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REVIEWS 

HOW ORIGINAL WAS BLAKE ? 

Robert N. Essick and Donald Pearce, eds. 

B lake in His T ime. Bloomington: Indiana 

University Press, 1978. xx + 253 pp., 144 

illus. 

R e v i e w e d b y W. J . T. M i t c h e l l . 

B
lake has , on the who le , been w e l l - s e r v e d by 

s c h o l a r l y a n t h o l o g i e s . Visionary Forms 

Dramatic (ed. David Erdman and John Grant) 

showed us how to read h is p i c t o r i a l language in 

harness w i t h h i s v i s i o n a r y p o e t r y ; Blake's Sublime 

Allegory (ed. S t u a r t Curran and Joseph W i t t r e i c h ) 

taugh t us t h a t h i s major prophecies have a formal 

and r h e t o r i c a l i n t e g r i t y to match t h e i r i n t e l l e c t u a l 

b r i l l i a n c e . Now Donald Pearce and Robert Essick 

g ive us Blake in His Time to make c l e a r what should 

have been obvious a l l a l o n g , t h a t B lake ' s work d i d 

not s p r i n g f rom n o t h i n g , bu t emerged ou t o f a deeply 

learned and t h o u g h t f u l examinat ion o f h i s c u l t u r a l 

m i l i e u . In some ways t h i s message does no th i ng to 

redeem Blake from h i s s p l e n d i d i s o l a t i o n : see ing 

him in h i s own t ime does not n e c e s s a r i l y make him 

more access ib le to o u r s , and no th ing w i l l ever 

remedy the combinat ion o f bad l u c k , i n t r a n s i g e n c e , 

and i n d i f f e r e n c e which l ed to B lake ' s neg lec t by a l l 

but a handfu l o f h i s con temporar ies . But the o t h e r 

k i n d o f i s o l a t i o n , the k ind t ha t T. S. E l i o t 

r e f e r r e d to when he complained o f B lake ' s "meanness 

o f c u l t u r e " - - t h i s misconcept ion has been d e c i s i v e l y 

e l i m i n a t e d . Most major a r t i s t s encounter p r e c i s e l y 

the oppos i te s o r t o f f o r t unes in c u l t u r a l h i s t o r y . 

C r i t i c i s m o f them begins w i t h the s tudy o f 

i n f l u e n c e s , and at tempts to place them in a network 

o f h i s t o r i c a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s . With Blake t h i s s o r t o f 

t h i n g has come very l a t e , hav ing to w a i t , i t seems, 

f o r the fo rmat ion o f a modern community o f scho la rs 

and general r eade rs , the f i t audience t h a t Blake so 

f e r v e n t l y d e s i r e d . 

To judge by t h i s c o l l e c t i o n o f essays the 

s c h o l a r l y audience i s very f i t and in no danger o f 

be ing few. Some o f the essays manage t h a t most 

d i f f i c u l t o f ba lanc ing a c t s , r e c o n s t r u c t i n g the 

h i s t o r i c a l con tex t o f a work o f a r t w h i l e sugges t ing 

i t s renewed importance f o r our own t i m e . Gerald 

B e n t l e y ' s met icu lous r e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f the a r t i s t i c 

response to The Book of Enoch when i t appeared 

in England i n 1821 recovers a t i n y bu t f a s c i n a t i n g 

moment i n c u l t u r a l h i s t o r y ( f i v e major a r t i s t s and 

poets i l l u s t r a t e d o r wro te about t h i s apocryphal 

book when i t appeared) a t the same t ime t h a t i t makes 

v i s i b l e the remarkable i nven t i veness o f B lake ' s 

designs f o r Enoch. Where Flaxman had t r a n s l a t e d the 

Angels who couple w i t h the daughters o f men i n t o h i s 

p r e d i c t a b l e c l a s s i c a l w a r r i o r s , and Westa l l made 

them winged shepherds i n a sen t imen ta l p a s t o r a l , 

Blake s iezed upon a passage much l a t e r i n The Book 

of Enooh (message f o r i l l u s t r a t o r s : read the 

whole book) in which the f a l l e n angels are seen in 

the shape o f "g rea t s t a r s , whose pa r t s o f shame 

resembled those o f h o r s e s . " B l a k e , as Bent ley shows, 

presents t h i s image p i c t o r i a l l y as a p a i r o f 

Apo l l on ian nudes w i t h s t a r r y rays and g i a n t pha l luses 

emanating f rom t h e i r l o i n s . This g ro tesque ly 
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e f f e c t i v e i n v e n t i o n (which sounds a b i t r i d i c u l o u s , 

bu t i s q u i t e power fu l i n v i sua l form) e x e m p l i f i e s 

B lake ' s rare g i f t as an i l l u s t r a t o r , h i s a b i l i t y to 

express something independent o f , almost in s p i t e 

o f h i s t e x t ( i n t h i s case, an a f f i r m a t i o n o f the 

e r o t i c i s m which i s condemned by Enoch), and to do 

so not by v i o l a t i n g the t e x t , bu t by i m i t a t i n g some 

c a r e f u l l y s e l e c t e d p a r t i c u l a r image in a s u r p r i s i n g l y 

l i t e r a l way. B e n t l e y ' s account o f t h i s i n v e n t i o n 

h i g h l i g h t s the c e n t r a l problem t h a t un i t es the 

essays i n t h i s c o l l e c t i o n , the ques t ion o f B lake ' s 

o r i g i n a l i t y , un iqueness, and n o v e l t y ; o r , to put 

the mat ter i n i t s more vexed fo rm, the ques t ion o f 

Blake as a c o p y i s t , i m i t a t o r , and bo r rower - -a 

p a r a s i t e on the a r t o f h i s p recursors and 

contemporar ies . 

