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Kay Parkhurst Easson and Roger R. Easson,
eds. The Book of Urizen. Boulder:
Shambhala in association with Random
House, New York, 1978. 102 pp. $6.95,

paper.
Reviewed by Stuart Curran.

he Book of Urizen has in recent years become
T a staple of Lulleqe classrooms where Blake

is introduced. Its sublimity, its awesome
temporal, spatial, and narrative dislocations, the
totality of its cosmic vision, all make it a work
representative of Blake's mature prophetic mode but
accessible to the novice easily overwhelmed by Milton
and . As art The Book of Urizen exists on
a plane of mastery comparable to jts achievement as
poem, and again it is an exemplary casebook for
exploring the complex relations of text and design
in Blake's work. Up to this point teachers have had
to rely on the indifferently reproduced black-and-
white redaction of copy G, the Rosenwald copy,
edited by Clark Emery for the University of Miami
Press, or the neproductlun of copy B in Erdman's
I'lluminated Blake, generally better in printing but
unecnn0m1ca1 for a class not concentrating on Blake.
With a strong library, of course, one can coordinate
the energies, the clean fingers, and no. 2 pencils
of one's students in a stampede on the rare book
room, where the Trianon facsimile of copy G merits
an annual dusting. None of these alternatives,
however, can vie with a reasonably priced and
reasonably presented color reproduction of copy G,
for which there is a student, and (not to be
discounted) a fair public, demand. To have an
edition backed by a major trade publisher heralds
wide acceptance, and one might accordingly anticipate
wide applause. That is, I think, unlikely. Un-

Ferusalem.

fortunately, the defects of this edition, which will
undoubtedly dismay purists, are such as to disturb
even those who take long views and do not foresee
residence in Jerusalem next year or for the determin-
able future. No aspect of the edition--the reproduc-
tion, the edited text, or the commentary--escapes
them. Since this review is intended for the journal
of record for Blake, I will tax the reader's patience
with a specification of the problems that this
edition poses for use in teaching, scholarship, and
(lest it be forgotten) one's aesthetic experience of
an undeniable masterpiece.

The Eassons' decision to present us with yet
another facsimile of copy G is not to be disputed:
this latest known complete copy, despite the absence
of Urizen's soliloquy in the problematical plate 4,
has come to be thought of as the standard copy, for,
unlike earlier copies colorprinted in pastel, here
Blake employs a richly layered watercoloring and
even the overlay of gold and silver leaf. Copy G
is, quite simply, one of the great triumphs of
Blake's art. It does not, however, appear such in
this edition. One's first inclination is to waive
minor discrepancies in color, arguing that film
technology is still unreliable when it comes to
absolute fidelity with four-color plates. This is,
of course, the justification for the laborious and
expensive collotype-and-stencil process undertaken
by the Trianon Press series of facsimiles. In the
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Shambala/Random House Book of Urizen, with color
plates printed by Lehigh Press, economy has prevailed
over even a minimum standard of fidelity. To begin
with, as was noted previously in these pages with

the like edition of Milton copy B, glossy photographic
paper insures a flatness of effect in place of Blake's
subtle texturing. One might imagine the editors
protesting but having to acquiesce in such an economy,
but as fair trade they should have demanded a true
color negative. There is scarcely a plate in which
significant departures from the original are not
manifest. In general, one may summarize them as a
loss of layered texture and a pronounced tendency
toward primary hues, Blake's subtle color, especially
in earth tones, being deepened into heavy reds and
oranges. Even a cursory glance through the colored
plates here will reveal how dominated they are by

red. It is not altogether facetious, given this
reproduction, to suggest that Fuzon evacuated Egypt

to escape the plague of measles ravaging its
inhabitants.

For the purposes of this review, somewhat
delayed by the death of Lessing J. Rosenwald, I have
compared the Easson reproduction closely with the
Trianon facsimile and with the original copy G,
recently transferred from the Alverthorpe Gallery to
its permanent residence in the Library of Congress.
It should be noted from the start that Blake's
familiar siena, the printing base for copy G, is
transmuted more or less (the values change from plate
to plate) to a strident red.

