
A R T I C L E

The	Figure	in	the	Carpet

Robert	N.	Essick

Blake/An	Illustrated	Quarterly,	Volume	12,	Issue	1,	Summer	1978,	pp.	10-14



10 

THE FIGURE IN THE CARPET 
BLAKE'S ENGRAVINGS 

IN S A L Z M A N N ' S 

ELEMENTS OF MORALITY 

ROBERT N. ESSICK 

T
he a t t r i b u t i o n of the unsigned plates in the 
English t rans la t ion of C. G. Salzmann's 
Elements of Morality

1
 has had a checkered 

career. In the f i r s t ed i t ion of l<is Life of William 
Blake, Alexander G i l ch r i s t wrote that Blake " i l l u s -
t ra ted" Salzmann's "pinafore precepts," leaving i t 
unclear as to whether Blake simply engraved the 
p la tes, designed them, or both.

2
 The ambiguity was 

corrected for the second ed i t ion (1880, I , 91), where 
the German a r t i s t Daniel Nicolaus Chodowiecki (1726-
1801) was named as the designer and Blake as the 
engraver. The change may have been prompted by a 
b r ie f note by Frederick Locker on "The I l l u s t r a t i o n s 
in Mrs. Godwin's 'Elements of M o r a l i t y , ' "

3
 which 

points out that the plates were designed by 
Chodowiecki wi th the exception of those numbered 27 
and 28. These two plates were exhibi ted at the 
Grol ier Club in 1905 and described in the catalogue 
as being of Blake's "own designing."

I+
 This a t t r i b u -

t ion of p i . 27, at least to Blake as the engraver, 
can be rejected with a f a i r degree of confidence 
because, l i k e the f ront isp iece to vo l . I and p is . 
1 , 7, 10 (signed W. P: C feat 1790), and 11 , i t was 
c lear ly executed by someone other than the engraver 
of the remaining f o r t y - f i v e plates and looks not in 
the least l i k e Blake's hand. In his catalogue of 
1912, A. G. B. Russel l , exercising his usual skep-
t ic ism about G i l c h r i s t ' s casual a t t r i b u t i o n s , l i s t s 
only fourteen plates as Blake's copy work, including 
eight "possib ly , but not c e r t a i n l y , by Blake."

5
 In 

his great Bibliography of William Blake of 1921, 
Geoffrey Keynes ascribes sixteen plates to Blake,

6 

only ten of which are the same as those l i s t e d by 
Russell. Keynes takes note of the Grol ier catalogue 
a t t r i b u t i o n of p is . 27 and 28 and comments that "the 
treatment of the trees and vines in the second of 
these ( p i . 28) cer ta in ly suggests Blake's work," but 
then re jects th is idea because both "plates were 
obviously not engraved by him." Bentley and Nurmi 
are a b i t more generous, c red i t ing Blake with 

ic ious uneasiness 
ion on s t y l i s t i c 
l i s t in Blake 

indicates how he 
but the s ix 
possibly pi. 48, 

st by a group 
Novelist's 
ish plates illus-
prototypes 
nvolvement. More 
Grolier catalogue 

seventeen plates but expressing jud 
over the whole business of attribut 
grounds.

7
 Bentley repeats the same 

Books. 8 None of these authorities 
made his selections; to my eye, all 
(listed above) by another hand, and 
are by the same engraver, or at lea 
following a "house style" as in the 
Magazine. A comparison of the Engl 
trating Salzmann with their German 
provides new evidence for Blake's i 
surprisingly, it suggests that the 
may be right about pi. 28. 

Chodowiecki's seventy designs were first 
published in Kupfer zu Herrn Proffesor Salzmanns 
Elementarwerk naoh den zeiohnungen Herrn Dan. 
Chodowiecki, von Herrn Nussbiegel Herrn Penzel und 
Herrn Crusius Sen. gestooken. 9 Among the forty-

five plates not by the "other hand" in the English 
edition, all but pi. 28 are based closely on 
Chodowiecki's designs, and were probably copied 
directly from the German plates. There are, however, 
some minor but substantive differences between 
fourteen of the prints. These variations are not 
significant enough to suggest that another artist 
was hired to adapt Chodowiecki's designs--they are 
still very much his--and were no doubt made by the 
English engraver(s). These changes are listed below, 
along with speculations on why some were made. 