A p r a c t i c a l and s e n s i b l e way out o f t h i s dilemma 
i s the formula enunc ia ted by Morton Pa ley , who speaks 
f o r most o f the o t h e r c o n t r i b u t o r s on t h i s i s s u e : 

In d i scuss ing B lake ' s theory and p r a c t i c e i n 

the l i g h t o f t r a d i t i o n s about anc i en t s c u l p t u r e , 

we do not a t a l l d e t r a c t from h is uniqueness 

as an a r t i s t ; nor do we v i o l a t e B lake ' s own 

view o f a r t . "The d i f f e r e n c e between a bad 

A r t i s t & a Good One," Blake wro te i n h i s 

Annota t ions to Reynolds, " I s the Bad A r t i s t 

Seems to Copy a Great Deal : The Good One Rea l l y 

does Copy a Great Dea l " (E 634) . Blake r e a l l y 

d i d copy a g rea t d e a l . The m a t e r i a l he copies 

o f t e n o r i g i n a t e d i n o t h e r works o f a r t bu t was 

a s s i m i l a t e d by h is own mind and tho rough ly 

r e c a s t , so t h a t Blake cou ld t r u l y say , no 

mat te r how impor tan t o r how numerous h is 

" s o u r c e s , " t h a t he copied I m a g i n a t i o n . (193) 

Pa ley 's formula r a i s e s , o f cou rse , as many quest ions 

as i t answers: What is the d i f f e r e n c e between 

"seeming" to copy, and " r e a l l y " copying? What 

e x a c t l y i s the " m a t e r i a l " t h a t i s copied (mo t i f s? 

s t y l e or technique? i nven t i ons and compos i t i ona l 

arrangements o f f i g u r e s ? ) ? What does " r e c a s t i n g " 

t h i s ma te r i a l imply? M e l t i n g i t down i n t o a 

shapeless mass to be molded i n t o B lake ' s own "new" 

forms? Or t a k i n g the o l d forms and c a s t i n g the 

raw ma te r i a l o f new c i r cums tances , i d e a s , and 

meanings in those forms? What, f i n a l l y , does i t 

mean to "copy Imag ina t ion "? Pa ley 's e x c e l l e n t essay 

on "Blake and Anc ien t S c u l p t u r e " does not answer 

these q u e s t i o n s , but i t p rov ides the m a t e r i a l s t h a t 

might he lp us answer them, and h is formula f o r 

r e c o n c i l i n g B lake ' s t r a d i t i o n w i t h h i s i n d i v i d u a l 

t a l e n t a l lows us to have our cake, ea t i t t o o , and 

get on w i t h the p r a c t i c a l work o f i n t e r p r e t i n g 

B lake : Blake is an o r i g i n a l c o p y i s t , an imag ina t i ve 

i n i t a t o r . 

But o the r voices are not able to u t t e r t h i s 

paradox w i t h the same s o r t o f equan im i t y . David 

Bindman t races B lake ' s theory and p r a c t i c e o f 

i m i t a t i o n to neoc lass i c t r a d i t i o n s expressed by , 

among o t h e r s , B lake ' s a r c h - f o e , Joshua Reynolds, 

who c la imed t h a t " I n v e n t i o n , s t r i c t l y speak ing , i s 

l i t t l e more than a new combinat ion o f those images 

which have been p r e v i o u s l y gathered and depos i ted 

i n the memory: mo t h i n g can come o f n o t h i n g : he 

who has l a i d up no m a t e r i a l s can produce no 

combina t ions" (quoted in Bindman, 9 3 ) . But Bindman 

notes t h a t " t he re are p o t e n t i a l problems in such 

i m i t a t i o n " f o r an a r t i s t who has B lake ' s s o r t o f 

ambivalence about t r a d i t i o n : "So long as Blake 

accepted the widespread e igh teen th cen tury assumption 

o f the supremacy o f Greek a r t - - a n d there is every 

evidence t h a t he d id so in the 1790s-- then B lake ' s 

p r a c t i c e o f i m i t a t i o n d id not present a dilemma . . 

