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Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1972.
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A Comment ary.
Pp. xxi + 67,
$9.50 U.S.A.

Reviewed by Suzanne R. Hoover

Because Blake concentrated so much of himself
during the later years of his life into the
Illustrations of the Baok of Job, it remains an
inexhaustible mine of his mature thought and style.
(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 fruit of a lifetime of
interest in the Bible story.) And yet, curiously,
the Job has been comparatively little studied in
detail. Beyond Joseph H. Wicksteed's pathfinding
work in 1910 (revised in 1924), the best
discussions--actually, the only even moderately
extended ones--of the series have been those of

S. Foster Damon, presented first in his book on
Blake in 1924 and revised in a separate edition of
the iliustratione in 1966, and of Laurence Binyon
and Geoffrey Keynes in 1935. This last is a
critical catalogue, with fine reproductions, of all
Blake's drawings and prints on the subject of Job;
its brief interpretive passages follow Wicksteed,
The Damon edition is still in pr1nt in hardcover
and available in paperback as well.-

The latest edition of Blake's Job, with
commentary by Andrew Wright, is a handsome book,
in spite of its inferior reproductions. In format
and editorial arrangement it resembles the Damon
edition: an introduction of nearly seven pages
precedes the plates, each accompanied by a short
commentary. Wright includes, as Damon does not,
selective footnote references to earlier inter-
pretations which may agree with, or differ from,
his own. The present edition, like Damon's,
contains an appendix which gives the full context
of the biblical passages used by Blake in the
plates and his alterations of, and omissions from,
those passages. (Wright supplies rather more of
the context than Damon does.) A second appendix
in Wright's edition comments briefly on some of the
earlier. studies of the illustrations.”

A word about the reproductions. A recent
close comparison of the British Museum Reading
Room "proof" set with the new book and with Damon
and Binyon-Keynes demonstrated how difficult it is
to reproduce the details and nuances--and hence
the full force--of good impressions from the

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

75

original plates. The Clarendon Press reproductions
are inferior to those in Damon's book (Brown
University Press) in both linear detail and
delicacy of gradation. This is especially apparent
in the dark areas of the individual plates; the
overall impression is that there is too much
"contrast" in Wright. The photogravures (by Emery
Walker) in the Binyon-Keynes limited edition are
much closer to the originals than either of the
two later books. The paperback was unavailable

for comparison. It should be added that it has
been customary to reproduce sets marked "proof."
Damon used the Harvard College "proof" set, 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)
identified as that of Mr. P. G. Summers.

Elake's Job will 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 print in England, it has a
raigon d'étre, of sorts, as an English alternative
to Damon (the two volumes, perhaps unfortunately,
even carry the same title). But it is difficult
to ignore the simple fact that a more useful book
at this point in Blake scholarship would have been
a thorough study of the Job in all its aspects--
art-historical, technical, biographical,
bibliographical, aesthetic. We have come to the
time when we would certainly benefit from a full
and systematic account of earlier commentary, and
we now require a discussion of the larger sense of
the work itself: what Blake was doing and how he
did it. Most important, an extended, richer
reading of the individual plates is long overdue.

From the time of its publication one year
before Blake's death and for nearly four decades
thereafter, his Illustrations of the Book of Job
had a rather dormant existence in some three
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1 The last of these versions, the so-called "New Zealand' set,
is now thought to be at least partly by another hand than Blake's.
For recent comments on this problem see Sir Geoffrey Keynes,

Blake Studics, 2nd ed., rev., (Oxford, ]Q?T)‘ p. 182, and Dau1d
B!nd‘r‘dn. Ed » William Blake: Catalogue of the Colleotion in the
Fitawillian Muse Cambridge (Eambridge. 1970), p. 46,

2 Joseph H. Wicksteed, Blake's Vieion of the Book of dol
{Londun. 19]0 Znd ed., rev., London 1924) 5. Foster Damon,
William Blake, Hie Philoaophy ,.nuj Symbote (Boston, 1924), and
Blake's Jol {Provldence, R. 1966); Laurence Binyon and
Geoffrey Keynes, The ur;nllﬁﬂnu of the Book of Job (New York,
1935). The nauerback version of Hiake's Job by Damon 1is
published by Dutton.

