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REVIEWS 

Morton D. Paley. W i l l i a m B l a k e . Oxford: 

Phaidon Press. New York: E. P. Dutton, 

1978. 192 pp. + 148 black-and-white 

illustrations, 15 in color. $19.95. 

R e v i e w e d b y Robe r t R. W a r k 

R
eaders of th is journal are well aware of the 
quanti ty and complexity of studies related 
to Blake. They are probably also aware that 

the rapid p ro l i f e ra t i on of these often recondite 
monographs tends to bu i ld a wall around Blake, 
cut t ing him o f f from the general publ ic and even 
from the interested but non-special is t student. I t 
is necessary that th is wall be breached per iod ica l l y 
i f Blake is not to become a remote cu l t image, 
fami l ia r only to a coter ie of i n i t i a t e s . Morton 
Paley's Phaidon William Blake is a praiseworthy 
attempt to provide th is access for people who are 
not inside the camp of regular Blakeans. 

The book is physical ly well-designed for i t s 
purpose. Produced in the normal Phaidon monograph 
format, i t consists of s i x t y - fou r pages of text with 
forty-seven tex t i l l u s t r a t i o n s ; a section of one 
hundred and sixteen plates with f i f t een in co lor ; 
a convenient chronology; a glossary; and a separate 
section of notes on the p lates. The plates are of 
f ine qua l i t y ; the tex t is spaciously p r in ted ; the 
book is a pleasure to handle. 

To provide a b r i e f , general in t roduct ion to 
Blake that is also va l id is a formidable task. 
Ideal ly the person undertaking i t should be a Blake 
spec ia l i s t , fami l ia r with the enormous l i t e r a t u r e 
on the man, but at the same time able to ex t r i ca te 
himself s u f f i c i e n t l y from th is te r ra in to map i t s 
general contours c lear ly for the non-specia l is t . 
He should be equally at home with the visual and 
verbal components of Blake's a r t , and fami l i a r wi th 
the currents of la te eighteenth century thought, 
h i s to ry , and cul ture with which Blake came in 
contact. Paley comes close to being such a paragon, 
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although he is perhaps too much the spec ia l i s t to 
be sensi t ive to every point at which the layman and 
non-special ist need guidance. 

Paley chooses a biographical framework for his 
t e x t , but allows himself s u f f i c i e n t f l e x i b i l i t y tO( 

discuss coherent topics w i th in that framework. I t ' s 
a sensible solut ion to the problem of organization 
that works well for the task at hand. There are 
ten sect ions: (1) Blake's early l i f e , t r a i n i n g , and 
work down to 1790. (2) The Lambeth books, to the 
mid-1790s ( th is is the longest sect ion) . (3) The 
co lor -pr in ted monotypes, and i l l u s t r a t i o n s to 
Night Thoughts and Gray. (4) The Felpham episode. 
(5) Return to London, The Grave, Canterbury 
Pi lgr ims. (6) Blake's thoughts on a r t . (7) Bible 
i l l u s t r a t i o n s . (8) Milton and the i l l u s t r a t i o n s 
to Mi l ton 's poems. (9) Jerusalem. (10) Job and 
Dante. A large amount of information is packed in to 
the t e x t ; there is no s ign i f i can t aspect of Blake's 
work of potent ia l in te res t to the non-special is t 
that is not touched on. 