. . But a f t e r 1800 or so he began to t u rn aga ins t 

' t he s i l l y Greek & L a t i n s laves o f the Sword' (E 94) 

and to regard Greek a r t and l i t e r a t u r e as A l l e g o r y 

r a t h e r than I n s p i r a t i o n ; i . e . , the product o f 

Memory r a t h e r than I m a g i n a t i o n " ( 9 5 ) . This tu rnabout 

was n o t , however, accompanied by a s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d 

r e p u d i a t i o n o f c l a s s i c a l a r t o r a r t t heo ry . "Unable 

to r e l i n q u i s h h is profound f e e l i n g s f o r Greek a r t , " 

Bindman argues, Blake devises from h is " c o n f l i c t i n g 

impulses . . . one o f the more b i z a r r e a r t i s t i c 

t h e o r i e s in the h i s t o r y o f a r t , i n which a l l 

c o n t r a d i c t i o n s are r e c o n c i l e d and on ly h i s t o r i c a l 

p r o b a b i l i t y i s s a c r i f i c e d " ( 9 6 ) . This i s , o f cou rse , 

the no to r i ous idea t h a t c l a s s i c a l a r t i s a l l de r i ved 

from l o s t Hebrew p r o t o t y p e s , and i s a weak (but the 

on ly a v a i l a b l e ) i m i t a t i o n o f the d i v i n e l y i n s p i r e d 

o r i g i n a l s . B lake ' s theory thus f rees him to v i l i f y 

c l a s s i c a l a r t w h i l e bor rowing from i t , to p ro fess 

a Romantic theory o f imag ina t ion and o r i g i n a l 

i n s p i r a t i o n w h i l e p r a c t i c i n g the c l a s s i c a l method 

o f i m i t a t i o n and i n v e n t i o n . Bindman's theory 

psycholog izes Pa ley ' s paradox o f the " o r i g i n a l 

c o p y i s t , " making i t the i r r a t i o n a l s o l u t i o n to an 

i n s o l u b l e c o n f l i c t , and h i s t o r i c i z e s i t a t the same 

t i m e , p resen t i ng us w i t h a c l a s s i c a l Blake to 1800, 

and an appa ren t l y a n t i - c l a s s i c a l Blake a f t e r 1800. 

The r e a l l y fundamental B lake , however, remains f o r 

Bindman "e igh teen th cen tu ry i n s p i r i t . . . d e t e r -

mined even to the end o f h i s career by c l a s s i c a l 

i d e a l i s m " ( 9 8 ) . 

One cou ld wish f o r a s t r o n g coun te r - s ta temen t 

to Bindman's neoc l ass i ca l Blake from the spokesmen 

f o r the Gothic t r a d i t i o n i n t h i s volume. A f t e r a l l , 

one o f the unmistakable " m a t e r i a l s " o f B l ake ' s 

i m i t a t i o n i s the i l l u m i n a t e d manusc r i p t , a form 

which presupposes a r a t h e r d i f f e r e n t sense o f 

a r t i s t i c i m i t a t i o n based i n the r o l e s o f the s c r i b e , 

grammarian, t r a n s l a t o r , and i l l u s t r a t o r , and a 

d i f f e r e n t sense o f the t e x t ( r a d i c a l l y u n l i k e t h a t 

o f p r i n t c u l t u r e ) as open to i n d e f i n i t e e m b e l l i s h -

ment, c o r r e c t i o n , and i m i t a t i v e " improvement" ( t h i s 

a t t i t u d e p e r s i s t s i n England a t l e a s t up u n t i l 

Dryden's " c r e a t i v e " t r a n s l a t i o n s o f Chaucer) . The 

words " i m i t a t i o n , " " copy , " and " i n v e n t i o n , " are not 

e x h a u s t i v e l y de f i ned by e i g h t e e n t h - c e n t u r y neo-

c l a s s i c i s m w i t h i t s Greco-Roman pantheon, i t s 

l i b r a r y o f p r i n t e d (and t h u s , i n an impor tan t sense, 

c losed) c l a s s i c a l t e x t s , and i t s e m p i r i c a l , 

a s s o c i a t i o n i s t psychology o f the c r e a t i v e p rocess . 

The essays on B lake ' s r e l a t i o n to Goth ic ism in 

t h i s volume t e n d , however, to t r e a t t h i s i n f l u e n c e 

in a r a t h e r gene ra l i zed way. Roger Easson's essay 

on "Blake and the Go th i c " c o n s i s t s main ly o f 

pronouncements about " the Gothic r e a l i t y " and " the 

Western view o f the w o r l d . " When Easson descends 

to p a r t i c u l a r s h i s comments o f t e n seem odd o r 

unconv inc ing . "The d e c i s i v e f a c t o r " i n n e o c l a s s i c a l 

a r t i s p roc la imed to be " v e r i s i m i l i t u d e " de f i ned as 

r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f the " m a t e r i a l w o r l d " (147; a 

