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THE ECHOING GREENHORN:
BLAKE AS HEBRAIST

ARNOLD CHESKIN

s students of Blake know, "the most formative

literary and spiritual influence" on him was

the Bible.! There is considerable uncertain-
ty, however, about the extent of Blake's familiarity
with the original language of the 0ld Testament,
Hebrew. Although at Teast eight of his illuminations
contain Hebrew inscriptions, "we do not know how much
Hebrew Blake had . . . ."¢ 1In the thirteen years
since Harold Bloom's acknowledgment, that small
island in the sea of Blake scholarship has not,
apparently, been covered. [ will attempt, then, on
the basis of the inscriptions to assess Blake's
knowledge of and facility with Hebrew. Because the
irregularities in the inscriptions are so telling,
we can focus our attention exclusively on them. If
they had been accurate and in a good hand, their
evidence would be equivocal. We could not know, in
that case, if Blake merely possessed a good eye for
copying.

An obvious reason for the uncertainty about
Blake's grasp is that most critics themselves have
no Hebrew. One such figure, Mr. A. G. B. Russell,
concluded that the subject of Blake's only litho-
graph, a bearded "ancient" holding a book inscribed
with his name, was "Job in Prosperity."?

Only after the ascription had gained general
acceptance did someone notice that the name in
Hebrew characters identifies the subject of the
lithograph not as Job, but as Enoch. "And he was
no more because God took him" (Genesis 5:24), the
Biblical description of Enoch's signal death, is
being scrutinized by two naked figures on the right
side of the composition. A further irony lies in
the very name that was missed--for "Enoch" ("Hanokh"
in Hebrew) can mean "education."

Unable to assess Blake's grasp of Hebrew from
internal evidence, Frederick Tatham, an early bio-

grapher, relied on circumstantial evidence from
Blake's book collection. Finding Hebrew books "well
thumbed and dirtied by his graving hands," Tatham
concluded that Blake had "a most consummate know-
ledge" of the great Hebrew writers.® This highly
questionable deduction can be put in its proper
perspective with the help of G. E. Bentley, Jr.:

"As a source of biographical facts [Tatham's] Life
is of dubious value."®

Unfamiliarity with the language seems to be
responsible for another disturbing problem in Hebrew-
related Blake scholarship. Blake's lone reference
to his Hebrew studies, found in an 1803 letter to
his brother James, contains Hebrew characters. They
have, however, been printed at least six different
ways. In 1921, Geoffrey Keynes printed the series
as 2Jax (ABK--'alef, béth,® kaf) i.e., "am now
learning my Hebrew ABK."7 (Hebrew is written from
right to left. For ease of comprehension, however,
I have written the English equivalents which follow
directly, and then the names of the Hebrew letters,
from left to right. An alphabet table is printed
with my essay for the reader's reference.) This
meaningless series was replaced by an equally
meaningless one in 1927:271*R(AYDB--'alef, wod,
daleth, bzth), four characters instead of three.®
Finally, in 1968 Keynes proposed 2ax (ABC--'alef,
beth, gimel)--a rendering which would put Blake at
the beginning of his Hebrew language studies.®

Enoch (detail). Private collection.

Blake's letter to his brother James, 30 January,
1803. Library of Congress, Rosenwald Collection.
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Milton, pl. 15 (detail). Library of Congress, Rosen-

wald collection.

Mona Wilson, generally regarded as the best
twentieth-century biographer of Blake, remains
consistent in printing the series as a four-letter
group. However, her 1949 rendering, 377 (AYON--
'alef, yod, wiw, nan), becomes 21IR(IYOV--'alef,
yod, waw, veth) in the 1969 revision.!? This latter
version, in striking contrast to Keynes's latest
version (ABC), makes Blake a good Hebraist since
ryov, the original name for Job, is one of the most
difficult books in the Bible. Who, then, is correct?

By examining a photographic reproduction of the
relevant portion of the letter containing Blake's
lone reference to his Hebrew studies, I have found
that Keynes's last variation, 22X (ABC), is accurate.
No explanation for Keynes's forty-seven year delay
or for other divergent readings is provided by the
difficulty “of mak?ing] out what Blake [actually]
wrote before he deleted the manuscript or erased
the engraving . . . ."}! It is unmistakably legible,
as the reproduction below shows. Elsewhere in
Blake's Hebrew inscriptions, however, there are
relatively many obscurities and irreqularities.
Their special character, in contrast to that of the
English ones, suggests that Blake never did master
all of the Hebrew ABC's.

Plate 18A of Milton, which contains "letters
so erroneous that it seems impossible to identify or
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Tables of the Law. From the Collection of the
Jewish Museum, New York.

translate them,"!? serves as a good starting point.
This evaluation by S. Foster Damon was actually

make of a 1797 inscription in WNight Thoughts. That

it applies equally well to this one of 1804 throws
into question Damon's own implication that Blake
improved significantly in the years after Night
Thoughts. To facilitate an evaluation here, I have
included alongside it a typical pair of tablets (a
familiar motif in Jewish ceremonial art).!® Although
several letters scrawled on the tablets in Urizen's
hands are identifiable, they do not form, without in-
terpolation, Commandments or abbreviations for Command-
ments that sometimes run to several sentences, If
this plate existed in isolation, one could argue for
the appropriateness of the illegibility in that Urizen
and the tablets he holds are, to borrow a word from
Blake's caption, in the process of annihilation.

Another set of stone tablets of the Law, in
"Job's Evil Dream” from the Butts watercolors of
Blake's Job,'"* begins to make such a sympathetic view
untenable. The last three letters from right to
left in the line indicated by Job's persecutor
compose "gave," incorrectly spelled as 3n3 (NTN--
nan, taw, nan). The nim (circled in reproduction),
1ike several other Hebrew letters, requires a
different form at the end of a word. It is easily
seen that Blake merely repeats the regular nin
(3). This loose parallel in English may clarify
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