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R e v i e w e d b y A n n B e r m i n g h a m 

M i l l e r . 

I
n February 1829, a f te r ten years as an 
Associate, John Constable was elected to 
f u l l membership in the Royal Academy by a 

margin of one vote. Other reasons besides the 
narrowness of his e lect ion made i t d i f f i c u l t for him 
to enjoy the recognit ion that i t o f f i c i a l l y conferred. 
He had los t his beloved wife Maria a few months 
before, and his paint ing was popular neither with 
c r i t i c s nor co l lec to rs . S t i l l smarting from his 
e lect ion seven months a f te r i t , Constable planned a 
series of pr in ts that would summarize, d i f f use , and 
defend the pr inc ip les of his a r t . He hired an 
engraver, David Lucas, to render in mezzotint several 
of his paintings and sketches. Lucas submitted his 
proofs to Constable and revised his steel plates 
according to the Tat ter 's correct ions, heightening 
and dramatizing the ef fects of natural l i g h t . The 
series appeared from June 1830 to July 1832 (four 
issues of four p r i n t s , and a f i f t h of s ix) under 
the t i t l e Various Subjects of Landscape, 
Characteristic of English Scenery, From Pictures 
Painted by John Constable, R. A. Although--or 
perhaps because—the pro jec t , which he financed 
himself , was not a great success, Constable published 
a second ed i t ion of the series in 1833, th is time 
with an expanded commentary and a new t i t l e , Various 
subjects of Landscape, characteristic of English 
Scenery, principally intended to mark the Phenomena 
of the Chiar'oscuro of Nature. 

Al l twenty-two mezzotints, along with eighteen 
other pr in ts from the Constable-Lucas co l labora t ion , 
have been reproduced a f te r fo r t y years of scholar ly 

neglect in Constable's ''English Landscape Scenery" 
by Andrew Wi l ton, who care fu l ly catalogues them and 
deta i ls the i r h istory and dates of issue. Mr. Wilton 
has performed a valuable serv ice, though one more 
valuable than he evidently knows. His prefatory 
essay is strangely lacking in reasons why th is l i t t l e 
known part of Constable's work should be bet ter 
known. Mr. Wilton only f inds in the pr in ts fur ther 
evidence of that "freedom from mannerism, from 
preconceptions derived from the work of other 
a r t i s t s " that Constable's work is t r a d i t i o n a l l y 
supposed to demonstrate. Even on i t s own sweepingly 
general terms, th is commonplace can scarcely be 
maintained. E. H. Gombrich has shown the consider-
able extent to which Constable did work from 
preconceptions, and the Bicentenary Exhibi t ion at 
the Tate Gallery in 1976 amply demonstrated 
Constable's debt to the work of Claude, Gainsborough, 
Wilson, G i r t i n , Cozens, and even Turner. I t i s not 
nature that determines the composition of Constable's 
work, so much as naturalism, that i s , an a r t i s t i c 
rhetor ic meant to convey the e f fec t of nature. I t 
is pa r t i cu la r l y inappropriate to extol Constable's 
freedom from mannerism in the context of these 
mannered mezzotints, where such a rhetor ic appears 
at i t s most t h e a t r i c a l . 

A l l that motivates Mr. Wi l ton's resurrect ion 
of English Landscape Scenenj seems to be an ideal 
of scholar ly thoroughness. In f a c t , the work has 
fa r more in terest ing claims to our a t ten t ion . Born 
of Constable's anxiety to secure public understanding 
and acceptance of his a r t , the series marks a 
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s ign i f i can t turning point in his s t y l e , from the 
restrained naturalism of his early works to the 
personal expressionism of his la te ones. The s h i f t , 
of course, is only the most conspicuous version of 
a tension running throughout a l l Constable's work 
between object ive representation and subject ive 
expression. Even the rhe to r i ca l l y restrained work 
of his ear ly period makes covert al lusions to pr ivate 
reminiscences (of his boyhood, his fa ther ' s business, 
his courtship) . In the bolder, reverse strategy 
taken in English Landscape Scenery, Constable 
i den t i f i es the overt personal expressionism of the 
pr in ts with an u t te r l y empirical study of nature. 
As the change of t i t l e ind icates, together with the 
changes of design asked from Lucas, the key to th is 
i den t i f i ca t i on is Constable's conception of 
chiaroscuro. As he asserts in his 1833 in t roduc t ion , 
chiaroscuro is both a natural and an a r t i s t i c means 
for giv ing landscape i t s expression. As a r e s u l t , 
"the Chiar'oscuro of Nature" permits Constable to 

equate nature's moods with his own. At the same 
time as the inky shadows and g l i t t e r i n g h igh l ights 
evoke the dramatic ef fects of natural l i g h t , they 
also imply an equally dramatic emotional response 
to them. (Both dramas, unfortunately, are l os t in 
the B r i t i sh Museum's muzzy reproductions.) 

Chiaroscuro is thus Constable's anxious way to 
seduce the uncomprehending public in to col laborat ing 
in the meaning and purpose of his a r t . We 
par t ic ipate at once in nature and in the emotional 
l i f e of an a r t i s t deeply moved by nature. I f a r t 
h istor ians have neglected English Landscape Scenery, 
the reason may be that the pr in ts were not executed 
by Constable himself. Yet insofar as they carry 
forward the dramatic revelat ion of the uses of 
chiaroscuro, they are d i r ec t l y pert inent to works 
that he did execute: those intensely tonal la te 
masterpieces l i k e "The Valley Farm" (1835) that seem 
to aspire to no less than the state of mezzotint. 

Janet M. Todd, ed. A W o l l s t o n e c r a f t 

A n t h o l o g y . Bloomington: Indiana 

University Press, 1977. $16.50. 

R e v i e w e d b y A l i c ia O s t r i k e r . 

T
wo years Blake's j u n i o r , an ambitious Mary 
Wollstonecraft ar r ived in London in 1787 at 
the age of twenty-eight, seeking a l i v i n g by 

her pen and declaring in a l e t t e r to her s i s t e r , " I 
am going to be the f i r s t of a new genus." Like 
Blake, Wollstonecraft was essent ia l ly self-educated. 
She had survived a penurious childhood and the 
conventional and humi l ia t ing employments of widow's 
companion and governess. She had abducted a s i s te r 
from a bad marriage, organized a school for g i r l s , 
par t ic ipated in Newington Green's community of 

i n te l l ec tua l Dissenters which included Richard 
Pr ice, and attended the deathbeds of her mother and 
of a best f r iend in Portugal. Having wr i t ten 
Thoughts on the Education of Daughters and Mary, a 
Fiction, both published by Joseph Johnson, she 
meant to support hersel f - -and a number of k i n . She 
was, she to ld Johnson, "not fond of g rove l l i ng . " 

Working for Johnson f i r s t as t rans la tor and 
reader, la te r as reviewer and e d i t o r i a l assistant 
fo r The Analytical Review, Wollstonecraft continued 
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