cu rsory look a t Reynolds ' Discourses o r a t Bindman's 
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essay would correct th is impression). We are to ld 
tha t , for Blake, "the f a l l always has to do with the 
act of drawing f ine d i s t i nc t i ons , d i f f e ren t i a t i ng 
between the Good and the E v i l , between heavy and 
l i g h t , between strong and weak, between r i gh t and 
wrong" (152). Easson has here mixed a h a l f - t r u t h 
wi th a host of patent falsehoods. I t is true that 
Blake c r i t i c i z e s the construction of abstract 
"Negations," pa r t i cu la r l y the reduction of existence 
to abstract categories of good and e v i l . But no one 
has ever been more ins is ten t than Blake on the 
importance of " f ine d i s t i nc t i ons " and "minute 
discr iminat ions" as an in te l l ec tua l and a r t i s t i c 
duty, and th is includes the d is t inc t ions between 
r igh t and wrong, honesty and dishonesty, knaves and 
foo ls . This sort of obfuscation is not su rp r i s ing , 
however, in an essay which concludes by def in ing 
Blake's Gothic as "the s p i r i t of vision that embraces 
mystery rather than a l legory" (153), at one f e l l 
swoop iden t i f y ing Blake with a phenomenon (mystery) 
that he consistent ly despised, and opposing him to 
a l i t e r a r y form which, with qua l i f i ca t i ons , he 
practiced throughout his career. 

Edward J . Rose's essay, "The Gothicized 
Imagination of Michelangelo Blake," is considerably 
more substantial and re l iab le than Easson's, 
suggesting in i t s linkage of Michelangelo with the 
Gothic t r ad i t i on one way of mediating the con f l i c t 
between the neoclassic and Romantic versions of 
Blake, and point ing us toward an exemplary 
predecessor who was himself a genius at " im i ta t i nq " 
the antique, but in a s p i r i t rather unl ike that of 
eighteenth-century neoclassicism. Yet Rose's essay 
leads to a conclusion which seems, cur iously enough, 
to leave Blake not " in his time" but more isolated 
than ever: "Blake was not rea l ly committed to the 
d i rect ion of the a r t of the next hundred years any 
more than he was at peace with the ar t of the hundred 
years that preceded his time" (166). 

The best theoret ical account of Blake's struggle 
with the c lassical t rad i t i on comes in Hazard Adams' 
analysis of the annotations to Reynolds' Discourses. 
Adams shows, in the same s p i r i t as Bindman, that 
there are many issues on which there is " rea l l y no 
contradic t ion" between Reynolds and Blake, "but 
Blake wants there to be one," par t ly because of 
Blake's resentment of Reynolds' status in the ar t 
world in contrast to his own neglect, par t ly because 
of Blake's fundamentally d i f fe ren t understanding of 
the psychology and epistemology of a r t . Adams is 
strongest in showing why Blake attacks Reynolds' 
disparagement of "minute neatness" in im i t a t i on : 
"On the matter of th is kind of deception [ i l l u s i o n -
i s t i c ve r i s im i l i t ude ] Blake must have been in 
agreement with Reynolds" (134), yet i t is more 
important for Blake to defend "Minute Neatness of 
Execution" than to concur with Reynolds' attack on 
i l1usionsism, because Blake wants to i ns i s t on a 
concrete, pa r t i cu l a r , and ind iv idual ized sense of 
the un iversa l , 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 wi th 
Reynolds" (138). Blake agrees with Reynolds' idea 
that copying is an essential part of a r t i s t i c 
apprenticeship, the way to learn the "language of 

a r t , " but he takes issue with Reynolds' relegat ion 
of copying to a merely preparatory funct ion ; l i k e 
"mechanical excellence" and " f a c i l i t y in composing" 
(which Reynolds also disparages), copying is for 
Blake the a c t i v i t y of the mature a r t i s t who "copies 
Imagination," and not a merely subordinate or 
prel iminary funct ion. That is why Blake can sound 
even more conservative and "c lass ica l " on the issue 
of copying than Reynolds, ca l l i ng "Servi le Copying 
. . . the Great Merit of Copying" (E 634): for Blake, 
ends and means, invention and execution, rea l i za t ion 
and conception are not , as they are for Reynolds, 
separable aspects of the creative act. 