Ideal ly the person to measure the success of 
the book should be a member of the audience to whom 
i t is presumably d i rec ted , the interested layman 
with no special knowledge of Blake or his a r t . The 
present reviewer is an a r t h i s to r i an , concerned wi th 
Blake in the general context of Georgian a r t , but 
not a Blake spec ia l i s t . I f ind i t in te res t ing that 
Paley, who is an h is tor ian of l i t e r a t u r e , gives 
more of his tex t to an expl icat ion of the visual 
than the verbal side of Blake. He provides what I 
f i nd a c lear , consistent ly well- informed account of 
Blake's a r t i s t i c t r a i n i n g , of his a f f i l i a t i o n s with 
older a r t i s t s (such as Barry, Fuse l i , and Mortimer) 
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and with those of his own generation (such as 
Flaxman and Stothard). His remarks on Blake's 
frequently complex technical procedures are b r i e f 
but l uc id . The section on Blake's theory of a r t is 
unusually well-balanced and perceptive, especial ly 
in assessing Blake's thought re la t i ve to Reynolds's. 
Furthermore, I f i nd i t reasurring to read a Blake 
spec ia l i s t who is aware of his hero's l im i ta t ions 
as an a r t i s t and does not feel obliged to j u s t i f y 
or explain away these weaknesses. There should be 
more on the general s t y l i s t i c and formal a f f i l i a t i o n s 
of Blake's a r t , how Blake relates to the general 
currents of la te eighteenth century B r i t i sh and 
European a r t . But th is aside, Paley seems to me to 
do an admirable job of t e l l i n g the interested 
layman what he w i l l want to know about the visual 
side of Blake. The bulk of the text is devoted to 
explanations of indiv idual plates and designs. 
Paley also demonstrates the various ways in which 
the visual and verbal i n te r re la te in the i l luminated 
books, choosing a series of plates from America as 
the primary vehicle for th is purpose. 

I did not f i nd a comparable overview of the 
verbal component of Blake. Paley seems to assume 

a much broader knowledge of la te eighteenth century 
B r i t i sh poetry in general and of Blake's poetry in 
par t icu lar than he does for the visual side. Nor 
did I f i nd any general assessment of Blake's 
in te l l ec tua l posi t ion re la t i ve to his contemporaries. 
The text is r i ch l y sprinkled with penetrating 
remarks on both these matters. But they nearly a l l 
deal with par t icu lars — the in terpre ta t ion of an 
indiv idual page or verse. There are i l luminat ing 
paragraphs on Blake's re lat ions with the Sweden-
borgians. There is nearly always a helpful sentence 
or two about the theme of a par t i cu la r poem. But 
the interested layman looking for guidelines in 
approaching the verbal component of Blake's a r t w i l l 
f ind less than for the v isua l . Obviously Paley is 
well qua l i f i ed to supply th is information. That 
i t is not there may be the resul t of unconscious 
assumptions concerning the audience fo r the book. 
Or perhaps the expected audience is students of 
l i t e r a t u r e already fami l i a r wi th the verbal side of 
Blake, seeking a guide to the v isua l . I think the 
book meets admirably the needs of th is l as t group, 
but is not yet the ideal answer for those unfor-
tunates t o t a l l y beyond the pale. 

Joseph Burke. English A r t 1 7 1 4 - 1 8 0 0 . 

Oxford History of English Art, vol. IX. 

Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1 977. xxxii + 

425 pp., 120 plates. £ 12.50. 

R e v i e w e d b y D a v i d I r w i n 

THF. OXFORD HISTORY OF ENGLISH ART 

HNGL1SH ART 
I7I4-180O 
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T he eighteenth century in a r t i s t i c terms did 
not stop in 1800. Crucial ideas were s t i l l 
developing and f lour i sh ing well in to the 

nineteenth century. The period about 1800 was one 
of a r t i s t i c excitement, as well as a time of l i t e r a r y 
and p o l i t i c a l upheavals. Neoclassicism, the main 
movement or s t y l e , was only in the middle of i t s 
second phase about 1800; the f i n a l , t h i r d stage had 
yet to emerge. This fact was recognized by the 
organizers of the "Age of Neoclassicism" exh ib i t ion 
held in London in 1972; they gave themselves a b r i e f 
covering the period up to 1840. The other main 
umbrella often used to cover the la te eighteenth 
and the early nineteenth centuries is obviously that 

of Romanticism. That in teres t ing show in Detro i t 
and Philadelphia in 1968, "Romantic Art in B r i t a i n , " 
was devoted to the century between 1760 and 18t0. 
Although these dates were arguably a b i t too far 
apar t , especial ly at the l a t t e r end, i t was a f au l t 
in the r i gh t d i rec t ion . 

Yet for chronological convenience the edi tors 
of the Oxford History of English Art and the Pelican 
History of Art have chosen e i ther 1800 or 1790 as 
terminal dates when commissioning eighteenth-century 
studies. At least in the Pelican series the B r i t i sh 
sculpture and archi tecture volumes by Margaret 
Whinney and John Summerson go as far as 1830, but 
the paint ing survey by E l l i s Waterhouse stops in 
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