PI. 3. The rather elegant floor divided into large 
squares in the German plate is replaced by a carpet 
in the English. Both seem equally appropriate since 
the design shows the drawing room in Sir William's 
"grand house" (I, 16 in the 1791 edition). I have 
not been able to find out if English drawing rooms 
were more frequently carpeted than the Continental 
variety. 
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PI. 20. The place setting on the table in the German 
print has been eliminated in the Lnglish, and two 
children added on the left. The first change follows 
the text, for the scene takes place "after the cloth 
was taken away" (II, 48). The text does not speci
fically place the children in the scene, but they 
are mentioned (II, 49) in the conversation between 
the husband and wife pictured in both plates. 
PI. 26. The curtain covering part of the back wall 
in the German plate has been replaced with what 
looks like patterned wall paper in the English. 
There seems to be no textual reason for this, unless 
wallpaper is more appropriate for the breakfast room 
setting. 
PI. 34 (illus. 1). The German squared floor is 
replaced in the English copy by a carpet, and the 
back of the chair has been shortened so as not to 
cover as much of the boy's legs. 
PI. 37. The round knobs on the chest of drawers in 
the German plate have been replaced in the English 
copy by handles of the sort more commonly found on 
eighteenthcentury English furniture. 
PI. 38 (illus. 2). The German squared floor has 
been replaced by rough boards and a carpet in the 
English copy. At least the boards seem more appro
priate than the squared floor, for this is the room 
of a poor and desperately sick family. The wicker 
basket on the left does not appear in the German 
plate. It is probably the cradle of the infant at 
his mother's breast and is reminiscent of the basket
cradles in Blake's "A Cradle Song" (second plate) 
and "Infant Sorrow." 
PI. 41. The German squared floor has been replaced 
in the English plate by a crosshatching pattern 
apparently representing boards. 
PI. 42. The desk and man's legs visible through the 
railing in the German plate have been obscured with 
crosshatching in the English. 
PI. 44. The sleigh in the German plate has been 
replaced by a cart, and the second sleigh on the 
far right replaced by a horse and rider. Both 
changes follow the English text, for the family is 
specifically placed in a "cart" three times (III, 
116, 117, 123) and there is no reference to a 
second cart or sleigh. "The boy who rode on the 
first horse" (III, 123) probably refers to a servant 
riding on the lead horse hitched to the cart, but 
may have prompted the addition far right. 
PI. 45. The German squared floor has been replaced 
by a carpet in the English copy. As in pi. 26, the 
setting is a breakfast room. (Salzmann was a fore
runner of Oliver Wendell Holmes in the pedagogic 
uses of the breakfast table). 
PI. 46. The back wall, divided into large panels 
in the German plate, has been made plain in the 
English copy, and carpet replaces the German squared 
floor. 
PI. 47. The floor and back wall are smooth and even 
in the German plate; but in the English copy the 
floor looks rough and uneven, and the wall is cracked 
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1 Plate 34 in C. G. Salzmann, Elements of Morality 
(1791), I I I , facing p. 23. F i rs t s ta te , 12.2 x 7 cm., 
Blake a f te r Chodowiecki. Author's co l l e c t i on . 

with holes in the plaster . The set t ing is a sick 

old man's "miserable garret" ( I I I , 161), and thus 

the changes are most appropriate. The di lapidated 

wall looks very much l i k e the one in Blake's s ix th 

i l l u s t r a t i o n to Mary Wollstonecraf t 's Original 
Stories (J . Johnson, 1791). Both are delineated 

with etched worm l ines that tw is t and break to 

picture the holes. The general boldness of etched 
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2 Plate 38 in Salzmann, Elements of Morality (1791), 
I I I , facing p. 68. Fi rs t s ta te , 12.5 x 6.7 cm., 
Blake af te r Chodowiecki. Author's co l l ec t i on . 

3 "Beggar's Opera, Act I I I , " Blake af te r Hogarth, 
1788. Deta i l , 19.3 x 11.3 cm., of the four th state 

(1790). Author's co l l ec t i on . 