The essays in Blake in His Time that deal wi th 
his imi ta t ion of par t i cu la r motifs or techniques of 
predecessors and contemporaries tend to re ly upon 
the formula of im i ta t i ve transformation or c r i t i c i s m 
without re f lec t ing upon i t , generally wi th useful 
resu l ts . Lesl ie Tannenbaum's "Blake and the 
Iconography of Cain" presents the most deeply 
developed c r i t i c a l argument in th is group, showing 
how Blake's p i c to r i a l treatments of the Cain and 
Abel story c r i t i c i z e the sentimental and mora l is t ic 
treatments that Blake could have known, and transform 
the story into a "sublime" confrontat ion with the 
nature of divine j u s t i c e . The other essays on 
p i c to r i a l motifs are more in the l ine of prel iminary 
e f f o r t s , mapping out areas for future research. 
Jenijoy La Bel le 's discussion of "Blake's Visions 
and Re-visions of Michelangelo" traces one route of 
Michelangelo's influence from the Sist ine frescoes 
through the sixteenth-century engravings of Adam 
Ghis i , to the drawings which Blake made a f te r these 
engravings when he was a student. La Bel le 's 
attempts to show s ign i f i can t "a l terat ions in 
emphasis" between or ig ina l and copy are hampered, 
however, by the lack of reproductions of many of 
the Ghisi engravings and Michelangelo o r i g i na l s . 
One wishes also that La Belle had been more 
persistent in ra is ing the question of how much 
allusiveness to the o r ig ina l f igure is operative in 
Blake's echoes of these motifs in la te r work: she 
seems content to generalize Michelangelo's f igures 
into fami l ia r pathos formulae (thus "Blake learned 
from the Manasses lunette how to show devi ta l ized 
humanity," but is evidently unconcerned about who 
Manasses i s ) . The only f igure from Michelangelo 
that La Belle credi ts wi th "a pre-ex is t ing conceptual 
context" that Blake might have employed a l l us i ve l y 
is that of the Prophet Daniel. Her conclusion, 
that Blake "approached Michelangelo's ar t in much 
the same way" that he approached his own v is ions , 
"and that the usual d i s t i nc t ion between copying 
another a r t i s t and envisioning one's own designs 
does not per ta in" (22) , seems exactly r i g h t , and 
an important contr ibut ion to the discussion of 
Blake's concepts of imi ta t ion and invent ion. But 
i f i t leads to an emptying out or general izing of 
the " o r i g i n a l " which is being copied then i t is hard 
to see how the imi ta t ion can have much c r i t i c a l , 
t ransformative, or inventive content. 

The other two essays which deal wi th "regions" 
of Blake's imi ta t ion are s o l i d , re l i ab le e f f o r t s . 
Kay Easson's discussion of "Blake and the Art of the 
Book" is a good introduct ion to Blake's use of and 
departures from t rad i t i ona l patterns in the layout 
of i l l u s t r a t e d books. The most important departure 
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i s , o f cou rse , the Blakean i n v e n t i o n o f r e l i e f 

p r i n t i n g , a t echno log i ca l "advance" which is 

employed, p a r a d o x i c a l l y , to " r e g r e s s " to the 

i n t e g r a t e d form o f the i l l u m i n a t e d manusc r i p t , and 

to e l i m i n a t e the d i v i s i o n o f l abo r and form (wh i l e 

employing the mechanical means) o f the modern 

i l l u s t r a t e d book. Easson is very good on the ways 

in which Blake i m i t a t e s and parodies convent iona l 

f ea tu res l i k e t a i l - p i e c e s , b o r d e r s , f rames, column 

p i c t u r e s , marginal des igns , f r o n t i s p i e c e s , and 

t i t l e - p a g e s , but too o f t e n she i s con ten t merely to 

suggest t h a t i l l u s t r a t i v e fea tu res have s i g n i f i c a n c e 

w i t h o u t go ing on to say what t h a t s i g n i f i c a n c e i s . 

F i n a l l y , Anne M e l l o r ' s account o f "Physiognomy, 

Phrenology, and B lake ' s V i s iona ry Heads" i s a 

j u d i c i o u s and workmanl ike e f f o r t , f u l l o f cur ious 

l e a r n i n g which ( thank heavens!) i s not taken too 

s e r i o u s l y , as i t c e r t a i n l y was not by B lake . 

One t h i n g t h a t must s t r i k e a reader o f Blake 

in His Time i s the r e l a t i v e s c a r c i t y o f p r o f e s s i o n a l 

a r t h i s t o r i a n s among i t s c o n t r i b u t o r s . I t i s one 

o f the g r e a t m is fo r tunes o f Blake scho la r sh ip t h a t 

he cont inues to be neg lec ted by a l l but a few a r t 

h i s t o r i a n s , and h is p i c t u r e s thus have to be 

exp la ined by moon l i gh t i ng l i t e r a r y s c h o l a r s . Aside 

f rom David Bindman, whose t r a i n i n g in t r a d i t i o n a l 

a r t h i s t o r y p a r t l y accounts f o r h i s neoc l ass i ca l 

ve rs ion o f B l ake , the on ly c e r t i f i e d a r t h i s t o r i a n 

in t h i s volume is Mar t i n B u t l i n , who f i n d s h i m s e l f 

e x p l a i n i n g to the Blakeans what would be p e r f e c t l y 

obvious and t r i v i a l to an audience o f a r t h i s t o r i a n s , 

the myster ies o f "Cata logu ing W i l l i a m B l a k e . " 

B u t l i n ' s essay i s a t r e a s u r e t r o v e o f i n f o r m a t i o n i n 

problems o f d a t i n g , a u t h e n t i c i t y , and the nuances o f 

"evidence o f the e y e , " and shou ld be s t ud i ed 

a t t e n t i v e l y by any Blake scho la r concerned w i t h the 

h i s t o r i c a l con tex t o f B lake ' s p i c t o r i a l a r t . 