3 Northrop Frye's excellent essay, "Blake's Read1ng of the
BDOx of an (ln Aiv1n H. Rosenfeld, ed., Williwm Blake: Ess:

1ter [Providence, R, I., 1969]). is mentioned
here, but it appeared too late fcr Wright to make full use of it
in his study.
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THE INSCRIPTION ON EVENING AMUSEMENT Martin Butlin

above the stop following "Tho" suggesting a slightly
fuller form of the abbreviation for Thomas, though
they do not appear to take the form of an "s":"Tho'.,"

Geoffrey Keynes, in his book on Engravings by
William Rlake: The Separate Plates (Dubhn, 1956) +
(p. 64), reconstructs the Tast line on Blake's
engraving after Watteau's Evening Amusement on the
basis of that on the companion print of Morning
Amusement. However, the discovery of a third,
untrimmed impression in red shows that in fact the
wording is slightly different. As Keynes'
transcription is not entirely accurate even in the
first 1ine, I give the full inscription:

It should be noted that the inscription on
Evening Amusement gives the name of the owner of
the original painting as "Maskin" without a
concluding "s". This is in fact correct. However,
even allowing for the fact that the oval format of
the engravings does not necessarily represent the
shape of the original paintings, it appears that
Maskin's paintings are not those now in the Wallace
Collection. The provenances of Les Champes Elyseces
and Le Rendevous de Chasse (as the paintings related
to Blake's Ewvening Amusement and Morning Amusement
are now known) seem to exclude Maskin's ownership,
neither having left France till 1787 at the earliest
(see Wallace Collection Catalogues: Pictures and

Drawings, 1968 edition, pp. 360, 364-65).

Watteau pinxt W.. Blake fecit / EVENING AMUSEMENT /
From an Original Pmcture in the Collection of M.

A.. Maskin. / Pub® as the Act directs August 27+
1782 by T.. Macklin. N2 39 Fleet Street.

The punctuation after certain initials and in
abbreviations such as "MI.", which is represented
here by two full-stops, is in fact more in the
form of two Tittle dashes. It is also found in
the inscription under Merning Amusement as can be
seen from Keynes' reproduction though not from his
transcription (Separate Plates, p. 63). In this
connection it should be pointed out that the
“s" of "sculpt" is lower case, not a capital. In
addition, at least on the copy of the print
belonging to me, there is no full-stop at the end

Martin Butlin is Keeper of the British Collection at
the Tate Gallery, London, and a speecialist on the
work of Blake and J. M. W. Twrmer, He is the author
of William Blake: A Complete Catalogue of the Works
in the Tate Gallery, and he is compiling a complete
eatalogue of Blake's paintinge, watercolors, and
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hundred copies owned by Blake's younger friend,
John Linnell, whose continuing efforts to sell this
work that he himself had commissioned met with so
little success that we find ourselves surprised by
a sudden glow of interest in the series when it was
reproduced for the first time (considerab]y reduced
in size), in 1863, by photo-1ithography, 1n
Gilchrist's celebrated biography of Blake.” Of
course, it was known to an interested few prior to
1863. John Sartain, an American student in London
during the 20s, later recalled a visit to John
Varley's studio where he saw the Job prints,
individually framed, "hanging side by side in one
continuous line on the north wall of the room.
They were suspended level with the eye . . ."?
--in other words, they had the place of honor. In
Mrs. Anna Brownell Jameson's popular survey,
‘acred and Legendary Art, which appeared in 1848,
some enthusiastic remarks on Blake's angels were
illustrated with figures (reversed} selected from
plates 5, 15, and 16 Df the ok, but the work was
not mentioned by name.’ Rusk1n did name it in his
"Notes on Things to be Studied" in The Flements of
Drasing, in 1857:

The Zook of .Job, engraved by [Blake], is
of the highest rank in certain characters
of imagination and expression; in the

mode of obtaining certain effects of light
it will also be a very useful example to
you. In expressing conditions of glaring
and flickering light, Blake is greater
than Rembrandt.”

Two young admirers of Blake were deeply impressed
by the 7llustratiems to the Book of Job: F. T.
Palgrave, who was introduced to B]ake via the Job
by Jowett at Oxford in 1845, and Gilchrist, who
was--probably--shown it by Carlyle at Cheyne Walk
in 1855.°

