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I
n an in terest ing recent essay, Rodney M. and 
Mary R. Baine o f fe r good evidence fo r pro-
posing Wil l iam Nicholson as the o r ig ina l 

model for Inflammable Gass the Wind f inder in Blake's 
An Island in the Moon.

1
 The weakest l i nk in t he i r 

argument is perhaps the merely circumstant ial nature 
of the connections between Blake and Nicholson before 
the 1800s: "Blake is almost cer ta in to have known 
Nicholson in the 1800's; but he could have met him 
in the la te 1770's or early ' 8 0 ' s . "

2 

In the same paragraph, however, l i e s a clue 
tha t , when followed up, provides the de f i n i t e 
evidence missing in the argument. The Baines, in 
suggesting that Blake may have met Nicholson through 
the publisher Joseph Johnson, comment that Blake in 
1782 may have "engraved some of the twenty- f ive 
unsigned plates for Nicholson's An Introduction to 
Natural Philosophy, published . . . by Johnson." 
Blake did in fact sign one of the plates in th is book, 
for the vignette used on the t i t l e -page of both 
volumes of the f i r s t , 1782, ed i t ion (see i l l us. 1 for 
t i t le -page) is unmistakably signed "Blake sc," and 
there seems no doubt

3
 that i t was indeed Wil l iam 

Blake the poet who engraved th is admittedly not very 
exc i t ing temple of science in the clouds ( i l l u s . 2) . 
The same plate has been used for both volumes; i t i s 
small (the plate-mark measures 81 x 44 mm.), and 
the signature ( i l l u s . 3) very small indeed 
(approximately 3.5 mm.), and qui te f a i n t . The 
signature is in fact at least as d i f f i c u l t to see 
as that on the small engraving by Blake on p. 127 of 
Vol. I of Lavater's Essays on Physiognomy, which 
managed to escape detection for so many years.

u 

This does raise the p o s s i b i l i t y that Blake has placed 
other micro-signatures on plates which have been 
seen often without recogni t ion. Obviously engravers 
made much use of magnifying lenses for t he i r work, 
though Blake's modest myopia

b
 may have helped a 

l i t t l e . I t is not surpr is ing that Blake adapted with 
great s k i l l , i f l i t t l e enthusiasm, to the c ra f t of 
miniature pa in t ing. 

The Baines' essay suggests that Blake may have 
engraved some or a l l of the other plates in these 
volumes. That is cer ta in ly possible, but in largely 
technical engravings such as these are for the most 
par t , i t is impossible to draw de f i n i t e conclusions 
in the absence of c lear ly defined s t y l i s t i c features. 
The clumsy handling of the small temple on Plate XV 
of Vol. I , p. 281 ( i l l u s . 4 ) , however, contrasts 
badly wi th the fineness of the basica l ly s imi lar 
temple in Blake's v ignet te . Blake is known to 
have done the technical engravings for James Earle 's 
Practical Observations on the Operation for the 
Stone,

6
 but they are again considerably f i ne r than 

the work in the plates in the Nicholson volumes. In 
f ac t , Blake's commercial work in th is early period 
was usually small in scale and qui te f ine- toned, as 
demonstrated by such plates as those for The Poetical 
Works of John Scott (1782), The Novelist's Magazine 
(1782-83), and Ritson's Select Collection of English 
Songs (1783). Blake himself l a te r took some pride 
in th is ear ly work, much of i t a f te r Stothard's 
designs, and refers in the "Public Address" to "those 
l i t t l e pr in ts which I engraved a f te r him f i ve & 
twenty years ago & by which he got his reputat ion as 
a draughtsman."

7
 My own view therefore is that i t 

is r e l a t i ve l y un l i ke l y , though j us t possible, that 
Blake engraved more than the t i t le -page vignette for 
An Introduction to Natural Philosophy. 