1. Title-page. A premonition of what is to
follow is figured in the anomalous change of the
plate numeral "1" in the upper right from an orange-
red to bright green. The sky in the upper right is
changed from muted blue to azure; indications of pale
green vegetation above an otherwise barren tree in
the upper left are lost in blotches of orange over
olive. A similar swathe of pale green across the
bottom is changed to olive.

2. Preludium. Ugly red stipple disfigures the
flesh of woman and child as well as the central
background: these are subtle flesh tones in the
original. The woman's outlandish henna hair should
be auburn. To her upper right gray-blue sky adopts
a greenish tinge toward the top: here all is azure.
The flame-like vegetation surrounding the text is a
lovely spring green in the original: here, olive-
orange, it suggests only fire.

3. Headpiece of youth racing through flames:
in the original pen lines and gold flecking give a
textured sense of the body's immersion in the medium.

4, Full-page design of crouched Urizen
surrounded by rock. The splendid gold flecks in the
rock, of obvious iconographical significance, are
lost here. Gray-blue in upper left, consistent with
rock, here looks like the intrusion of sky. Urizen's
body is simply not rose-purple.

5. Headpiece of haloed Urizen holding open
book. Again, the loss of gold in the halo and in
the text of the book removes iconographical signi-
ficance. The very top should be wholly dark blue,
not mostly black. The opaque black blotch across

the book is in the original a translucent shadow.

6. Full-page design of Urizen in semi-cruciform
position, immersed in water. This is far from the
original with all colors transmuted. Red on face
and in hair replaces subtle orange: Urizen's eyes
are not, as here, madly blood-shot. Where there is
white, read gray throughout; where electric blue,

a faint azure tint. Considerable overpainting with
silver leaf (in water to right of Urizen, on his
right foot, right knee, and on his beard) and gold
(on nose, right big toe, and below him) is lost and
with it the three-dimensional sense of immersion.

7. Three-quarters page design of three falling
figures encoiled by serpents. The basic background
color of the medium through which they fall should be
green, not as here orange. Considerable gold flecking
arching over the left figure and accentuating the
serpents is absent. The wonderful effect of a
scarlet overwash on gold leaf at the bottom is lost.
(Incidentally, even the Trianon facsimile erred here
by inverting the overlay.) Again, the figures have
a blotchy red rather than the grayish flesh tone
of the original.

8. Full-page design of figure balanced on hands
surrounded by rock-cloud medium: as a whole much
too bright and stark. Where Blake uses a gray or
pink-white this has simply white. Red striations
are too emphatic. The chief loss is the overwash of
lines on the left leg, suggestive of a veil or cloud.

9. Three-quarters design of agonized Los (?),
hands crossed over ears: far too red. Gold flecking
above head, to the right of and below the body, is
lost.

10. Two-thirds design of crouched skeleton.
Background of text should be 1ight blue, not violet,
with azure rather than black above skeletal circle.
The basic hue of the skeleton is gold to green, not,
as here, orange to red. Flecked gold accentuating
cranium and other parts of skeleton is lost.

11. Full-page design of shackled, weeping old
man. The figure sits on golden vegetation, with
golden rocks next to his right shoulder, and gold
also implicated in the halo-sunburst surrounding his
head. That burst is bright red here, but orange to
deep red in the original. The face and body have
a basic gray cast in the original: here there is
much pink and red.

12. One-third headpiece of figure in rear view
supporting rocks. Again as before, the rock should
be suffused with gold.

13. Two-thirds tailpiece with emaciated figure
and Los, surrounded and divided by flames. The text
has a gray, not violet, wash. The skeletal fiaure,
here an olive brown, has a distinctly green cast with
silver flecks on his legs. Los, in contrast, has
gold flecks on his legs. There is also gold to far
left and in flames above Los:; the flames have a
lighter rose tint.

14. Full-page design of crouched nude, arms be-
hind head, has too much red and white. There is gold
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leaf throughout the corona surrounding the figure.

15. Central design of figure holding apart
clouds lacks gold in clouds and on rear of head and
left shoulder.

16. Three-quarters design of four heavenly
figures looking down to earth. The cloud drapery
out of which the two on the right emerge should be
a gray-azure, not rich blue. Gold leaf surrounds
the descending arm of the one figure. The medium in
which his hand trails should be a gray-blue suggestive
of water, not green. An anomalous red bull's-eye
intruding just to the left of the plunging beard of
the figure to the far right suggests defective film
or unprofessional processing: Blake is not respon-
sible for it.

