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In about 1810, Blake cal led upon "Englishmen" 
to "rouze yourselves from the fa ta l Slumber 
in to which Booksellers & Trading Dealers 

have thrown you Under the a r t f u l l y propagated 
pretence that a Translat ion or a Copy of any kind 
can be as honourable to a Nation as An O r i g i n a l . "

1 

This appeal has been so thoroughly answered by 
twentieth-century co l l ec to rs , connoisseurs, and 
curators as to overthrow completely the aesthetic of 
the las t two centuries which highly valued reproduc-
t i ve graphics. The triumph of o r ig ina l printmaking 
has transformed our sense of what to value in pr in ts 
and, less happi ly , has tended to obscure the impor-
tance of copy engraving as the predominant form of 
the c ra f t throughout Blake's l i f e t i m e . The recent 
e x h i b i t i o n , Painters and Engraving, at the Yale 
Center for B r i t i sh Art was a worthy and generally 
successful attempt to restore a more balanced 
h i s to r i ca l view and invest igate—but not necessari ly 
advocate—the values of the reproductive p r i n t . 

The 150 works in the e x h i b i t i o n , including a 
few paintings accompanied by the i r graphic t rans la -
t i ons , were displayed with appropriate res t ra in t on 
the t h i r d f l oo r of the handsome new Yale Center. 
Al l the pr in ts were f i n e , ear ly impressions and for 
the most part in excel lent condi t ion. Many of these 
works were o r i g i n a l l y intended for the co l l ec to r ' s 
p o r t f o l i o or display in int imate domestic se t t inqs , 
and thus I had to compensate for the public and 
i n s t i t u t i o n a l context of the exh ib i t by moving from 
p r i n t to p r i n t and studying each at close range. 
Rich burr , mossy t i n t s , and clean strokes must be 
appreciated at a distance not to exceed twenty 
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inches. A scholarly exh ib i t of th is type never 
draws the crowds swarming over the MOMA Picasso 
f i es ta on the same weekend I v i s i t ed the Center. 
Left frequently alone, except for an occasional guard 
who feared I was fogging up the g laz ing, I could 
study the pr in ts with considerable convenience. 
Three v i s i t s of about two hours each made for a calm 
and decorous experience with a proper eighteenth-
century balance of del ight and i ns t ruc t i on . 

The exh ib i t ion had a narrow focus, fo r i t dealt 
not with the f u l l range of reproductive printmaking 
in England from c. 1720 to c. 1830 (as the s u b - t i t l e 
imp l ies) , but rather with the spec i f i c f i e l d of 
p r in ts copied a f te r paintings executed as f in ished 
works in the i r own r i gh t . Further, almost a l l of 
the pr in ts were based on eighteenth or ear ly nine-
teenth-century B r i t i sh pa in t ings, and book i l l u s -
t ra t ions were generally excluded. This f i e l d was in 
turn divided in to fourteen sect ions. Recit ing them 
i s a b i t tedious, but an e f f i c i e n t way of giv ing a 
sense of the e x h i b i t ' s contents and an out l ine of 
the h is tory of eighteenth-century English copy 
engravings a f te r paint ings. 

1. Hogarth and His Predecessors (Le Blon, J . B. 
Jackson, K i r k a l l

2
) 

2. The Mezzotint and Subject Painting 1735-1760 
(Faber, Houston, McArdell) 

3. The Revival of Line 1740-1770 (Ravenet, Wool lett) 

4. The I r i sh Mezzotint Engravers in London 1750-1775 
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(Frye, Fisher, Watson, Dixon) 

5. English Mezzotint Engravers 1760-1775 (Spi lsbury, 
Green, Earlom, Pether) 

6. Benjamin West and the Market fo r Prints a f te r 
History Paintings (Green and Woollett again, 
H a l l , Strange) 

7. Reynolds and the Great Age of the Por t ra i t 
Mezzotint 1775-1785 (Watson, J . R. Smith, 
Sherwin) 

8. An Expanding Pr in t Market: The New Techniques 
of St ipple and Aquatint (Ryland, Bar to lozz i , 
Knight, Schiavonett i) 

9. The Painter as Pr in t Maker: The Prints of 
George Stubbs and James Barry. 

10. The Painter and the Search for the Best Sel l ing 
Pr in t 1775-1800 (Bar to lozz i , Woollett & Ernes, 
Sharp) 

11. The Widening Range of Mezzotint 1780-1810 
(Earlom, J . R. Smith, Ward) 

12. The Ambitions of the ,Pr in t Publishers (Heath, 
Skelton, Sharp, Tomkins, Anker Smith; and the 
publishers Macklin, Boydel l , and Bowyer) 