For fifty years after the appearance of
Gilchrist's Life, it was assumed that Blake had
merely "illustrated" the Bible story of the
mystery of human suffering and the indecipherability
of God's ways. Allan Cunningham had set the tone
in his biographical essay on Blake in 1830: Blake
was "too devout to attempt [in the Job engravings]
aught beyond a literal embodying of the majestic
scene"; the plates are "very rare, very beautiful,
and very peculiar" as engravings. Similar general
remarks by William Howitt (presumably), in 1847,
and William Allingham in 1849, foreshadowed the
enthusiastic but brief and literal-minded
plate-by-plate commentary wr1tten for Gilchrist's
biography by D. G. Rossetti.” In 1875 Charles
Eliot Norton brought out an American edition in
which a photographic reproduction of the series
was accompanied by a commentary that merely
elaborated on Rossetti's excited, but unexciting,
remarks. In 1880, the second edition of Gilchrist,
which was widely reviewed and probably widely read,
again included the .Jobh series in its second volume,
These reproductions, better than the first
(although still reduced in size), were photogravures
on India paper.

Little new was said about Blake's Joi for the
next thirty years. Then, in 1910, Wicksteed wrote

Blake's Vieion of the Book of Job, a monograph
which interpreted the series according to a system,
the clues to which were to be found in the designs
themselves. Using such simple keys as left and
right, above and below, Wicksteed was able to show
that Blake had used the materials of the Book of
Job to create his own story of spiritual pilgrimage
and enlightenment. It is a story of unconscious
betrayal of self, of fearful confrontation of self,
forgiveness of self, and fulfillment of self in
others. It is monumental in its deeply-considered
rejection of a tragic view of human 1ife--a
rejection, here and elsewhere, which places Blake's
late work in eternal dialogue with Keat's "late"
work: the secure witness of faith versus a sure
knowledge of fate. (As the son of Philip Henry
Wicksteed, the late-Victorian translator of Dante,
Joseph Wicksteed was perhaps peculiarly well fitted
to understand Blake's symbolic method, and his
dramatic presentation of spiritual pilgrimage.’?

Wright's reading of Jo& is based on the theory,
set forth in his Introduction, that Blake here
abandoned the system that he had developed in the
late prophecies. In Milton and Jerusalem Blake
"was working towards a statement that eventually he
found himself unable to formulate within the
framework of the 'system' that he invented."

Wright implies that Blake's rest from poetry in his
old age may indicate an acknowledgment of failure
on his part: "In his last years Blake no longer
attempted to tell his story in his own words. He
turned to Job (and also to Dante), and it is my
argument that the Job Illustrations say lucidly

4 The original edition of exactly 315 copies comprised 100
sets on drawing paper, 65 sets on French paper, and 150 "proof”
sets on India paper. By 1863 the sets on drawing paper had been
sold (or given away), but there remained an undetermined number
of the other two kinds of sets. By 1874, probably as a conse-
quence of new interest in Blake following the appearance of
Gilchrist's book, all of the sets had been sold; 100 new sets
were made at this time See G. E. Bentley, Jr. and Martin K.

Nurmi, A Flake Bibliography (Minneapolis, Minn., 1964), p. 95.

5 Jdohn Sartain, The Heminizoencee of a Very 014 Mo (New York,

1899), p. 108,

6 [Anna Brownel1] Jameson, Saeored oid Legewdaru Avt, 2 vols,

(London, 1848), 1, 50,

7 The Works of Jolm Ruekin, Library Edition, ed. E. T, Cook

and Alexander Nedderburn [Loncmn. 1903), xv. 223.

8 See G, F. Pa'lgra\.re. Frvpseie Twrmer Falgrave: ig Jowmals

and Mamories of hie Life (Londun. 1889), pp. 26- 2?. and Herbert

Harlakenden G‘i]christ ed. ; Amme Cilohrist, Har Lifo and

Writinge (London, 1887), pp. 54, 59.

9 Cunningham's %77 is reprinted in G, E. Bentley, Jdr., Blaks

Fooords (Oxford, 1969); the passages in gquestion occur on pp.

499-500: [William Howitt?], “Death's Door," Howi¢t's Jourmal i

(Nov., 1847), p. 322; William MHngham. “Some Chat About

William Blake," Hogg's Weekly Instmictor, n. s, i1 (1849), 17-20;

D G Rossetti's commentary occurs on pp. 285-90 of Gilchrist's
(1863), vol. I.

10 No account of the history of Blake's 7o can omit mention
of that most striking event--the creation of a ballet based on
the series in 1931, by Ninette de Valois, to music by
Vaughan-Williams. Sir Geoffrey Keynes, who conceived the idea
and urged it to fruition, has told the fascinating story in his
Blake Studiee, 2nd ed., pp. 187-94. The ballet has been revived
a number of times, most recently in the autumn of 1972.
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