17. Full-page design of globe emerging from
hair of bent figure is perhaps beyond the capacity
of a photograph to reproduce. Considerable gold leaf
distinguishes the globe.

18. Three-quarters tailpiece of a cruciform
Los in flames, with hammer in left hand and right
hand on rock. Gold leaf is missing from the bottom.
There is some success in capturing his immersion in
flames here.

19. One-third headpiece of ascending Enitharmon
and crouched Los. The text is backed by a much more
pronounced gray wash. Background in the design
should be gray-black with azure, not turquoise,
shading. In the original, gold at Enitharmon's foot
suggests fire, with gray smoke billowing to her left:
this simply is lost.

20. One-third tailpiece of infant falling in
fire. A blotchy woodcut quality at the bottom is
without basis in the original. The dominant color
of the fire is yellow, not as here orange, with
streaks of gold.

21. Full-page design of Los-Enitharmon-Orc.
The true cast of these bodies is gray: the whitish-
red tones here are still preferable to the inexplic-
able chocolate to which they are darkened in the
Trianon edition.

22. Two-thirds tailpiece of Urizen exploring
his dens. The blue is too strong, and red splashes
in the rocks behind Urizen are missing, but this
plate is relatively close to the original.

23. Full-page design of heavily draped, moving
figure, viewed from the rear. Heavy red striations
on the drapery, overpainted in the original, have a
distinct and ugly presence here.

24. Full-page design of Urizen's four children,
the elements, is a very poor reproduction. Green at
the top is transmuted to orange; bluish gray sky to
heavy blue; the gray-green vegetation out of which
Grodna arises is olive, with his hand surrounded by
scarlet, not orange. The muted orange flesh tones
in the original are altered to ugly pinks and reds.

25. One-third headpiece with figures immersed

in green medium and entwined with serpent coils.
The original gray-green has become forest green, with
the purple wash at the bottom a gray-blue.

26. Full-page design of boy and dog before
immense door. The bottom half of this plate looks
as if it were splattered with bright red paint:
these are subtle accentuations of hue, done with
orange, in the original.

27. Two-thirds tailpiece with Urizen caught in
his nets is in general too olive in hue.

Plate a of copy C--plate 4 of the reading text--
is reproduced following plate 27.

To summarize briefly: one may ignore the
aesthetic consequences of the considerable trans-
mutation of color values throughout the plates, but
the infidelity has interpretive significance as well.
Fully a quarter of the plates have lost detail
essential to their meaning (plate 19 being especially
obvious), while the marked alteration in hue in
several (e.g. plates 2 and 16) obscures their import
or subjects them to serious misinterpretation. In
effect, this is not a reliable facsimile for
scholarly purposes, nor can it be used with confidence
in the classroom.

The twenty-eight color plates are followed by
a handsomely printed edition of the text. The
"Textual Note" acknowledges that "the nature of the
punctuation often shapes the reader's perception of
the meaning of Blake's words" (41), but that recog-
nition has insufficiently shaped the editors'
attitude toward their task. They appear not to have
been guided by the accrued consensus of modern
editorial procedure, which emphasizes a selfless
modesty as the editor's abiding virtue. Instead,
there is considerable editorial intrusion here, the
main feature being a lavish (and at times ungrammat-
ical) sprinkling of commas throughout. These have
a palpable rhetorical effect, separating integrated
components, slowing the momentum, and often removing
a studied ambiguity of modification that is dis-
tinctly Blakean. One recognizes that Blake's
idiosyncrasies, like those of Emily Dickinson, pose
insoluble problems for a systematic editor. S5till,
the caveat should be that less is more. Here, the
rule is that an editor's job is to make editorial
decisions wherever possible. Many are curious; Some
are clearly wrong.

A few examples, compared with the original, will
illustrate the effect of such fussing with the text.
(I identify line numbers, which are not included in
this edition, for convenience.)

And self-balanc'd, stretch'd o'er the void,
I alone, even I! The winds merciless
Bound, but condensing in torrents

They fall & fall; (4:18-21)

And self balanc'd stretch'd o'er the void
I alone, even I! the winds merciless
Bound; but condensing, in torrents

They fall & fall
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