The o the r essays which focus on B lake ' s 

p i c t o r i a l achievement are the work o f l i t e r a r y 

c r i t i c s who have been doing t h e i r homework in a r t 

h i s t o r y f o r so long they shou ld have honorary 

degrees. Jean Hagstrum c o n t r i b u t e s a r i c h l y 

sugges t i ve e x p l o r a t i o n o f the poss ib l e i n f l u e n c e o f 

Romney's drawings on B lake ' s e a r l y wo rk , and Robert 

Essick d iscusses the sub jec t he probably understands 

b e t t e r than any o t h e r scho la r i n the w o r l d , B lake ' s 

" iconography o f t e c h n i q u e s . " Essick shows how 

" c o n t r o l l e d a c c i d e n t s " i n B lake ' s p r i n t i n g procedures 

can take on s i g n i f i c a n c e — a s i g n i f i c a n c e t h a t , one 

suspec ts , i s sometimes more a t t r i b u t a b l e to the 

beholder than the c r e a t o r . Essick seems on s o l i d 

ground when he d iscusses the m u l t i - r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a l 

e f f e c t o f pa t t e rns o f c o l o r p r i n t i n g which " r e f e r 

s imu l taneous l y to g e o l o g i c a l , b i o l o g i c a l , and 

psycho log ica l f o r m s . " But when we are t o l d t h a t 

B lake ' s " f o u l i n k i n g " on p l a t e 47 o f Jerusalem copy 

C " i s p a r t o f h i s r e v o l t aga ins t emp i re , a g a i n s t the 

hegemony o f machine over man" ( 6 ) , we fee l t h a t the 

boundar ies o f p r o b a b i l i t y are being breached. E i t h e r 

t h a t o r Blake was express ing in an i n e f f e c t i v e and 

s e l f - d e f e a t i n g way what he was capable o f say ing 

much b e t t e r i n o t h e r ways. 

I save f o r the l a s t the two essays which deal 

w i t h sub jec ts c l o s e s t to my own i n t e r e s t in B l ake , 

h is work i n composite a r t forms which u n i t e poe t ry 

and p a i n t i n g , and, by i m p l i c a t i o n , t ime and space. 

Yvonne Caro the rs ' essay on "Space and Time in Milton" 

i s a w o r t h y , but s e r i o u s l y f lawed a t tempt to r e l a t e 

Kant 's unders tanding o f t ime and space to B lake ' s 

a r t ( the f laws a r e : an unders tand ing o f Kant which 

seems to come main ly through secondary sou rces ; a 

f a i l u r e to make an argument as to why Blake shou ld 

be connected w i t h Kant ; and some u n c e r t a i n t y about 

e x a c t l y what the s u b j e c t o f the essay i s ) . Joseph 

W i t t r e i c h ' s "Pa in ted P rophec ies , " on the o t h e r hand, 

i s one o f the most impor tan t essays on the nature 

o f B lake ' s composite a r t i n recent y e a r s . W i t t r e i c h 

takes up t h a t s ide o f the ut pietura poesis t r a d i t i o n 

too o f t e n ignored by scho la rs steeped in the 

c l a s s i c a l t r a d i t i o n , the model o f " sac ramenta l " and 

B i b l i c a l p i c t o r i a l ism embodied in the t e x t and 

i n t e r p r e t i v e t r a d i t i o n s o f the Book o f R e v e l a t i o n . 

W i t t r e i c h surveys the complex v a r i e t y o f v e r b a l / 

v i sua l and t e x t u a l / p i c t o r i a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s t h a t 

i n f o rm the p e c u l i a r d iscourse o f prophecy: the 

p rophe t i c exper ience as a psycho log ica l drama t h a t 

combines v i sua l and verba l m a t e r i a l ; the r h e t o r i c a l 

concept o f v i s i o n a r y prophecy as a " un i ve r sa l 

language o f v i s u a l i c o n s " ; and d e s c r i p t i o n s o f the 

book which i s g iven to John on Patmos as a s c r o l l 

adorned w i t h p i c t u r e s and h i e r o g l y p h s . 

There is an unacknowledged tens ion in 

W i t t r e i c h ' s p r e s e n t a t i o n , however, t h a t bears on 

the problem o f o r i g i n a l and copy t h a t we have been 

t r a c i n g th roughout t h i s volume. In one sense, o f 

course , the re is f o r the p rophe t i c a r t i s t no such 

t h i n g as " i m i t a t i o n " in the c l a s s i c a l sense because 

the prophet i s always a t the o r i g i n , in d i r e c t , 

unmediated con tac t w i t h d i v i n e i n s p i r a t i o n , and thus 

f r eed f rom the h i s t o r i c a l chain o f i n f l u e n c e and 

i m i t a t i o n . The v i s u a l , v i s i o n a r y , and p i c t o r i a l 

c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n s o f prophecy a r e , in f a c t , a way o f 

