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HOW ORIGINAL WAS BLAKE ?

Robert N. Essick and Donald Pearce, eds.
Blake in His Time. Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1978. xx + 253 pp., 144
illus.

Reviewed by W. J. T. Mitchell.

o l;;[i_‘ii'ud by, Robert N. Essick

lake has, on the whole, been well-served by

scholarly anthologies. Visionary Forma

Dramatic (ed. David Erdman and John Grant)
showed us how to read his pictorial language in
harness with his visionary poetry; Blake's Sublime
Allegory (ed. Stuart Curran and Joseph Wittreich)
taught us that his major prophecies have a formal
and rhetorical integrity to match their intellectual
brilliance. Now Donald Pearce and Robert Essick
give us Blake in His Time to make clear what should
have been obvious all along, that Blake's work did
not spring from nothing, but emerged out of a deeply
learned and thoughtful examination of his cultural
milieu. In some ways this message does nothing to
redeem Blake from his splendid isolation: seeing
him in his own time does not necessarily make him
more accessible to ours, and nothing will ever
remedy the combination of bad luck, intransigence,
and indifference which led to Blake's neglect by all
but a handful of his contemporaries. But the other
kind of isolation, the kind that T. S. Eliot
referred to when he complained of Blake's "meanness
of culture"--this misconception has been decisively
eliminated. Most major artists encounter precisely
the opposite sort of fortunes in cultural history.
Criticism of them begins with the study of
influences, and attempts to place them in a network

of historical relationships. With Blake this sort of

thing has come very late, having to wait, it seems,

for the formation of a modern community of scholars
and general readers, the fit audience that Blake so
fervently desired.

To judge by this collection of essays the
scholarly audience is very fit and in no danger of
being few. Some of the essays manage that most
difficult of balancing acts, reconstructing the
historical context of a work of art while suggesting
its renewed importance for our own time. Gerald
Bentley's meticulous reconstruction of the artistic
response to The Book of Enoch when it appeared
in England in 1821 recovers a tiny but fascinating
moment in cultural history (five major artists and
poets illustrated or wrote about this apocryphal
book when it appeared) at the same time that it makes
visible the remarkable inventiveness of Blake's
designs for Enoch. Where Flaxman had translated the
Angels who couple with the daughters of men into his
predictable classical warriors, and Westall made
them winged shepherds in a sentimental pastoral,
Blake siezed upon a passage much later in The Book
of Enoch (message for illustrators: read the
whole book) in which the fallen angels are seen in
the shape of '"great stars, whose parts of shame
resembled those of horses." Blake, as Bentley shows,
presents this image pictorially as a pair of
Apollonian nudes with starry rays and giant phalluses
emanating from their loins. This grotesquely




effective invention (which sounds a bit ridiculous,
but is quite powerful in visual form) exemplifies
Blake's rare gift as an illustrator, his ability to
express something independent of, almost in spite
of his text (in this case, an affirmation of the
eroticism which is condemned by Enoch), and to do
so not by violating the text, but by imitating some
carefully selected particular image in a surprisingly
literal way. Bentley's account of this invention
highlights the central problem that unites the
essays in this collection, the question of Blake's
originality, uniqueness, and novelty; or, to put
the matter in its more vexed form, the question of
Blake as a copyist, imitator, and borrower--a
parasite on the art of his precursors and
contemporaries.

A practical and sensible way out of this dilemma
is the formula enunciated by Morton Paley, who speaks
for most of the other contributors on this issue:

In discussing Blake's theory and practice in

the light of traditions about ancient sculpture,
we do not at all detract from his uniqueness

as an artist; nor do we violate Blake's own

view of art. "The difference between a bad
Artist & a Good One," Blake wrote in his
Annotations to Reynolds, "Is the Bad Artist
Seems to Copy a Great Deal: The Good One Really
does Copy a Great Deal" (E 634). Blake really
did copy a great deal. The material he copies
often originated in other works of art but was
assimilated by his own mind and thoroughly
recast, so that Blake could truly say, no

matter how important or how numerous his
“sources," that he copied Imagination. (193)

Paley's formula raises, of course, as many questions
as it answers: What e the difference between
"seeming" to copy, and "really" copying? What
exactly is the "material" that is copied (motifs?
style or technique? inventions and compositional
arrangements of figures?)? What does "recasting”
this material imply? Melting it down into a
shapeless mass to be molded into Blake's own "new"
forms? Or taking the old forms and casting the

raw material of new circumstances, ideas, and
meanings in those forms? What, finally, does it
mean to "copy Imagination"? Paley's excellent essay
on "Blake and Ancient Sculpture" does not answer
these questions, but it provides the materials that
might help us answer them, and his formula for
reconciling Blake's tradition with his individual
talent allows us to have our cake, eat it too, and
get on with the practical work of interpreting
Blake: Blake is an original copyist, an imaginative
initator.