4 "Moore and Co's Advertisement," designed and en
graved by Blake c. 1797. Deta i l , 12.8 x 6.8 cm. 
Br i t i sh Museum. 

patterns in th is and other Salzmann plates is s imi la r 
to those in Original Stories, to which they have 

been compared by others . 1 0 

PI. 50. The German squared f l oo r has been replaced 

in the English copy by smooth boards, and a few 

decorative swir ls have been added to the cur ta in 

behind the bed. 

The al tera t ions in p is . 20, 38, 44, and 47 show 

a careful responsiveness to the tex t which is most 
unusual fo r simple copy engravings in a ch i ld ren 's 
book. This fact alone suggests the habits of mind 

of the engraver of the Night Thoughts and Job 

i l l u s t r a t i o n s , but i t is a seemingly i n s i gn i f i can t 
addi t ion to the English plates that points more 

d i rec t l y to Blake. 

The carpets added to p is . 3, 34, 38, 41 , 45, 
and 46 bear the same bold sw i r l s , arabesques, and 

vegetative motifs (see i l l u s . 1 , 2) . On p is . 26, 
29, and 43, the engraver has modified Chodowiecki's 
or ig ina l carpets to picture t h i s pat tern. The same 

sort of carpet appears in three plates unquestionably 
by Blake. In 1788 Blake etched and engraved his 
f ine plate of Hogarth's "Beggar's Opera." The 

carpet ( i l l u s . 3) beneath Macheath's l e f t foot is a 

larger version of those in the Salzmann i l l u s t r a t i o n s , 
Except fo r the swir ls in the lower l e f t corner, the 

pattern is only vaguely suggested in Hogarth's o i l 
paint ing (Mellon co l l ec t i on ) . I t s speci f ic de l i n i a 
t ion in the pr in t is as much the engraver's as the 

designer 's. That t h i s par t i cu la r carpet became 

part of Blake's decorative reperto i re i s confirmed 

by i t s reappearance in two l a te r or ig ina l graphics: 
the "Moore and Co's Advertisement" of c. 1797 ( i l l u s . 
4 ) 1 1 and the f i na l plate in Designs to a Series of 
Ballads of 1802. 

The appearance of the carpet pattern—as i t 
were, a Blakean signature—in some of the Salzmann 

plates lends new credence to the contention that 
Blake was t he i r engraver. And i f we a t t r i bu te the 

carpet plates to him, I f i nd i t impossible to go 

through the other f o r t y  f i v e candidates and weed 

out de f i n i t e nonBlakes, with the possible exception 

of p i . 48. There is of course a natural resistance 

to a t t r i bu t i ng to Blake's hand a l l th is und is t in 
guished hackwork. That, however, should not stand 

in our way. By 1790 Blake was a very sk i l l ed etcher
engraver (witness the Hogarth p la te ) , but he 

inev i tab ly modified his s ty le according to the genre 

in which he was working—and no doubt according to 
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the fee as we l l . For example, in 1784 Blake engraved 

two sophist icated "fancy" s t ipp le pr in ts af te r 
Stothard, "Zephyrus and Flora" and "Ca l i s to , " and 

in the same year produced six crude plates fo r The 

Wit's Magazine. In each case, the sty le is appro
pr ia te fo r the subject , and the l a t t e r group per
fec t l y suited to the rough humor of t he i r l i t e r a r y 
context . 1 2 This Blakean version of eighteenthcentury 
rules of decorum is a persistent feature of Blake's 
ent i re career as a graphic a r t i s t . For a ch i ldren 's 
book l i k e the Elements of Morality, the simple 

mixedmethod plates are appropriate fo r the simple 

moral is t ic tales they accompany. The same may be 

said fo r Blake's r e l i e f etchings in Little Tom the 

Sailor, fo r which the a r t i s t himself pointed out the 

pr inc ip le of decorum: "they are rough l i k e rough 

sa i l o r s . " 1 3 When compared with other pr in ts of the 

period intended for a youthful audience, such as the 

Carver & Bowles "catchpenny pr in t s " or those in 

Banbury chap books,11* the Salzmann plates seem almost 
elegant. That they are less accomplished than the 

Wollstonecraft i l l u s t r a t i o n s , begun in the same year 
as the l as t of those fo r Salzmann, can be at t r ibu ted 

at least in part to the fact that in one case Blake 

was executing signed plates a f te r his own designs, 
and in the other rapid ly producing a good many 
unsigned copy p r i n t s . 