s t r e s s i n g t h i s unmediated, i n t u i t i v e access to the 

d i v i n e message. The verbal element o f prophecy i s , 

f o r the commentators on R e v e l a t i o n , a k i nd o f 

supplement to the o r i g i n a l message: " the assumption 

o f a l l these commentators i s t h a t C h r i s t ' s v i s i o n 

i s presented i n i t i a l l y as a p i c t u r e ; f o r John 's 

(and our ) sakes , t h a t v i s i o n i s preserved in a book, 

t h i s t ime w i t h words accompanying the p i c t u r e s ; and 

t h i s book, in t u r n , i s t r a n s l a t e d by John i n t o the 

Apocalypse, i n t o i t s verbal i c o n s " ( 104 ) . The t e x t 

i s added as an accommodation " f o r our sakes" : i t 

med ia tes , p rese rves , and i n t e r p r e t s the o r i g i n a l 

v i s i o n f o r those o f us who do not have access to 

p rophe t i c i n s i g h t , or to the o r i g i n a l i l l u s t r a t e d 

s c r o l l g iven by C h r i s t to S t . John. But we need 

to ask a t t h i s p o i n t why these secondary , 

supplemental steps are necessary i f the o r i g i n a l 

v i s i o n i s i n s c r i b e d in the un i ve rsa l language o f 

p i c t o r i a l r e p r e s e n t a t i o n , the medium which needs no 

learned read ing o r i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , bu t needs on l y 

be beheld to be understood? I s n ' t t h i s u n i v e r s a l i z -

i ng and democra t i z ing o f the d i v i n e message p r e c i s e l y 

the po in t o f i l l u s t r a t i n g o r i l l u m i n a t i n g the sacred 

t e x t ? What e l se but t h i s i s the l o g i c o f p roduc ing 

an i l l u s t r a t e d biblia pauperum t h a t can be read by 

the i l l i t e r a t e l a i t y ? Why doesn ' t the prophet 

s imp ly p a i n t what he sees, o r copy the p i c t u r e s from 

C h r i s t ' s s c r o l l , thus e l i m i n a t i n g the p r i e s t l y , 

s c r i b a l middleman who w i l l become cus tod ian o f ' t h e 

p rophe t ' s verba l t r a n s l a t i o n o f the d i v i n e v i s i o n ? 

The answer can on ly be t h a t those p i c t u r e s are not 

t r a n s p a r e n t , unmediated, u n i v e r s a l l y readable 
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r e v e l a t i o n s o f d i v i n e messages, but are "concealed 

and dumb p r o p h e c i e s , " h ie rog lyphs which r e q u i r e 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , a verba l supplement to unve i l t h e i r 

hidden meaning. The p i c t o r i a l express ion no longer 

revea ls the o r i g i n a l i n s p i r a t i o n but conceals i t , 

is no longer e loquent but dumb; the verbal t r a n s l a -

t i o n no longer appears as a super f luous cove r ing o r 

husk to the o r i g i n a l p rophe t i c p i c t u r e , but becomes 

" r e v e l a t i o n in the l i t t e r a l e x p r e s s i o n , " a t e x t u a l 

express ion o f the o r i g i n a l meaning in tended by and 

concealed in the p i c t u r e . This new genealogy o f 

p rophe t i c express ion reverses the p r i o r i t y o f v i sua l 

to verbal express ion i n s i s t e d on by the commentators 

on R e v e l a t i o n , and res to res the p r i o r i t i e s o f Old 

Testament and Eng l i sh P r o t e s t a n t prophecy: "There 

are th ree kinds o f prophecy, says Luther in h i s 

1545 Preface to the Apocalypse: Moses' k ind which 

cons i s t s on ly o f words , D a n i e l ' s which combines 

words w i t h symbols, and John's which i s pu re l y 

v i s i o n a r y and c o n s i s t s on l y o f ' P i c t u r e s ' " ( 103 ) . 

As W i t t r e i c h n o t e s , "Hebrew law, in f a c t , forbade 

the k ind o f p i c t o r i a l adornment t h a t C h r i s t i a n i t y 

encouraged" (104 ) . The p i c t u r e is not s imply 

supplemental and secondary, a necessary e v i l , bu t 

now becomes an unnecessary e v i l , a va in i d o l to be 

smashed by the i c o n o c l a s t . 

These reve rsa l s in the v e r b a l / v i s u a l d i a l e c t i c 

o f p rophe t i c poe t i cs p rov ide new pe rspec t i ve on the 

exact charac te r o f B lake ' s i l l u m i n a t e d books. 

B lake ' s r e f u s a l to g ran t p r i v i l e g e o r p r i o r i t y to 

t e x t o r des ign , h i s c o n s t r u c t i o n o f h i s i l l u m i n a t e d 

books as a k ind o f i cono - l ogo -mach ia , the t e x t a 

b a t t l e g r o u n d o f verbal and p i c t o r i a l modes, i s a 

s t r a t egy f o r d rama t i z i ng a fundamental c o n f l i c t in 

the network o f r e l i g i o u s s igns upon which he draws. 

