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A NEW BLAKE ENGRAVING: 
GILCHRIST A N D THE CROMEK 

CONNECTION 

DENNIS M. READ 

I
n his l e t t e r to Thomas Johnes dated 4 January 
1806 and published as an introduct ion to A 
Father's Memoirs of His Child (1806), 

Benjamin Heath Mai kin provides much information about 
and kind words for Wil l iam Blake, the designer of 
"the ornamental device, round the p o r t r a i t in th is 
book."

1
 Malkin, however, neglects to mention the 

engraver of th is device, Robert Hartley Cromek, who 
had much to do with Blake and his v ic iss i tudes 
between 1805 and 1808. Fif ty-seven years l a t e r , in 
Alexander G i l c h r i s t ' s biography of Blake, there 
appears the addit ional information that "Blake 
designed, and o r i g i n a l l y engraved, the 'ornamental 
device' to the f ront isp iece fo r Malkin's A Father's 
Memoirs of His Child, but i t was erased before the 
appearance of the work, and the same design re-
engraved by Cromek."

2
 I t is a curious assert ion 

and, without corroborat ion, lonely as a cloud. 

Recently, however, I have found information 
which has led me to the p r i n t G i l ch r i s t contends 
Blake made. I t comes from R. H. Cromek's son, 
Thomas Hartley Cromek (1809-1873), who in 1864 
wrote a MS memoir of his father . In i t he discloses 
that he possesses a proof p r i n t of the or ig ina l 
engraving G i l ch r i s t describes: 

I have an impression of th is plate [which 
belonged to my father del.], with the f igures 
round the P o r t r a i t , engraved by Blake. These 
were erased, and re-engraved by Cromek, in 
1806. . . . From the fragments of l e t t e r i n g 
at the edges of Blake's p r i n t , i t seems clear 
that he not only designed and engraved the 

f igures , but even pr inted i t , himself , on some 
peice [sic~\ of waste paper that came to his 
hand. I t is not in the B r i t i sh Museum, and my 
impression is probably unique.

3 

The p r in t is now in the B r i t i sh Museum, for in 
1867 Thomas Cromek included i t in a group of 119 
engravings and drawings by R. H. Cromek which he 
presented to the Pr in t Room (now the Department of 
Prints and Drawings). Thomas Cromek's daughter, 
Mary Cromek, makes spec i f i c reference to the p r i n t 
in her l e t t e r of 9 Apr i l 1867 to Mr. W. Reid of the 
B r i t i sh Museum: "Together with that of young Malkin 
there is also Blake's engraving, probably a unique 
impression."'

4
 In the volume of Cromek's works, the 

alleged Blake engraving is mounted on page 42 and 
numbered 91 (Plate 1). Cromek's own proof engraving, 
numbered 92, is mounted below i t on the same page 
(Plate 2) . 

The "unique impression," which has the same 
dimensions (7 3/4 x 5 3/16 i n . ) as the published 
p r i n t , c lear ly d i f fe rs from the published p r i n t in 
several ways. F i r s t , the rays of sunl ight are 
presented as long, slender shaf ts , rather l i k e 
those in Blake's own engraving of "Death's Door," 
instead of the s t y l i z e d , regular rays in the 
published version which resemble so many spot l igh t 
beams. Second, the clouds are shaped and arranged 
d i f f e r e n t l y . Th i rd , there are many small dif ferences 
between the two versions in the ha i r , drapery, hands, 
and feet of the f igures in the ornamental device, 
as well as in the posit ions of the f igures . Par t i c -
u la r l y noteworthy is the ref ined curve of the 
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teacher's neck and shoulder, rather than the i n -
elegant and strained angle of her head, neck, and 
shoulder in the published version. The published 
version indeed seems i n f e r i o r in both design and 
execution to th is presumably ea r l i e r p r i n t . 

The "fragments of l e t t e r i n g " Thomas Cromek 
refers to confirm Blake's association with the 
p r i n t . Along the lef t -hand border are pr inted in 
le t ter -press " reas t , " and "ss , " and along the r i gh t -
hand border "BA," "The," "Sec;" "So," "But," "Th," 
and "Ra." These words and word fragments match 
exactly those along the right-hand border of page 
26 and the lef t -hand border of page 19 of Wil l iam 
Hayley's Designs to A Series of Ballads (Chichester: 
J . Seagrave, 1802). On the verso of the sheet along 
the lef t -hand border are pr inted "nt " and the catch-
word "With" and along the r ight-hand border "R," 
"S," " L , " " 0 , " and "Sh." These words and fragments 
correspond exactly with those along the right-hand 
border of page 20 and lef t -hand border of page 25 
of Hayley's Ballads. Blake had a generous supply 
of quarto sheets of Hayley's Ballads because the 
f i r s t four numbers of the projected series of f i f t een 
had sold so poor ly, in spi te of Hayley's professed 
in tent ion of publishing and se l l i ng the Ballads 
" fo r the sake of serving" Blake, whose engraved 
designs accompanied the ba l lads .