But other voices are not able to utter this
paradox with the same sort of equanimity. David
Bindman traces Blake's theory and practice of
imitation to neoclassic traditions expressed by,
among others, Blake's arch-foe, Joshua Reynolds,
who claimed that "Invention, strictly speaking, is
Tittle more than a new combination of those images
which have been previously gathered and deposited
in the memory: mothing can come of nothing: he
who has laid up no materials can produce no
combinations" (quoted in Bindman, 93). But Bindman
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notes that "there are potential problems in such
imitation" for an artist who has Blake's sort of
ambivalence about tradition: "So long as Blake
accepted the widespread eighteenth century assumption
of the supremacy of Greek art--and there is every
evidence that he did so in the 1790s--then Blake's
practice of imitation did not present a dilemma

. . But after 1800 or so he began to turn against
‘the silly Greek & Latin slaves of the Sword' (E 94)
and to regard Greek art and literature as Allegory
rather than Inspiration; i.e., the product of

Memory rather than Imagination" (95). This turnabout
was not, however, accompanied by a straightforward
repudiation of classical art or art theory. "Unable
to relinquish his profound feelings for Greek art,"
Bindman argues, Blake devises from his "conflicting
impulses . . . one of the more bizarre artistic
theories in the history of art, in which all
contradictions are reconciled and only historical
probability is sacrificed" (96). This is, of course,
the notorious idea that classical art is all derived
from lost Hebrew prototypes, and is a weak (but the
only available) imitation of the divinely inspired
originals. Blake's theory thus frees him to vilify
classical art while borrowing from it, to profess

a Romantic theory of imagination and original
inspiration while practicing the classical method

of imitation and invention. Bindman's theory
psychologizes Paley's paradox of the "original
copyist," making it the irrational solution to an
insoluble conflict, and historicizes it at the same
time, presenting us with a classical Blake to 1800,
and an apparently anti-classical Blake after 1800.
The really fundamental Blake, however, remains for
Bindman "eighteenth century in spirit . . , deter-
mined even to the end of his career by classical
idealism" (98).

One could wish for a strong counter-statement
to Bindman's neoclassical Blake from the spokesmen
for the Gothic tradition in this volume. After all,
one of the unmistakable "materials" of Blake's
imitation is the illuminated manuscript, a form
which presupposes a rather different sense of
artistic imitation based in the roles of the scribe,
grammarian, translator, and illustrator, and a
different sense of the text (radically unlike that
of print culture) as open to indefinite embellish-
ment, correction, and imitative "improvement" (this
attitude persists in England at least up until
Dryden's "creative" translations of Chaucer). The
words "imitation," "copy," and "invention," are not
exhaustively defined by eijghteenth-century neo-
classicism with its Greco-Roman pantheon, its
library of printed (and thus, in an important sense,
closed) classical texts, and its empirical,
associationist psychology of the creative process.

The essays on Blake's relation to Gothicism in
this volume tend, however, to treat this influence
in a rather generalized way. Roger Easson's essay
on "Blake and the Gothic" consists mainly of
pronouncements about “"the Gothic reality" and "the
Western view of the world." When Easson descends
to particulars his comments often seem odd or
unconvincing. "The decisive factor" in neoclassical
art is proclaimed to be "verisimilitude" defined as
representation of the "material world" (147: a
cursory look at Reynolds' Discourses or at Bindman's




essay would correct this impression). We are told
that, for Blake, "the fall always has to do with the
act of drawing fine distinctions, differentiating
between the Good and the Evil, between heavy and
light, between strong and weak, between right and
wrong" (152). Easson has here mixed a half-truth
with a host of patent falsehoods. It is true that
Blake criticizes the construction of abstract
"Negations," particularly the reduction of existence
to abstract categories of good and evil. But no one
has ever been more insistent than Blake on the
importance of "fine distinctions" and "minute
discriminations" as an intellectual and artistic
duty, and this includes the distinctions between
right and wrong, honesty and dishonesty, knaves and
fools. This sort of obfuscation is not surprising,
however, in an essay which concludes by defining
Blake's Gothic as "the spirit of vision that embraces
mystery rather than allegory" (153), at one fell
swoop identifying Blake with a phenomenon (mystery)
that he consistently despised, and opposing him to

a literary form which, with qualifications, he
practiced throughout his career.