13. The English Pr in t Trade and the French 
Revolutionary Wars (Orme, Bromley, Heath) 

14. Conclusion: The Early Nineteenth Century 
(Raimbach, Cousins, John Mart in , Lucas' 
p r in ts a f te r Constable) 

This l i s t indicates the extent to which mezzotints, 
the chief means fo r rendering o i l paintings in to 
repeatable images, dominated the exh ib i t . A l l were 
highly competent and representative examples, but 
the long rows of mezzotint po r t ra i t s and genre scenes 
showed how regu la r i t y and the extreme of high f i n i s h 
can grow in to monotony. The more exc i t ing mezzotints 
were those a f te r paintings with Caravaggesque l i g h t 
e f f e c t s , such as Ph i l i p Dawe's plate of 1768 a f te r 
Henry Robert Morland's "The Ballad Singer" (both 
paint ing and p r i n t exhibi ted) and the great plates 
by Green, Earlom, and Pether a f te r Wright of Derby's 
"A Philosopher Shewing an Experiment on the A i r 
Pump," "The Blacksmith's Shop," and "The Far r ie r ' s 
Shop." For one as lodged in Blake and his c i r c l e 
as I , i t was a s l i g h t disappointment not to f i nd in 
the exh ib i t some of the s t r i k i n g mezzotints a f te r 
Fuse l i , such as J. R. Smith's "Belisane & Percival 
under the Enchantment of Urma" (1782) and "The 
Weird S is ters" (1785). 

Although no works by or a f te r Blake were in the 
show, i t did o f fe r an excel lent chance for experienc-
ing at f i r s t -hand the context of styles and tech-
niques in which, and often against which, Blake 
pursued his own unique course as a printmaker. 
Blake's natural a l l i e s were Woollett and Strange, 
the great p rac t i t ioners of t r ad i t i ona l l i ne 
engraving who opposed the newer schools of mezzotint, 
crayon manner, s t i p p l e , and aquat int . That he 

attacked these two men, at least in his pr ivate 
Notebook j o t t i ngs of c. 1810, and set his own career 
w i th in an older t r ad i t i on of or ig ina l graphics, shows 
the extent of his d issa t i s fac t ion with the aesthetics 
and economics of the printmaking industry represented 
in th is exh ib i t . In his e a r l i e r years, Blake seems 
to have been more w i l l i n g to channel his ta lents 
in to conventional copywork. His major source of 
employment throughout his career was book i l l u s t r a -
t i o n , but some of his separate plates would have 
f i t t e d comfortably in to the Yale exh ib i t . Blake's 
two plates of 1782 a f te r Watteau, "Morning Amusement" 
and "Evening Amusement," pa r t i cu la r l y the Keynes, 
B u t l i n , McGi l l , and Essick impressions pr inted in 
sanguine or ter ra c o t t a ,

3
 are typ ica l of the s t ipp le 

plates presented in section 8 of the exh ib i t . 
Ryland's "Maria" a f te r Angelica Kauffmann (no. 76 in 
the exh ib i t ion catalogue) and Bar to lozz i 's "Presenta-
t ion of King John of France to Edward I I I " (no. 84) 
are very close to Blake's work. I f the two extant 
productions ("Zephyrus and Flora" and "Ca l i s to , " 
both a f t e r Stothard) by the partnership of Blake and 
Parker are representative of t h e i r i n ten t ions , then 
in 1784 the two former apprentices of James Basire 
were attempting to produce and market pr in ts that 
met the contemporary demand for de l ica te ly s t ipp led 
"fancy" p r i n t s . A few years l a t e r , Blake even 
became involved in the highly popular business of 
producing s t ipp le pr in ts a f te r George Morland's 
picturesque views of country l i f e . "The Industrious 
Cottager" and "The Idle Laundress," both o r i g i n a l l y 
published by J . R. Smith in 1788, are of the same 
genre as J . D. Soiron's two plates a f te r Morland, 
"St. James's Park" and "A Tea Garden" of 1790, 
exhibi ted at the Yale Center (nos. 85 and 86). 
Soiron's p la tes , l i ke three extant impressions of 
Blake's pr in ts a f te r Morland,

4
 were pr inted in colors 

a la poupee—that i s , wi th each color of ink i n d i v i d -
ua l ly applied to the appropriate areas of the copper-
plate wi th a rag dabber or stump brush and pr in ted 
in one operat ion.

5
 Blake's own color p r i n t i ng of 

the i l luminated books appears to have been an 
extension of th i s technique to r e l i e f plates and a 
subst i tu t ion of opaque glue or gum-based pigments for 
colored inks. 