The work was popular, and went through f i ve 
English ed i t ions. "The Second Ed i t ion , wi th 
Improvements," is dated 1787,

8
 and keeps Blake's 

v ignet te , though in the B r i t i s h L ibrary 's copy the 
signature is almost i n v i s i b l e . I t would appear 
that the f i ne l ines of Blake's plate did not stand 
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up to the heavy wear of substantial ed i t i ons , for 
the t h i r d , f ou r th , and f i f t h London ed i t i ons , dated 
1790, 1796, and 1805, subst i tute a new and unsigned 
vignette ( i l l u s . 5) for the t i t l e -page , s imi la r to 
Blake's in general out l ine but considerably coarser. 
I do not know who made th is la te r p la te , but i t s 
s ty le seems much too crude to be a t t r i bu tab le to 
Blake. 

There were also several American edit ions of 
Nicholson's work, the National Union Catalogue 
l i s t i n g edi t ions published in Philadelphia in 1787, 
1788, and 1795-93 [sic]. Of these I have seen only 
the ed i t ion published in 1788 by Thomas Dobson; i t is 
in one volume and is cal led "The Third Ed i t i on . " 
There is no engraving on the t i t l e - p a g e ; most of the 
other plates in the book are extremely close but re-
versed copies of the plates in the f i r s t London 
e d i t i o n , suggesting that some process of t racing was 
used to make the plates for the American ed i t ions . 

The uncovering of th i s overlooked Blake engraving 
is a useful reminder that Blake seems very often to 
have made in te l l ec tua l and poetic use of the books he 
i l l u s t r a t e d . I do not know i f i t was the custom of 

1 Titlepage of f i r s t edition of William Nicholson, 
Introduction to Natural Philosophy, London, 1782. 

2 Blake's vignette for t i t lepage of Nicholson's 

Introduction to Natural Philosophy, 1782; plate 

size 81 x 44 mm. 

A N 

I N T R O D U C T I O N 

T O 

N A T U R A L PHILOSOPHY. 

I L L U S T R A T E D W I T H COPPER PLATES. 

By W I L L I A M N I C H O L S O N . 

Nmi mini mc cuiquim mvxrifuvi, nuUiot nomtn fcio : mufcant 

magnurtim virurum juiliciu credo, kijquid ct mco TiniKO. Nun ilh 

quoquc, non lavcnla, led quacnncU, nuba rckqecruoc S l v l c * . 

JN T W O VOLUMES. 

V O L. I, 

L O N D O N i 

I H V l l l i r o t J. JC«»IO», »0. 71. IT. f i V l ' i C I I I C I TAID> 

WDCCLXXXII. 



195 



196 

publishers to present courtesy copies of books to 
t he i r i l l u s t r a t o r s , but the evidence already offered 
by the Baines in the i r a r t i c l e suggests strongly that 
Nicholson's An Introduction to Natural Philosophy 
jo ins such books as Lavater's Aphorisms on Man and 
Stedman's Narrative

3
 in the group of works that 

Blake both i l l u s t r a t e d and used. With the confidence 
born of knowing for cer ta in that Blake did i l l u s t r a t e 
Nicholson's work, I would l i ke to make a few fur ther 
suggestions about the possible i n te l l ec tua l 
re lat ions between the two men. 

The Baines state that Nicholson shared Blake's 
" p o l i t i c a l and re l ig ious v iews."

1 0
 This may well be 

true in general terms, but i t would seem that the 
two were far apart on fundamental questions of method 
in the arts and sciences. Nicholson begins with 
an " In t roduct ion" that defines "Demonstration" and 
gives three "Rules of Phi losophiz ing," in the 
fol lowing schematization: 

I 

No more causes of natural things ought to 
be admitted than are true, and sufficient 
to explain the phenomena. 

II 

And therefore effects of the same kind are 
produced by the same causes. 

Ill 

Those qua l i t i es which do not vary, and 
are found in a l l bodies with which 
experiments can be made, ought to be 
admitted as qua l i t i es of a l l bodies in 
g e n e r a l .

] ! 

The mode of argument here is reminiscent of that found 
in There is No Natural Religion, and th is added to the 
evidence that the Baines present for Blake's mockery 
of Nicholson as Inflammable Gass suggests that Blake 
may have thought of Nicholson as a type of the 
ra t iona l i z ing enlightenment mind in tent upon narrowing 
philosophy to natural philosophy. 