Plate 28 ( i l l u s . 5) of fers the greatest challenge 

to the chalcographer. At f i r s t glance i t would seem 

to be one of the pr in ts executed by the "other hand." 
But th is is only because the smallness of the f igure 

re la t i ve to the size of the whole design is s imi lar 
to the f ront isp iece to vo l . I and p i . 27; in graphic 
s ty le p i . 28 is s t r i k i ng l y d i f f e ren t . Most of the 

pr in ts throughout Elements of Morality suf fer from 

the horror vaoui endemic among eighteenthcentury 
engravers, although those plates most f requently 
at t r ibu ted to Blake in the past are less c lu t tered 

than the others. Plate 28 is the most open of them 

a l l , with the worm l ines so much a part of Blake's 
early sty le but remarkably l i t t l e crosshatching. 
Blake used a s im i l a r l y open, etched s t y l e , der iv ing 

from Salvator Rosa, in two plates a f te r Fuse l i , 
"Timon and Alcibiades" and "Falsa ad Coelum" of 
1790, and attempted to combine i t with more conven
t ional patterns in the Night Thoughts engravings 
(179697) and the i l l u s t r a t i o n s , also a f te r Fuse l i , 
fo r Charles Al len 's New and Improved History of 
England and New and Improved Roman History, both of 
1798. Almost every moti f in p i . 28 also has i t s 
para l le l in Blake's work. The slender t ree with 

arching branches reca l ls those in "The Lamb," 
"Night" ( f i r s t p la t e ) , "The L i t t l e Gir l Lost" ( f i r s t 
p la te ) , the t i t l e page of The Book of Thel, and 

America p i . 7. A much stronger para l le l is between 

the vine on the r i gh t margin of p i . 28 and that on 

the r i gh t in the f ront isp iece to Wollstonecraf t 's 
Original Stories ( i l l u s . 6 ) , also climbing up a wall 
next to a po r ta l . The del ineat ion of the leaves is 
almost i den t i ca l . The general subjecta ch i ld or 
chi ldren before a large doorwaycan also be compared 

to the Wollstonecraft f ron t i sp iece , "Nurse's Song" 
in Songs of Experience, and The Book of Urizen p i . 
26. This l as t example also contains a heavy wooden 

door as in the Salzmann p la te , but the closest 
para l le l fo r the set t ing is the water color i l l u s 
t ra t i on to Young's Night Thoughts, Night I I , p. 7, 
where Blake also pictures a gigant ic door in a 

cur iously freestanding wa l l . Salzmann's tex t 
indicates that Wil l iam, pictured in p i . 28, is locked 

5 Plate 28 in Salzmann, Elements of Morality (1791), 
I I , facing p. 104. F i rs t s ta te , 12.5 x 6.8 cm., 
ten ta t i ve ly at t r ibu ted to Blake as designer and 

engraver. Author's co l l ec t i on . 
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inside a garden, but it seems as though anyone not 
so caught up by "impatience" could simply walk around 
the end of the wall, just as in the Night Thoughts 

design. William's clothes are generally like those 
of other children in the Salzmann plates, including 
the unattributed pi. 27, but are more closely fitting 
and with less distinction between breeches and blouse 
than the other outfits, and without the usual jacket. 
In these respects William's clothing is similar to 
that worn by the boys in Songs of Innocence and of 
Experience, particularly one in "Nurse's Song" in 
Experience, and by the shepherd in the Experience 

frontispiece. Lastly, William's arm and hand gesture 
is very close to the young woman's in the illustra
tion to Thomas Commins' Elegy Set to Music, designed 
and engraved by Blake in 1786. Each of these 
parallels is in itself inconclusive, but taken 
together they form a remarkably consistent pattern 
of Blakean styles and motifs. Perhaps Johnson 
allowed each of his two engravers to contribute one 
new design to the book, and thus pi. 27 is the other 
copyist's effort. My tentative attribution of pi. 
28 to Blake as both designer and engraver is certainly 
open to question, but the evidence suggests that, 
even when hired as a journeyman copyist, Blake found 
an opportunity to create one small work of original 
graphic art. 
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