The Yale exh ib i t included two important painter-
printmakers, Barry and Stubbs, whose work is l e g i t i -
mately a part of reproductive engraving, since the i r 
p r in ts were copied a f te r pa in t ings, but who are also 
in the t r a d i t i o n of o r ig ina l graphics because the 
paintings they "copied" (and frequent ly a l tered) were 
the i r own. Blake shared much with these a r t i s t s who 
also took singular approaches to the execution 
and publ icat ion of t he i r designs "without the i n t e r -
mediary of engraver and pub l isher . "

6
 In his ear ly 

years Blake seems to have had the in tent ion of pre-
paring a series of designs on subjects from B r i t i s h 
h i s to ry , and la te r on B ib l i ca l subjects, fo r eventual 
execution as copperplate l i ne engravings. From th i s 
resul ted only the "Edward and Elenor," "Job," and 
"Ezekiel" separate plates and perhaps "The History 
of England, a small book of Engravings" known only 
through the i r advertisement in the 1793 prospectus 
"To the Pub l i c . "

7
 This pattern fo r an a r t i s t - p r i n t -

maker was established by Barry, whose "King Lear and 
Cordelia" (nos. 102a and 102b in the exh ib i t ) 
represents his energetic approach to the copper. 
Pr ints on h i s to r i ca l and l i t e r a r y subjects were the 
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most respected, having the same posi t ion in graphics 
as the epic in the hierarchy of l i t e r a r y genres, and 
eighteenth-century decorum cal led for the i r execution 
in t rad i t i ona l l i ne etching/engraving. Barry and 
Blake set the i r sights on th is l o f t y f i e l d ; nei ther 
achieved the popular and f inanc ia l successes of the 
painters West and Reynolds or the copy engravers 
Woollett and Strange. Further, Barry tended to 
experiment with inking and p r i n t i ng techniques to 
such an extent that each impression is unique. This 
divergence from the uniform repeatab i l i t y sought by 
the established printmaking industry was carr ied to 
an extreme in Blake's r e l i e f etchings and color 
pr inted drawings. 

Given his e x p l i c i t admiration fo r Barry,
8
 the 

para l le ls between Blake's career (or at least his 
ear ly intent ions for i t ) and his predecessor's are 
not surpr is ing . The associations between Blake and 
Stubbs come less readi ly to mind, pa r t i cu l a r l y given 
the differences in the subjects of t he i r p r in ts other 
than large fe l i nes . The Yale exh ib i t , however, makes 
the i r general re la t ionsh ip c learer . Godfrey t e l l s 
us in the catalogue that "no pr in ts are less 
spontaneously executed than those of Stubbs, whose 
del ight i t was to pa t ien t ly rework and rethink for 
the graphic medium an image that he had already 
defined in pa in t , perhaps decades before" (p. 46). 
Blake's career a f te r 1804 shows th is same tendency, 
for he returned to his ear ly plates to r e v i t a l i z e 
"Job," "Ezek ie l , " "The Accusers," "Joseph of Arima-
thea among the Rocks of A lb ion , " and "Albion rose" 
with new c u t t i n g , burnishing, and insc ip t ions . And 
Blake seems to have f idd led with "Chaucers Canterbury 
Pi lgr ims" and The Gates of Paradise in to his l as t 
few years.

9
 The great Job plates have a very high 

f i n i s h in the i r central panels, display some of the 
minute f l i c k and s t ipp le work to create r i ch and 
varied textures so typical of Stubbs' p la tes , and 
are reworkings of designs Blake executed almost 
twenty years ea r l i e r fo r Thomas Butts. Like Barry 
and Blake, Stubbs also "manifested to a remarkable 
degree that natural del ight in purposeful technical 
experiment."

10
 When viewed from th is special 

perspective of fered by the Yale exh ib i t and cata-
logue, one might even begin to speak of the "School 
of Barry, Blake, and Stubbs." There are of course 
s ign i f i can t differences among them, but a l l three 
a r t i s t s struggled against the modes of s e n s i b i l i t y 
and production dominating la te eighteenth-century 
printmaking. Their works embody that uni ty of 
conception and execution so much a part of Blake's 
aesthetic and of our modern taste in graphics. 
Certainly Blake's major attempt at producing a large 
engraving a f te r one of his pa int ings, "Chaucers 
Canterbury P i lg r ims, " would have f i t t e d nicely in to 
the Stubbs and Barry section of the Yale exh ib i t i on . 
I t i s surpr is ing that the organizers did not take 
advantage o f avai lable resources to do t h i s : across 
the s t reet at the Yale Universi ty Art Gallery they 
would have found Blake's o r ig ina l copperplate of the 
"Canterbury" and an impression of the rare t h i r d 
s t a t e .