5
 The Ballads 

instead served Blake ch ie f l y as scrap paper. He 
drew various sketches in the ample spaces between 
the pr inted pages of the sheets or otherwise used the 
sheets. To date, twenty-one spec i f ic instances of 
his doing so have been noted.

6 

The many le t te r -press le t te rs on the sheet used 
for the Mai kin p r in t i den t i f y beyond any doubt the 
pages in Hayley's Ballads where they appear. Page 
19, for instance, y ie lds the fo l lowing conf igurat ion: 

BA[LLAD THE THIRD] 

The[ i r shouts uni ted, and each arm 
In bold protect ion spread] 

Sec[ur 'd the k id from real harm 
Tho' now with fear ha l f dead,] 

So[me furlongs from the i r cottage s t i l l , 
Now pass'd th is anxious scene;] 

But [they had l e f t , as safe from i l l , 
The sleeping babe serene.] 

Th[e savage b i rd the kid renounc'd, 
But round the cottage o f t ] 

Ra[pid he wheel 'd, and there he pounc'd 
And bore the babe a l o f t . ] 

Pages 20, 25, and 26 produce the same exact f i t wi th 
the words and l e t te rs that show on the sheet. 

Blake used copies of th is sheet to draw four of 
the sketches noted by Bentley and Mulhallen, one 
between pages 26 and 19 (no. 3 in Mulhallen) and 
three between pages 20 and 25 (nos. 5 and 11 in 
Bentley and no. 6 in Mulhal len). The Malkin p r i n t , 
however, marks the only known instance of Blake's 
p r i n t i ng an engraving impression on a sheet from 
Hayley's Ballads. The Malkin p r i n t also appears to 
be the ea r l i es t known instance of Blake's using a 
sheet of the Ballads as scrap paper, the next 

ea r l i es t being his l e t t e r to Richard Ph i l l i ps dated 
14 October 1807 (no. 9 in Bentley). 

The published version of the Malkin p r i n t , 
however, was re-engraved by Cromek--or at least the 
"ornamental device" o r i g i n a l l y engraved by Blake. 
According to his son in the "Memorials," Cromek had 
nothing to do with the s t ipp le p o r t r a i t of young 
Malkin, which actual ly was completed by another 
engraver: "The medallion Por t ra i t is in the same 
unfinished state in Blake's p r i n t , and in my fa ther 's 
proof: i t was, no doubt, engraved by Rob^ Cooper."

7 

Thomas Cromek arr ives at th is conclusion by point ing 
out f i r s t that his father seems never to have 
executed a s t ipp le engraving, except fo r a medallion 
p o r t r a i t of Dante dated 1802 and a p o r t r a i t of Romney 
Robinson for Wil l iam Hayley's Life of Romney (1809), 
and second that the signature on the engraved 
p o r t r a i t of Robinson seems to have been a l te red : 

I have three impressions of the plate;--one has 
the name of Robert Cooper; the other two--
Robert Cromac. For some time I was much puzzled 
with these fac ts : at l a s t , I was glad to 
receive a sat is fac tory explanation from my 
h igh ly -g i f t ed f r i e n d , [Miss del.] Harr iet 
Kearsley,

8
 who wrote to me as f o l l o w s - - " I f you 

examine i t ca re fu l l y , you w i l l see by the 
crowding of the three las t l e t t e r s , the i n -
equal i ty of the strokes of the m, the f i r s t of 
which is longer than the other two; the r which 
looks as i f made out of an o\ and the o, which 
is not a good one,--but is top-heavy, l i ke an 
r , that Cooper was the or ig ina l name, and that 
the error was afterwards corrected." Now, as 
th is p la te , and those of Dante and of young 
Malkin are the only specimens of dotted en-
graving bearing my fa ther 's name; to which may 
be added the evidence of Hayley's l e t t e r to my 
fa ther ;

9
 I feel qui te sure that none of these 

portraits were [sic] engraved by him, but that 
they were a l l the work of Robert Cooper, whom 
my father seems to have employed occasional ly. 

The information about Blake's Malkin engraving 
reached G i l c h r i s t ' s widow in 1862, and she incorpor-
porated i t in her husband's biography in a way not 
sa t is fac tory to Thomas Cromek: 

My f r iend M
r
 Frost A.R.A.

10
 a f te r he had seen 

my probably unique impression of i t , communi-
cated to MT

S
 G i l ch r i s t the par t icu lars re la t i ng 

to i t , and thought that being perhaps a 
"unique p r i n t , " i t would be in te res t ing to 

1 Proof of f ront isp iece to Malkin's A Father's 
Memoirs of His Child (1806), designed by Blake and 
engraved by R. H. Cromek, B r i t i s h Museum Department 
of Pr ints and Drawings. 

2 Blake's own engraving of his design, pr inted on a 
quarto sheet of Hayley's Ballads. B r i t i s h Museum 
Department of Prints and Drawings. 
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Blake 's admirers to know i n whose possession 

i t was. Now i t seems e v i d e n t , t h a t i t had been 

predetermined t h a t my ex i s tence shou ld be 

i g n o r e d : e l se why i s M
r
 F r o s t ' s i n t e r e s t i n g 

communicat ion, reduced to the mere s t a t e m e n t , 

t h a t " the design was re-engraved by Cromek"?
1 1 

Thomas Cromek's compla in t has grounds, f o r the 

word ing Mrs. G i l c h r i s t chooses imp l i es t h a t no 

impress ion o f B lake ' s Malk in engrav ing s u r v i v e s . 

