by Emery 
Walker) in the Binyon-Keynes l im i ted edi t ion are 
much closer to the or ig ina ls than e i ther of the 
two la te r books. The paperback was unavailable 
for comparison. I t should be added that i t has 
been customary to reproduce sets marked "proof ." 
Damon used the Harvard College "proof" se t , but 
Wright for unexplained reasons reproduces what we 
must assume to be an ordinary set (unless the word 
"Proof" has been removed from the plates) 
i den t i f i ed as that of Mr. P. G. Summers. 

Blake's Job w i l l be useful for the student who 
wants a serviceable set of the plates accompanied 
by some notion of what is going on. And as there 
was no such work in p r i n t in England, i t has a 
raison d'etre, of so r ts , as an English a l ternat ive 
to Damon (the two volumes, perhaps unfortunately, 
even carry the same t i t l e ) . But i t is d i f f i c u l t 
to ignore the simple fact that a more useful book 
at th is point in Blake scholarship would have been 
a thorough study of the Job in a l l i t s aspects--
a r t - h i s t o r i c a l , techn ica l , b iographical , 
b ib l i og raph ica l , aesthet ic. We have come to the 
time when we would cer ta in ly benef i t from a f u l l 
and systematic account of ea r l i e r commentary, and 
we now require a discussion of the larger sense of 
the work i t s e l f : what Blake was doing and how he 
did i t . Most important, an extended, r icher 
reading of the indiv idual plates is long overdue. 

From the time of i t s publ icat ion one year 
before Blake's death and for nearly four decades 
thereaf ter , his Illustrations of the Book of Job 
had a rather dormant existence in some three 

Suzanne R. Hoover has taught at the City College of 
New York and at Wellesley College. She has contri
buted previously to the Newslet ter. Recently she 
has been in London studying English Romantic Art on 
a fellowship from the National Endowment for the 
Humanities. 

1 The l as t of these vers ions, the so-cal led "New Zealand" se t , 
is now thought to be at least pa r t l y by another hand than Blake 's . 
For recent comments on th i s problem see S i r Geoffrey Keynes, 
Blake Studied, 2nd e d . , rev. (Oxford, 1971), p. 182, and David 
Bindman, ed. , William Blake: Catalogue of the Collection in the 
Fitzuilliam Museum, Cambridge (Cambridge, 1970), p. 46. 

2 Joseph H. Wicksteed, Blake's Vision of the Book of Job 
(London, 1910; 2nd ed. , r e v . , London, 1924); S. Foster Damon, 

/hi losophy and Symbols (Boston, 1924), and 
(Providence, R. I . , 1966); Laurence Binyon and 

Geoffrey Keynes, The Illustrations of the Book of Job (New York, 
1935). The paperback version of Blake's Job by Damon is 
published by Dutton. 

3 Northrop Frye's excel lent essay, "Blake's Reading of the 
Book of Job" ( i n A lv in H. Rosenfeld, e d . , William Blake: Essays 

[Providence, R. I . , 1969]), is mentioned 
here, but i t appeared too la te fo r Wright to make f u l l use of i t 
i n his study. 
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what Blake had been t ry ing to say a l l along." What 
had Blake been " t r y i ng " to say? Wright's statement 
of the message for which Blake changed his medium 
stops somewhat short of the heart of the matter. 
For example, Job is gu i l t y because "he has allowed 
his mind to separate i t s e l f from the indispensable 
considerations of inwardness that are the conditions 
of grace." Further, Job labors under the 
misconception " that mater ia l i t y can give accurate 
information about his s p i r i t u a l condi t ion. " To 
make matters worse, Job has "allowed reason to 
triumph over imaginat ion." Surely Blake is more 
in terest ing than t h i s . 