1 1
 The Center i t s e l f has a good impression of 

the second state and, for contrast and context , a 
fascinat ing etched proof (yet with inscr ip t ions and 
an impr in t , dated 1 August 1810, ind ica t ing i t was 
published) of the Schiavonetti-Heath plate a f te r 
Stothard's "Canterbury Pi lgr ims" pa in t ing. 

A scholar ly exh ib i t ion deserves a good catalogue 
to perpetuate i t s memory and extend i t s impact beyond 
the lucky few who attended the show. Although the 
physical appearance of the catalogue authored by 
Alexander and Godfrey is not very promising, with 
few i l l u s t r a t i o n s and typewri ter typography, t he i r 
double-column text is packed with valuable informa-
t i o n , some of i t taken from previously unpublished 
l e t te rs and engravers' receipts. Although not the 
focus of any one section of the catalogue, the class 
struggle between engravers and painters-- the l a t t e r 
always asserting the i r super io r i ty to the former yet 
desperately needing the i r ta lents—is c lear ly 
documented. The conventional entr ies on indiv idual 
works are preceded by an int roduct ion by Alexander, 
b r i e f descriptions of printmaking techniques by 
Godfrey, and a most informative overview by Alexander 
of how eighteenth-century pr in ts were published. 
The second of these sections of fers in te res t ing 
material on the use of drypoint (hard to detect in 
eighteenth-century plates because the burr was always 
removed before pr in t ing) and on the sale of unfinished 
proofs, but also raises a few doubts. Godfrey ca l l s 
woodcut a "planographic process" (p. 8 ) . Surely i t 
is r e l i e f ; the f i r s t planographic technique was 
l i thography, and even that was a r e l i e f technique 
in i t s ear ly h is tory in England. Godfrey also states 
that the etching ground was wax, the usual method of 
b i t i n g the plate was to bu i ld a dike of wax around 
i t s edges and pour acid into the shallow vessel 
formed thereby, and the most common mordant was 
d i l u te n i t r i c acid or the "Dutch Bath" of hydro-
ch lor ic acid mixed with chlorate of potash (p. 7) . 
A l l three observations are subject to question. The 
eighteenth-century etching manuals in French and 
English recommend the "sof t varnish" which indeed 
contained "v i rg in wax" ( i . e . , pu r i f i ed beeswax) but 
also asphaltum and other substances.

12
 Pure wax 

would be too sof t and would probably dr ip o f f the 
plate i f one t r i e d to smoke i t wi th a candle. Blake 
used the dike method for b i t i n g his r e l i e f p la tes; 
but the handbooks give equal i f not more at tent ion 
to a slanted pa le t te , w i th a trough at the bottom, 
on which the plate was placed and acid poured over 
i t , and to the "Cochin Rocker"--an a c i d - f i l l e d t ray 
in which the plate was gently rocked back and fo r th 
to keep the acid moving and thereby prevent bubbles 
that cause underbit ing and l i f t i n g of the ground. 
To support his reference to the dike method, Godfrey 
refers to item 9 in the exh ib i t , a p r i n t from The 
Universal Magazine of October, 1748, showing (among 
other printmaking a c t i v i t i e s ) a copperplate rest ing 
in an acid bath tended by a young boy with a feather 
to whisk away bubbles. This scene is even more 
disconcert ing to me than i t should have been to 
Godfrey, for I have never found an eighteenth-century 
descr ipt ion of etching that recommends th i s pro-
cedure, now standard in an age without cheap 
apprentice labor to pour acid or rock t rays . Perhaps 
i t is only a Cochin Rocker temporarily at rest and 
the boy a lazy apprentice. F ina l l y , the standard 
mordant was probably Abraham Bosse's so-cal led aqua­
fortis, a mixture of vinegar, sal-amoniac, sea s a l t , 
and verd ig r i s . Only Dossie ( I I , 146-50) objects 
no i s i l y to th is mordant and wri tes that true aqua­
fortis is n i t r i c ac id . None of the manuals I have 
seen says anything of the Dutch Bath, although 
Bosse's formula has a s imi la r combination of acids 
and sal ts and in my experience bi tes copper in a 
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s im i la r l y gent le, non­bubbling manner. But these 

technical matters seem to be subject to endless 
dispute, and I suspect that neither Godfrey nor I 
have heard the end of i t . 

The catalogue, l i k e the exhib i t ion i t s e l f , is 
worthy of i t s i n s t i t u t i ona l sponsor. I hope that 
the Yale Center and i t s guardian angel, Mr. Paul 
Mellon, w i l l continue to serve scholars in spec ia l ­
ized f i e l d s , such as English copy engraving, where 

few other museums or l i b ra r i es can af ford to labor. 
These e f fo r t s w i l l surely add to Yale's reputation 

as a center for the study of Br i t i sh ar t and cu l tu re . 
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