His i n t e r p r e t i n g the o v e r s i g h t as a personal 

a f f r o n t , however, seems to be s t r e t c h i n g a p o i n t . 

Other i n f o r m a t i o n i nco rpo ra ted in G i l c h r i s t ' s 

b iography o f Blake from items in the possession o f 

Thomas Cromek has to do w i t h the engrav ing Cromek 

had made from S t o t h a r d ' s Canterbury Pilgrims 

p a i n t i n g . This i n f o r m a t i o n was e v i d e n t l y ob ta ined 

not from Thomas Cromek, bu t from Anne E l i z a B ray , 

the au thor o f The Life of Thomas Stothards E.A. 

More than two years a f t e r i t s p u b l i c a t i o n i n 1852, 

Thomas Cromek wro te a l e t t e r to her dated 8 October 

1854 in which he a t tempted to c o r r e c t m i s i n f o r m a t i o n 

i n her b iography by quo t i ng documents r e l a t i n g to 

the Canterbury Pilgrims engrav ing t h a t were i n h i s 

possess ion . For i n s t a n c e , in o rde r to d i spu te the 

f i g u r e o f 330 guineas Mrs. Bray s t a t e s Cromek was to 

pay S c h i a v o n e t t i f o r the Canterbury Pilgrims 

e n g r a v i n g , he r e f e r s to a b i l l f o r k75 to R. H. 

Cromek from S c h i a v o n e t t i dated 23 November 1809, to 

a r e c e i p t f rom S c h i a v o n e t t i dated 12 December 1809 

and worded "Received o f R. H. Cromek, the sum o f 

two Hundred Pounds, in p a r t o f 840L f o r Engraving 

S t o t h a r d ' s P i c t u r e o f the Canterbury P i l g r i m s , " and 

to a memorandum o f Cromek's d e l i n e a t i n g the "Expenses 

a t t e n d i n g the comple t ion o f the P i l g r i m s , f rom the 

E t c h i n g , as l e f t by Mr S c h i a v o n e t t i . The P la te was 

begun in the 20th Sep
r
 1810. " Immediately below are 

the subsequent dates and amounts "Paid [ t o ] M
r 

E n g l e h e a r t , " t o t a l l i n g f o r t y - f o u r pounds and one 

s h i l l i n g , w i t h the l a s t e n t r y dated December 3 1 .
1 2 

These documents c l e a r l y are the bas is f o r 

G i l c h r i s t ' s r e p o r t i n g t h a t " S c h i a v o n e t t i was to have 

had k840 f o r h i s e n g r a v i n g , bu t on ly l i v e d to rece i ve 

o r e n t i t l e h i m s e l f to k275. In the f o l l o w i n g autumn 

. . . the p l a t e was con f i ded to George Eng lehea r t , 

who worked on i t f rom 20th September to the end o f 

December, r e c e i v i n g some L 4 4 . "
1 3

 G i l c h r i s t learned 

as w e l l f rom Thomas Cromek's l e t t e r to Mrs. Bray 

t h a t Cromek's widow was fo r ced to borrow money from 

her f a t h e r in o rde r to have the engrav ing comple ted , 

a l though he perhaps m e r c i f u l l y neg lec t s to mention 

t h a t her f a t h e r r e q u i r e d her to repay no t o n l y the 

loan bu t a l so i n t e r e s t upon i t . 

G i l c h r i s t ' s b iography t h e r e f o r e b e n e f i t t e d f rom 

var ious documents o f R. H. Cromek preserved and t r a n s -

m i t t e d by h i s son. In a d d i t i o n , these documents, as 

w e l l as Thomas Cromek's "Memor ia ls" and o t h e r 

w r i t i n g s about h i s f a t h e r , enable us to l o c a t e the 

Malk in engrav ing the b iography ment ions and to 

i d e n t i f y i t w i t h con f idence as B l a k e ' s own work. 

B lake ' s engrav ing the design and Cromek's e r a s i n g i t 

to re-engrave the design h i m s e l f suggests t h a t the 

two men had d i f f e r e n c e s and misunders tand ings even 

in t h e i r f i r s t c o l l a b o r a t i o n . Perhaps the Malk in 

p r i n t can be regarded as an i n d i c a t i o n o f the 

d i f f i c u l t i e s to come i n the Grave and Canterbury 

Pilgrims p r o j e c t s , i n which both Blake and Cromek 

had much more a t s t a k e . Whatever the reasons were 

f o r Cromek's d e s t r o y i n g B lake ' s e n g r a v i n g , he 

thought enough o f B l ake ' s p roo f to keep i t , and h i s 

son thought enough o f i t to present i t to the 

B r i t i s h Museum. Now i t f i n a l l y can be added to the 

ca ta log o f B lake 's works . 
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