On the important question of "system" in 
in te rpre t ing the Job designs, Wright in fact 
equivocates. He f inds that "while i t is both 
useful and necessary to consider Blake's Job in 
the l i g h t of his ea r l i e r achievements [something, 
i nc iden ta l l y , which th is book does not do] , i t is 
a mistake to read in to the I l l us t ra t i ons the 
symbols of the prophetic books, at least in their 
earlier valuations" ( i t a l i c s mine). This , claims 
Wright, represents a "d i f f e ren t emphasis [ i n Blake 
studies] rather than a new departure." I t does, 
ce r ta in l y , d i f f e r from Damon's rather structured 
reading of the Job (Damon himself s i l e n t l y dropped 
his supplementary, Tarot-cards in terpre ta t ion of 
1924 in the 1966 e d i t i o n ) ; but , as to "d i f fe ren t 
emphasis," compare Wright's approach with th is 
clearer statement by Wicksteed: " I f we are not 
actual ly concerned with the great Blake myth of 
the prophetic books we are c lear ly in the system 
which the myth embodies [Wicksteed's main point 
here is that Blake was not " i l l u s t r a t i n g " the 
Book of Job], . . . i t has become a bet ter 
expression of his fundamental thought than any 
other work from his hand. . . . At a time when he 
had f i n a l l y abandoned a l l e f f o r t to reach his 
public through l i t e r a r y expression he created almost 
accidental ly a great Blakean dramatic poem b u i l t of 
pictures that can be made to speak." (Perhaps 
prodded by Damon's work, Wicksteed d i d , in 1924, 
put forward the presumably Blakean notion of a 
fou r - fo ld structure for the ser ies. But he saw 
qui te c lear ly that there were d i f f i c u l t i e s , and 
apparently in his heart remained agnostic on the 
question: " I confess that e^ery fresh attempt that 
I have made against the Job for t ress has yielded 
a new s t ruc tura l scheme.") Does Wright's thes is , 
with i t s curious loophole ("at least in t he i r 
ea r l i e r va luat ions" ) , represent more than a s l i g h t 
s h i f t in emphasis from that expressed by Wicksteed 
f i f t y years ago? 

In the discussions of ind iv idual p la tes, there 
are many questions that might be raised about 
Wright's in terpretat ions and the way in which he 
deals with past scholarship. For example, of 
I l l u s t r a t i o n XIV, "When the Morning Stars Sang 
Together," Wright says: "This design and i t s 
borders depict the creat ion. [One wonders] why 
Blake puts the beginning so l a t e , exactly two-thirds 
of the way through his nar ra t ive . Two consider
ations are involved: f i r s t , by refusing to begin 
ab ovo Blake intends to indicate the cyc l ica l 
aspect of his s tory ; second, he w i l l depict the 
creation w i th in the creat ion: the world and man 
come in to existence only as Job acknowledges the 

d i v i n i t y w i t h i n . " Here I think Wright may be 
missing the forest for the t rees. The plate under 
discussion follows that of "The Lord Answering 
Job out of the Whirlwind," and i t s meaning c lear ly 
follows from i t . In Damon's words, i t is a "v is ion 
of the universe," which includes the creat ion, as 
i t includes regeneration. In any case, a f te r 
s ta t ing that the plate depicts "the creat ion" 
Wright gives th is skimpy footnote: " In the view of 
Wicksteed and also of Damon the composition of th is 
design suggests the four fo ld man and thus a vis ion 
of wholeness." As long as he was bringing in 
another reading, would i t not have been more 
helpful of Wright to have given a f u l l e r and more 
accurate account of e a r l i e r , divergent views on an 
issue as central as th is one, the subject matter of 
one of Blake's greatest and best-known designs? 

In general, the regis ter ing by Wright of ea r l i e r 
comments is qui te unsystematic. Much useful 
spec i f ic comment by Wicksteed and Damon is omitted. 
The most unhappy of such omissions occurs in the 
discussion of I l l u s t r a t i o n XIX, "Job Accepting 
Charity" (Job and his wi fe s i t humbly, yet serenely, 
as a younger couple and the i r chi ldren [? ] approach 
with g i f t s ) . Even Damon, who elsewhere in his 
commentary avoids reference to ea r l i e r observations, 
here breaks his rule to t e l l the reader of 
Wicksteed's ins ight in to th is i l l u s t r a t i o n as a 
"tender and passionate acknowledgment" of the 
L inne l l s ' generosity to Blake. Unquestionably, 
th is reading adds to the i l l u s t r a t i o n much grace 
and radiance. Were the object ion of the 
biographical fa l lacy to be put forward against 
Wicksteed's reading, two points might be made. 
F i r s t , Blake frequently introduced himself in to his 
works--he believed in doing so. Second, Wright 
elsewhere does give in terpreta t ions he disagrees 
w i t h , when he judges them to be of i n te res t . 

