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SOME NOT-SO-FAMILIAR 
V IS IONARY HEADS 

G. INGLI JAMES 

A lthough everyone seems to have heard of 
Blake's visionary heads, some of these 
extraordinary imaqes must be among the 

least known of his works. For example, the drawing 
catalogued by Rossetti as "38. Socrates. Viv id 
eye, ta lk ing mouth" {Gilohrist, 1880 ed . , Vol. 2, 
p. 260) has not , so far as I know, been reproduced 
in any book or jou rna l . Equally unfami l ia r , I would 
guess, is "Rd. Coeur de Lion. Drawn from his 
Spectre. . . . at 1 Past 12. Midnight". A repro-
duction of th is head is to be found, I am t o l d , in 
an early issue of Arts (Vol . 1 , No. 3, Feb.- March 
1921, opp. p. 57); but since neither the Bodleian 
nor the B r i t i sh Museum can supply a copy, one may 
assume that many students of Blake have never seen 
i t . Even more inaccessible during the las t fo r t y 
years, however, has been the drawing described by 
Rossetti as: "Nebuchadnezzar. V i v id , and not 
wanting in t ru th to the Assyrian cast of countenance. 
Below the head is a ' co in ' of Nebuchadnezzar, en-
graved in Varley's 'Zodiacal Physiognomy'." {loo. 
cit., no. 36). Or ig ina l ly in the Linnel l c o l l e c t i o n , 
th is was so ld , according to Sir Geoffrey Keynes 
{Bibliography, p. 318n.), at C h r i s t i e ' s , 15 March 
1918 ( l o t 163, Parsons, 42 gns.) . In 1939 i t was 
in the big Blake exh ib i t ion at Philadelphia (Cat. 
no. 209. Lent by the American Art Associat ion--
Anderson Gal le r ies , I n c . ) . Since then i t has 
disappeared. And although L inne l l ' s engraving of 
the reverse of the coin is in Varley, and a repro-
duction of his engraving of the crowned head (so 
reminiscent, i nc iden ta l l y , of Death in Blake's 
Death on a Pale Horse) appears in Sir Geoffrey's 
The Complete Portraiture of William and Catherine 
Blake (Trianon Press, 1977, p i . 21), no reproduction 
has been avai lable of the drawing as such un t i l the 
present time. The version shown here ( i l l u s . 1) is 
one of f i ve tracings of visionary heads which I 

recently acquired from Mrs. S. M. Johns, a great-
granddaughter of John L inne l l . The group includes 
tracings of the aforementioned "Socrates" ( i l l u s . 
2) and "Rd. Coeur de Lion" ( i l l u s . 3 ) , together 
with the better-known "Caractacus" and "Edward the 
f i r s t as he now exists in the other world. . . " 
( i l l u s . 4 & 5) . 

The insc r ip t ion on the "Nebuchadnezzar" is 
pa r t i cu la r l y in te res t ing . Both Keynes's Bibliography 
(p. 318) and Bentley's Blake Books (p. 626) give 
the impression that Blake's drawing bears the words 
"Coin of Nebuchadnezzar seen by Mr Blake in a 
v is ion" (Keynes has " co i n " , and a f u l l stop a f te r 
the f i na l word). The Philadelphia catalogue, on 
the other hand, has "Nebuchadnazar [ s i c ] Coin as 
Seen in a Vision by Mr. Blake." On the t racing is 
wr i t ten "Nebuchadnezar [ s i c ] / Coin as seen in a 
Vision by Mr Blake", which is almost ident ica l with 
the Philadelphia rendering, and helps to explain 
why Rossett i 's descr ip t ion , quoted above, f a i l s to 
make i t absolutely clear that Blake drew two sides 
of a co in , not a coin beneath a head. Rosset t i 's 
assertion that "Below the head is a ' c o i n ' . . . " 
is curiously misleading, and extremely d i f f i c u l t to 
account for i f we accept that the or ig ina l is i n -
scribed "Coin of Nebuchadnezzar. . . " as Keynes 
and Bentley suggest. But i f we assume, as I think 
we must, that the most f a i t h f u l t ranscr ip t is the 
one to be found on the tracing—where the king's 
name.is not only the f i r s t word but also on a l i ne 
by i t s e l f - - i t is easier to understand why Rossett i 's 
entry in Gilohrist reads as i t does. 

Unlike the heads themselves, however, the i n -
sc r ip t i ons , although very s imi lar in appearance to 
those on Blake's drawings, have not been produced 
by t rac ing . For example, the las t three words on 



1 4 5 

/ 

fjfk 

1
 ^?\ • ̂  \ 

o 

\ ■x: 
^ / 

O 
"N 

\ 

^ , 

\ 

f ft? } 
the "Edward the f i r s t " ( " l i ke a crown") const i tu te 

a fourth l i ne of text on the copy, but are part of 
the t h i r d on the or ig ina l (reproduced in Blake 

Records, opposite p. 261). This might suggest that 
Varley, who would hardly have troubled to make a 

perfect facsimi le of his own capt ion, was responsible 

for the wr i t i ng in both cases, and that the tracings 

should therefore be at t r ibu ted to him. But in fact 
they bear f a i n t indicat ions of ear l i e r i nsc r ip t i ons , 
in a rather d i f f e ren t hand, and my guess is that 
they are more l i k e l y to be the work of Linnel l (or 
possibly one of his sons), and that the t i t l e s were 

1 Nebuchadnezar [ s i c ] / Coin as seen in a Vision / 
by Mr Blake [ . ] 

subsequently re-done by someone wishing to make 

them conform more closely to what Varley had wr i t ten 

on Blake's o r i g i na l s . At a l l events, someone in the 

Linnel l family eventually saw f i t to mount the f i ve 

t h i n , semi-transparent sheets on pieces of Whatman 

paper (watermarked 1867), and to inscr ibe in penc i l , 
on the verso of each mount, the i n i t i a l s " J . L." 
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3 Born 1156 Died April 6 1199 / lO.h at 
Birth / Rd. Coeur de LION. / Drawn from his Spectre / 
W Blake fecit Octr 14 1819 / at 1/4 Past 12.Midnight [.] 
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4 Caractacus [ . ] 



249 

ns fit a 

T, . < - f l , . . , 

Jet. i . 

5 King Edward the first as he now exists / in the 
other world - according to his appearance / to Mr. 
Blake he here has his skull enlarged / like a crown [.] 
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