In the world of the a r t s , i t is worth noting that 
the f i r s t version of "Holy Thursday" cuts across 
and silences ( fo r "a quarter of an hour") the games 
that Inflammable Gass has been playing with his 
dangerous toys and "magic p ic tures" of f leas and 
l i c e (island in the Moon, E 452-53). The Baines 
mention Nicholson's camera obscura in reference to 
Inflammable Gass's claim to own such a device (E 443). 
There is an i l l u s t r a t i o n of one in Nicholson's book 
(my i l l us. 6 ) , and a descr ip t ion: "This is one of 
the most pleasing and de l igh t fu l experiments in 
op t i cs , and never f a i l s to s t r i ke the beholder wi th 
surprise and admiration. Which indeed is not to be 
wondered a t , for i f there be any pleasure in 
contemplating a well executed pa in t ing , how much more 

3 Enlargement of Blake's signature (3.5 mm.) from 
t i t lepage v ignet te. 

4 Figure i l l u s t r a t i n g "Theory of the Rainbow" from 
Nicholson, 1782; Vol. I , p. 281. The plate is 173 
x 166 mm.; th is f igure is 109 x 72 mm. 

5 Titlepage vignette for Nicholson, Introduction 
to Natural Philosophy, 5th e d . , London, 1805; 
plate size 78 x 43 mm. 
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fo rc ib l y must the at tent ion be f ixed when the 
paint ing is drawn by the unerring hand of nature?"

1 2 

In The Ghost of Abel3 many years l a t e r , Blake stated 
that "Nature has no Out l ine: but Imagination has" 
(E 268); I suspect that even in the 1780's Blake 
would have found Nicholson's natural aesthetics as 
unsat isfying as his natural philosophy. 

1
 Rodney M. and Mary R. Baine, "Blake's Inflammable Gass," 

Blake Newsletter 38 (Fal l 1976), pp. 51-52. I t was t h i s essay 
which drew my a t ten t ion to Nicholson's book. 

2
 Baine, p. 51. 

3
 The combination of date, publ isher , and s ty le of signature 

make th i s v i r t u a l l y ce r ta i n . I do not know who designed the p la te ; 
i t may have been Stothard, who designed many of Blake's ear ly 
plates fo r Johnson, but a search through the Stothard material in 
the B r i t i s h Museum Pr in t Room f a i l e d to turn up any evidence. 

" See G. E. Bentley, J r . , "A 'New' Blake Engraving in Lavater 's 
Physiognomy," Blake Newsletter 22 (Fal l 1972), pp. 48-49. 

b See David Bindman, e d . , William Blake: Catalogue of the 
Collection in the Fitzwilliam Museum Cambridge (Cambridge: 
Heffer and Sons, 1970), p. 60. 

6
 See Lesl ie F. Chard I I , "Two 'New' Blake Engravings: Blake, 

James Ear le, and the Surgeon's A r t , " Blake Studies, 6:2 (1975), 

153-65. 

David V. Erdman, e d . , The Poetry and Prose of William Blake 
(Garden C i ty , N.Y.: Doubleday, 1970), p. 561. Further references 
to th i s ed i t i on w i l l take the form E 561. 

An "Advertisement" in th is ed i t i on states that "Many addi t ional 
f igures have been inserted in the p l a tes " ; proof that the same 
plates were used can be found on p i . 22 of Vol . I I , where the 
o r ig ina l t i t l e of one f i g u r e , "Refract ive power of the A i r F ig. 
I l l , p. 57" has been a l tered to read "F ig . 130," though the 
o r i g i na l "57" is s t i l l barely v i s i b l e . 

3
 See David V. Erdman, Blake: Prophet Against Empire, revised 

ed. (Garden C i t y , N.Y.: Doubleday," 1969)', pp. 230-42. See also 
G. E. Bentley, J r . , Blake Books (Oxford: Clarendon, 1977), 
pp. 685-88 fo r books i l l u s t r a t e d by Blake fo r Cumberland and 
Hayley t t iat the wr i te rs presented to him. 

10 Baine, p. 51 

11
 William Nicholson, An Introduction to Natural Philosophy 

(London: J. Johnson, 1782), I, 6. 

12
 Nicholson, I, 368. 

6 Figure of a "Camera Obscura" from Nicholson, 

1782, Vol. I, p. 368. The plate is 170 x 161 mm. 

and this figure approximately 70 x 38 mm. 
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