Considered c o l l e c t i v e l y , the omissions from 
th is book are d i f f i c u l t to understand. Wright 
notes, for instance, (as others have done before 
him) that "Blake's preoccupation wi th the subject-
matter" of I l l u s t r a t i o n XI ("Job's Evi l Dreams") 
is " re f lec ted in the s i m i l a r i t i e s " between that 
plate and the color p r i n t of Elohim Creating Adam 
(1795) in the Tate Gal lery. Yet he does not note 
that the bearded, bent old man of I l l u s t r a t i o n V 
("Satan Going Forth From the Presence of the Lord" ) , 
to whom Job is giving char i t y , i s s imi la r to the 
f igure of the old man in plate 11 , "Death's Door," 
from The Grave; and to the bent old man of no. 17, 
"Death's Door," from The Gates of Paradise; and to 
the bent old man of "London" in Songs of Experience; 
and the bent old man of plate 12 of America; and 
to the bent old man of plate 84 of Jerusalem. Nor 
does he note that the cruciform f igure of Job in 
I l l u s t r a t i o n X V I I I , "Job's Sac r i f i ce , " has 
s i m i l a r i t i e s to the f igure of Albion wi th hands 
outstretched, looking up at Chr is t , on plate 76 of 
Jerusalem, to the f igure of Mi l ton going to 
" se l f - ann ih i l a t i on and eternal death" on plate 13 
of Milton* and even to the f i gu re , poised in 
mid-dance, of "Albion rose," in which with 
outstretched arms he is "g iv ing himself fo r the 
nat ions." There are many other s i m i l a r i t i e s 
between the Job I l l u s t r a t i o n s and other works by 
Blake; sure ly , i t would have been in te res t ing to 

i 
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Bulletin I Philadelphia Museum of A r t . Vol. 
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$1 

The Pickering Manuscript / William Blake. 
Introduct ion by Charles Ryskamp. New York: 
Pierpont Morgan L ibrary , 1972. Pp. 6 + 22. 
$3 

Reviewed by Morton D. Paley 

The ent i re July-September issue of the Philadelphia 
Museum's Bulletin fo r 1972 is devoted to an 
i l l u s t r a t e d essay by Martin Bu t l i n : The Blake 
Collection of Mrs. William T. Tonner. This 
publ icat ion marks an event of the f i r s t importance 
to those interested in Blake, the g i f t of eleven 
works from Mrs. Tonner1s estate , which as Mr. 
But l in says "promotes the Museum at one bound in to 
the ranks of leading American Blake co l l ec t i ons . " 
A l l the pictures are reproduced—one (the beaut i fu l 
Nativity painted fo r Butts) in co lor , the rest in 

Hoover, continued 

mention, not j us t one, but several of the most 
important ones, in order to suggest Blake's 
preoccupation with certain images throughout his 
career, and to t r y to throw some l i g h t on the ways 
in which the Job series manifests those concerns. 
To mention only one such correspondence, as Wright 
has done, might tend to suggest to the unwary 
student that that instance is unique. To be sure, 
such visual para l le ls have been largely neglected 
by a l l past commentators; close at tent ion to them 
would seem to be cal led for in any future study of 
the work. 

Perhaps the most unaccountable omission occurs 
in Wriqht's comments on I l l u s t r a t i o n XX, "Job and 
his Daughters" ( i l l u s . 1). There are a number of r i d 
dles in t h i s , one of the most important plates of the 
ser ies. What are the i n d i s t i n c t decorations on the 
wall behind Job, at seat- level? More important, 
what are the scenes depicted in the lozenges on the 
wall behind Job? Immediately behind him and 
s l i g h t l y above we can see qui te c lear ly a depict ion 
of the event that took place in I l l u s t r a t i o n X I I I , 
"The Lord Answering Job out of the Whir lwind," but 
opinions d i f f e r as to the subjects of the two 
f lanking scenes. Of these differences Wright 
gives an astonishingly incomplete account: he 
mentions only Jean Hagstrum's reading of the scene 
to Job's l e f t . Wright's own somewhat uncertain 
in te rpre ta t ion ("the f lanking scenes seem to show 
the destruct ion of Job's chi ldren") is closest to 
Damon's: "To his r igh t and l e f t are panels 
depict ing the disasters that be fe l l him." 

A close study of the two side lozenges does 
not unfold t he i r mystery e n t i r e l y , but i t does 

halftone along with six other pictures and one 
i nsc r i p t i on . Mr. Bu t l i n ' s commentary is both 
cogent and informat ive, so that i t is not so much 
necessary to review th is publ icat ion as to ca l l 
a t tent ion to i t s contents. 