Edward J. Rose's essay, "The Gothicized
Imagination of Michelangelo Blake," is considerably
more substantial and reliable than Easson's,
suggesting in its linkage of Michelangelo with the
Gothic tradition one way of mediating the conflict
between the neoclassic and Romantic versions of
Blake, and pointing us toward an exemplary
predecessor who was himself a genius at "imitating"
the antique, but in a spirit rather unlike that of
eighteenth-century neoclassicism. Yet Rose's essay
leads to a conclusion which seems, curiously enough,
to lTeave Blake not "in his time" but more isolated
than ever: "Blake was not really committed to the
direction of the art of the next hundred years any
more than he was at peace with the art of the hundred
years that preceded his time" (166).

The best theoretical account of Blake's struggle
with the classical tradition comes in Hazard Adams'
analysis of the annotations to Reynolds' Discourses.
Adams shows, in the same spirit as Bindman, that
there are many issues on which there is "really no
contradiction" between Reynolds and Blake, "but
Blake wants there to be one," partly because of
Blake's resentment of Reynolds' status in the art
world in contrast to his own neglect, partly because
of Blake's fundamentally different understanding of
the psychology and epistemology of art. Adams is
strongest in showing why Blake attacks Reynolds'
disparagement of "minute neatness" in imitation:

"On the matter of this kind of deception [illusion-
istic verisimilitude] Blake must have been in
agreement with Reynolds" (134), yet it is more
important for Blake to defend "Minute Neatness of
Execution" than to concur with Reynolds' attack on
illusionsism, because Blake wants to insist on a
concrete, particular, and individualized sense of
the universal, as against Reynolds' "general form,"
an incoherent hybrid of Platonic and empirical
psychology. On "the whole matter of copying and
drawing from models," Adams notes that Blake .
“sometimes agrees and sometimes disagrees with
Reynolds" (138). Blake agrees with Reynolds' idea
that copying is an essential part of artistic
apprenticeship, the way to learn the "language of

art," but he takes issue with Reynolds' relegation
of copying to a merely preparatory function; 1like
"mechanical excellence" and "facility in composing"
(which Reynolds also disparages), copying is for
Blake the activity of the mature artist who "copies
Imagination," and not a merely subordinate or
preliminary function. That is why Blake can sound
even more conservative and "classical" on the issue
of copying than Reynolds, calling "Servile Copying

. . . the Great Merit of Copying" (E 634): for Blake,
ends and means, invention and execution, realization
and conception are not, as they are for Reynolds,
separable aspects of the creative act.

The essays in Blake in His Time that deal with
his imitation of particular motifs or techniques of
predecessors and contemporaries tend to rely upon
the formula of imitative transformation or criticism
without reflecting upon it, generally with useful
results. Leslie Tannenbaum's "Blake and the
Iconography of Cain" presents the most deeply
developed critical argument in this group, showing
how Blake's pictorial treatments of the Cain and
Abel story criticize the sentimental and moralistic
treatments that Blake could have known, and transform
the story into a "sublime" confrontation with the
nature of divine justice. The other essays on
pictorial motifs are more in the line of preliminary
efforts, mapping out areas for future research.
Jenijoy La Belle's discussion of "Blake's Visions
and Re-visions of Michelangelo" traces one route of
Michelangelo's influence from the Sistine frescoes
through the sixteenth-century engravings of Adam
Ghisi, to the drawings which Blake made after these
engravings when he was a student. La Belle's
attempts to show significant "alterations in
emphasis" between original and copy are hampered,
however, by the lack of reproductions of many of
the Ghisi engravings and Michelangelo originals.

One wishes also that La Belle had been more
persistent in raising the question of how much
allusiveness to the original figure is operative in
Blake's echoes of these motifs in later work: she
seems content to generalize Michelangelo's fiqures
into familiar pathos formulae (thus "Blake learned
from the Manasses lunette how to show devitalized
humanity," but is evidently unconcerned about who
Manasses is). The only figure from Michelangelo
that La Belle credits with "a pre-existing conceptual
context" that Blake might have employed allusively
is that of the Prophet Daniel. Her conclusion,
that Blake "approached Michelangelo's art in much
the same way" that he approached his own visions,
“and that the usual distinction between copying
another artist and envisioning one's own designs
does not pertain" (22), seems exactly right, and

an important contribution to the discussion of
Blake's concepts of imitation and invention. But
if it leads to an emptying out or generalizing of
the "original" which is being copied then it is hard
to see how the imitation can have much critical,
transformative, or inventive content.

The other two essays which deal with "regions"
of Blake's imitation are solid, reliable efforts,
Kay Easson's discussion of "Blake and the Art of the
Book" is a good introduction to Blake's use of and
departures from traditional patterns in the layout
of illustrated books. The most important departure
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