The ambivalence about the icon o r image in P r o t e s t a n t 

c u l t u r e , i t s double l i f e as a t r anspa ren t window on 

the d i v i n e message, o r an obscure h i e r o g l y p h which 

conceals t h a t message and th rea tens to become an 

o b j e c t o f i d o l a t r y - - t h i s ambivalence is conver ted by 

Blake i n t o a source o f energy f o r the poe t i c and 

p i c t o r i a l c i r c u i t s o f h i s i l l u m i n a t e d t e x t s . 

The tens ion between verba l and v i sua l express ion 

which i s revea led in W i t t r e i c h ' s account o f " pa in ted 

p rophec ies" a lso c l a r i f i e s , I would sugges t , B l ake ' s 

complex a t t i t u d e toward the problems o f o r i g i n and 

copy, i n v e n t i o n and i m i t a t i o n . Verbal and p i c t o r i a l 

modes are c o n t i n u a l l y d iscussed in p rophe t i c poe t i c s 

i n terms o f p r i o r i t y and supp lemen ta t i on , " o r i g i n a l " 

v i s i o n (o r verbal message) and a secondary t r a n s l a -

t i o n , i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , or i l l u m i n a t i o n which r e p l a c e s , 

t r a n s f o r m s , o r unve i l s the " o r i g i n a l meaning" 

concealed i n the " o r i g i n a l w o r k . " The r e l a t i o n o f 

t e x t and design shares in the same d i a l e c t i c t h a t 

informs B lake ' s unders tanding o f copy and o r i g i n a l . 

The impor tan t d i s t i n c t i o n f o r Blake i s no t between 

copy and o r i g i n a l , bu t between a weak (o r tame o r 

"seeming") copy and a s t r o n g , " r e a l " copy. Blake 

c o u l d , l i k e Bindman's good c l a s s i c i s t , speak o f 

i m i t a t i o n and i n v e n t i o n , bu t w i t h o u t meaning q u i t e 

the same t h i n g as F u s e l i , whom Bindman quo tes : 

The term i n v e n t i o n never ought to be so f a r 

misconstrued as to be confounded w i t h t h a t o f 

c r e a t i o n , i ncompa t ib le w i t h our no t i ons o f 

l i m i t e d b e i n g , an idea o f pure as tons ishment , 

and admissable on l y when we ment ion Omnipotence; 

to i nven t i s to f i n d : to f i n d someth ing , 

presupposes i t s ex i s tence somewhere, i m p l i c i t l y 

or e x p l i c i t l y , s c a t t e r e d or i n a mass. (93) 

What i f one i s a c l a s s i c i s t who be l i eves t h a t the 

on ly omnipotent d e i t y wor th ment ion ing i s the one 

t h a t " res ides i n the human b r e a s t , " the Poet ic 

Genius o r human imag ina t ion? The no t i on o f i m i t a t i n g 

a prev ious work o f a r t cannot be seen from t h i s p o i n t 

o f view as supp lementa l , secondary, o r p a r a s i t i c a l , 

cannot be incompat ib le w i t h c r e a t i o n . In f a c t , 

" I m i t a t i o n is C r i t i c i s m , " not a s l a v i s h copying o f 

the ex te rna l form o f a p r i o r work , but an i n t e r p r e t a -

t i o n which revea ls what the t e x t has p r e v i o u s l y 

h i dden , an i l l u m i n a t i o n o r e x p l a n a t i o n . The 

" o r i g i n a l meaning" o f a t e x t i s not l o s t , or locked 

f o r e v e r in the reced ing moment o f i t s h i s t o r i c a l 

c r e a t i o n , but un fo lds in the h i s t o r y o f i t s 

i m i t a t i v e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s . That i s why Blake can 

seem to have both an a h i s t o r i c a l view o f a r t as 

unprogress ive r e v e l a t i o n s o f the i m a g i n a t i o n , and 

y e t see h i m s e l f as b u i l d i n g h is own a r t p r o g r e s s i v e l y 

out o f M i l t o n and the B i b l e (both read in the 

" i n f e r n a l s e n s e " ) , and out o f a c l a s s i c a l t r a d i t i o n 

which has f a l l e n prey to "tame i m i t a t i o n " by t r e a t i n g 

i t s sacred t e x t s as c losed books, t races o f an 

unrecoverable o r i g i n . When Blake i m i t a t e s a work o f 

a r t (which w i l l i t s e l f , he knows, be an i m i t a t i o n — 

an engrav ing o f a Renaissance master , a t e x t which 

supplements or i n t e r p r e t s a v i s i o n , a p i c t u r e which 

i l l u s t r a t e s a t e x t ) he i m i t a t e s the o r i g i n a l 

a u t h o r i t y t h a t enables human beings to c o n s t r u c t 

f o r themselves a w o r l d o f s i g n s , and thus "copies 

I m a g i n a t i o n . " There i s thus no d i s t i n c t i o n f o r 

B l ak e , as there is f o r Reynolds, between the phase 

in the l i f e o f an a r t i s t , o r the h i s t o r y o f a r t , 

when we must copy and i n v e n t : we lea rn the language 

o f a r t by copying o the r works o f a r t ; we execute 

o r i g i n a l works o f a r t by copying f o r e v e r . 
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