Four other Butts pictures are included in the 
Tonner g i f t : Christ Baptizing, Mary Magdalene 
Washing Christ's Feet, Samson Subdued, and Jephthah 
Met by his Daughter, a l l wateredors. The Samson 
is informat ively reproduced with i t s companion 
p ic tu re , Samson Breaking his Bonds from the 
co l lec t ion of Mrs. Landon K. Thorne. There is also 
the watercolor Malevolence, which gave r ise to 
Blake's imbroglio with Dr. Trusler and hence to one 
of Blake's most sp i r i t ed defenses of his a r t . 
Perhaps the most important single picture in the 
co l lec t ion is the color p r i n t God Judging Adam, 
which But l in considers "the most dramatic copy" 
of the three known examples.^ The four remaining 
designs are the sketch fo r The Sacrifice of Isaac, 
the Flaxmanesque Warring Angels, the drawing of 
The Death of Ezekiel's Wife, and A Destroying Deity. 
The las t named is perhaps the most in terest ing of 

make some in te rp re ta t ions , especial ly that of 
Wright, less tenable. The lozenge on Job's r i gh t 
c lear ly shows a group of young people pursued, and 
in at least two cases st ruck, by two old men with 
stakes or p ikestaf fs in t he i r hands. Over th is 
scene of horror and alarm broods a f l oa t ing f i gu re , 
male, somewhat i n d i s t i n c t , with long hair and 
outstretched arms. Needless to say, th is assault 
by old men bears no resemblance to the destruct ion 
of Job's chi ldren as depicted by Blake in 
I l l u s t r a t i o n I I I . The subject of the second 
lozenge is less c lear. In the foreground a man 
holds a plow, his head thrown back v i o l en t l y . In 
the background farm bui ldings go up in flames, 
while over i t a l l f loa ts a f igure with outstretched 
arms, from which seem to have been generated the 
l ightnings that star ted the f i res.-?* This f igure 
has a pleasant face and long ha i r . Although i t is 
c lear ly masculine, l i ke the other i t does not 
resemble Satan. In Hagstrum's view the obvious 
echo in th is lozenge of Blake's moment of 
insp i ra t ion in Milton (plates 14 and 29), in which 
Blake is pictured with his head thrown back and 
the f a l l i n g star about to enter his l e f t f oo t , 
suggests the regenerate Job who has become an 

11 Th e outstretche d arm s occur ,  no t  twice ,  bu t  fou r  times ,  i n 
thi s design :  onc e i n eac h o f  th e lozenge s jus t  mentioned ,  onc e 
i n th e lozeng e immediatel y behin d Jo b i n whic h Go d speak s fro m 
th e whirlwind ,  an d i n th e foregroun d figur e o f  Jo b himself ,  wh o 
sit s wit h hi s  arm s outstretche d ove r  hi s thre e daughters . 
Ther e i s a  questio n a s t o whethe r  Jo b i s t o b e though t  o f  a s 
pointin g t o th e tw o scene s o n eithe r  hand ;  a t  leas t  on e han d 
give s tha t  impression . 
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the four . But l in dates i t very late (c. 1825-26), 
comparing the f igure 's webbed wings with those in 
the tempera Satan Smiting Job with Sore Boils. 
There is also something in the scu lp ture- l ike 
massiveness of the f igure which recal ls some of 
the i l l u s t r a t i o n s to the Inferno. 

Bu t l i n ' s valuable pamphlet is a kind of hors 
d'oeuvre which makes us a l l the more ant ic ipate 
the feast of his forthcoming complete catalogue of 
Blake's paint ings, watercolors, and drawings. 
Conversely, The Pickering Manuscript is a welcome 
dessert, fol lowing what the Newsletter's reviewer 
cal led "the de f i n i t i ve catalogue of one of the las t 
three great Blake col lect ions in pr ivate hands": 
The Blake Collection of Mrs. London K. Thome by 
G. E. Bentley, J r . 2 That catalogue was published 
by the Morgan Library in conjunction with i t s 
exh ib i t ion of the Thorne co l l ec t i on ; now we are 
informed in Charles Ryskamp's b r i e f Introduction 
to The Pickering Manuscript, that Mrs. Thorne gave 
the Manuscript i t s e l f to the Morgan Library at the 
end of 1971, thus adding even fur ther to the 
L ibrary 's magnificent Blake co l l ec t i on . The fac t 

that the ent i re Manuscript is here reproduced in 
facsimi le fo r the f i r s t time speaks for i t s e l f . 
We might, however, re i te ra te a point made by John 
E. Grant in Newsletter 21: with the ever-growing 
in teres t in Blake, facsimiles now perform two 
funct ions--they make material widely avai lab le, and 
they also reduce unnecessary wear on the o r ig ina ls . 
The Pickering Manuscript should serve both purposes 
admirably. 

Morton D. Paley is Executive Editor of the Newsletter. 

1 Bu t l i n points out that fo r the Tate copy of th i s work Blake 
received one guinea from Thomas But ts , g iv ing the U. S. 
equivalent as about $2.50. I t is only f a i r to Bu t t s , however, 
to remember that both the guinea and the do l l a r are no t , a las , 
what they once were. In 1793, fo r example, Blake advert ised 
America at 10s 6d; and in 1806, the year of the receipt fo r 
God Judging Adam, Blake sold John Flaxman a "s ingu la r l y grand 
drawing of the Last Judgment" fo r one guinea (Bent ley, Blake 
Records, p. 575). 

2 Robert Essick, Newsletter 2 1 , p. 26. 

Hoover, continued 

a r t i s t . The other scene, to Job's r i g h t , Hagstrum 
describes as "the day of [Job 's ] s u f f e r i n g . " * 2 

One must agree with Hagstrum that the f igure of the 
plowman echoes Milton and suggests the int roduct ion 
of Blake himself in to the s tory . But what of the 
burning bui ldings and the hovering f igure? 
(Hagstrum doesn't say.) And one must agree that 
the other scene represents suf fer ing of some k ind, 
but whose suf fer ing is i t ? 

In my view the least implausible explanation 
that has yet been given is Wicksteed's, that "the 
panel on Job's r igh t t e l l s of the di re deeds of 
man against man [o ld men assault ing youths] , that 
on his l e f t of the disasters Nature i n f l i c t s [ the 
bui ldings struck by lightning—perhaps the plowman, 
t o o ] , both inspired by Satan [ the hovering f igures 
in the two p i c t u r e s ] . " The commentary in Binyon 
and Keynes fol lows th is reading. But even th is 
hypothesis leaves questions unanswered: why the 
echo from Milton in the f igure of the plowman? 
I f the hovering f igures are Satanic, why don't 
they resemble Satan? Etc. Had Wright given closer 
at tent ion to the deta i ls of the i l l u s t r a t i o n , and 
included more of the e a r l i e r commentary, the reader 
would have a bet ter notion of j us t what the 
d i f f i c u l t i e s are. As i t i s , we are presented with 
the patent ly implausible and l e f t to s h i f t for 
ourselves. (Although in several other places 
Wright refers to the ea r l i e r watered or versions 
of the Job designs, he here omits mention of the 
in teres t ing and suggestive fact that Blake l e f t 
the lozenges i n d i s t i n c t l y drawn in a l l sets of the 
watercolors. Only the l a s t , "New Zealand" set has 
some adumbration of the scenes as we know them in 
the engraving, but without the engraving to guide 

us we should f ind i t d i f f i c u l t to t e l l much about 
them.) 

In his in terpretat ions of ind iv idual plates 
Wright has contributed several in teres t ing 
observations to the l i t e r a t u r e on the designs. One 
of these is his i d e n t i f i c a t i o n of the objects ly ing 
on the ground between El ihu 's feet in I l l u s t r a t i o n 
X I I , "The Wrath of E l i hu , " as a purse and two pieces 
of money, rather than a potsherd, as Wicksteed had 
supposed. This seems a plausible conclusion, 
consistent wi th the larger meaning of the work. 

Beyond spec i f ic c r i t i c i sms , which w i l l vary 
from reader to reader, th is presentation of Blake's 
Job is flawed generally by i t s inadequate 
exposit ion of Blake's v is ion and method. I f the 
account of Job's error is almost banal, the 
understanding of forgiveness and s e l f - s a c r i f i c e as 
the energy of redemption is l im i ted and understated. 
Much is l o s t , moreover, through an unwillingness to 
contemplate e i ther symbolism or structure in the 
designs as a ser ies. In sum, th is book, seemingly 
designed for the beginning student, lacks the 
r e f l e c t i o n , care, and learning that we might have 
hoped for in a new ed i t ion of th is great work. 

J | _ . , J e a n H- Hagstrum, William Blake: Poet and Prophet (Chicago, 
1964), p. 135. Hagstrum gives a more e laborate, more suggestive 
but income ways w i l de r , reading of the lozenges in "Blake's 
Blake," Essays in History and Literature, Presented by Fellows 
of the Newberry Library to Stanley Pargellis, ed. Heinz Bluhm 
(Chicago, 1965), p. 174. 
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