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John Flaxman 

1755-1826 
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Illustrator 
Designer 

David Irwin 

U n t i l recently the only f u l l - l e n g t h monograph 
on John Flaxman avai lable to scholars was 
the l im i ted ed i t ion of W. G. Constable's 

biography published in 1927. However, 1979 saw 
Flaxman's f u l l re-emergence as an a r t i s t i c 
personal i ty . The re-evaluat ion of his importance 
reached i t s peak with the major Flaxman exhib i t ions 
held in Hamburg, Copenhagen, and London accompanied 
by an extensive catalogue edited by David Bindman, 
the numerous reviews of these exh ib i t ions , and the 
publ icat ion of David I rw in 's monograph, John Flaxman 
2755-2826 Soulptor Illustrator Designer. Thus, John 
Flaxman, whose a r t Irwin promoted as ear ly as 1959 
(see "Reviving Interest in Flaxman," Connoisseur, 
144 [1959], 104-05), is now the subject of much 
modern a t ten t i on . 

In the Preface of his book, the f i r s t f u l l -
scale appraisal of Flaxman's l i f e and work, Irwin 
states: 

My aim has been a comprehensive examination of 
a l l aspects of Flaxman's career between the 
covers of one book. D i f ferent areas of his work 
are interdependent, thus making separate studies 
by the i r very nature incomplete. I have not 
traced his influence abroad, nor included his 
influence on Victor ian a r t i s t s . I have t r i e d , 
however, to discuss as many of Flaxman's works 
as possible, short of producing a catalogue 
raisonne. 

Irwin has been quite successful in the task he 
set for himself. He has assembled and col lated 
information from widely diverse and often hard-to-
f ind sources into a l o g i c a l , cogent - - i f at times dry- ' 
exposit ion of Flaxman's development. Undoubtedly, 
the book's greatest contr ibut ion to scholarship is 
i t s presentation of factual information in an 
organized format. 

Technically the book is excel lent . I t is w e l l -
designed and of fers 282 i l l u s t r a t i o n s , a l l black-and-
white (a fac t which is less d is t ressing wi th 
Flaxman's work than wi th that of most a r t i s t s , as the 
major i ty of his drawings are pen-and-ink while his 
sculpture is uncolored marble). The i l l u s t r a t i o n s 
are located e i ther on or near the page of the d i s -
cussion, and there are notably few errors in 
corresponding plate numbers. 

The format is basical ly thematic, 
progression of Flaxman's in terests a l l 
to place the ten chapters in a general 
logical sequence: ( I ) Early Career; ( 
Industry: Wedgwood; ( I I I ) To I t a l y ; ( 
in I t a l y ; (V) I l l u s t r a t i o n s ; (VI) Scul 
a f ter 1794; (VI I ) Sculpture: Secular 
(V I I I ) Po r t ra i t s ; (IX) Royal Plate and 
work; (X) Professor of Sculpture; Epil 
Victor ian Taste. Notes, bibl iography, 
and general index fo l low. 

although the 
ows the author 
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The outstanding feature of I rwin 's study is his 
presentation wi th in a single volume of the ent i re 
range of Flaxman's a c t i v i t i e s . Besides lec tur ing at 
the Royal Academy, Flaxman was a p r o l i f i c sculptor 
of tombs and monuments, an i n f l uen t i a l i l l u s t r a t o r 
of important l i t e r a r y works, and a recoqnized designer 
of pottery and s i l v e r . I rw in 's greatest contr ibut ion 
to our understanding of Flaxman's work is his chapter 
on Flaxman's in te res t in I t a l i an Trecento and Quattro-
cento a r t . The care wi th which Irwin c i tes only 
those frescoes that Flaxman could have seen in the 
1790s is a cred i t to his thorough a r t - h i s t o r i c a l 
methodology. In add i t i on , he incorporates an ex-
ce l lent select ion of photographs to demonstrate the 
I t a l i an sources for Flaxman's a r t . The author 's 
discussion of the close re la t ionsh ip between John 
Flaxman and Wil l iam Young Ott ley o f fers valuable 
insights into a re la t ionsh ip which has received too 
l i t t l e a t t en t i on . In th is context, Ot t ley 's dedi-
cation of his volume, A Series of plates engraved 
after the paintings and sculptures of the most 
eminent masters of the early Florentine school, 1826, 
to John Flaxman deserves fur ther study. Certainly 
Ot t ley 's admiration for Flaxman is evident in his 
drawing s ty le . Many Ott ley drawings, made in prepa-
rat ion for the volume on Florentine a r t and also 
based on Flaxman's engraved designs to Dante, Homer, 
and Aeschylus, are s t y l i s t i c a l l y so close to Flaxman 
that they have been incor rec t l y catalogued as Flaxman 
drawings. 

Despite the importance of th i s i ns t ruc t i ve 
research on Flaxman, some minor c r i t i c i sms are 
necessary. In many instances, the author seems to 
have unnecessarily l im i ted his aims and viewpoint. 
A l l too often he confines himself to a mere r e c i t a -
t ion of events and descr ipt ion of works. Flaxman's 
in teract ion with other a r t i s t s of the period i s se l -
dom discussed, and the a r t i s t i c theories prevalent 
at the time are not explored in re la t ionsh ip to 
Flaxman. Indeed, Irwin f a i l s to make c r i t i c a l 
judgments about Flaxman's place in the ar t world 
of 1800. One example i s his discussion of Flaxman's 
Triumphal Arch surmounted by Britannia where no 
mention is made of French v is ionary arch i tects l i k e 
Boull6e and Ledoux. These arch i tects conceived 
projects of enormous proportions that undoubtedly 
furnished precedents fo r Flaxman's design. 

Symptomatic of the l im i ta t i ons of I rw in 's 
methodology is the comparison of Flaxman's Achilles 
Shield and Thomas Stothard's Triumph of Bacchus 
and Ariadne; Sideboard Dish which appear as consecu-
t i v e i l l u s t r a t i o n s in Chapter X. Irwin wr i tes : 

The Shield of Achi l les was displayed prominently 
at the coronation banquet in July 1821. The 
royal co l lec t ion already possessed a large 
sideboard dish i l l u s t r a t i n g the theme of the 
Triumph of Bacchus and Ariadne , which had been 
designed by Stothard, and also made for 
Rundel l 's , in 1814 (Plate 271). The composition 
of th is dish and the shield are in some respects 
s im i la r , and i t is possible that Flaxman 
influenced his fel low a r t i s t . The s i m i l a r i t i e s 
may however have been prescribed in the 
commisions [ s i c ] . Both works have a central 

moti f of a char iot flanked by several f i gu res , 
but whereas Flaxman's represent conste l la t ions , 
Stothard's are p u t t i ; Flaxman's char iot is 
pul led by horses, Stothard's by centaurs. 

(pp. 194-95) 

John Flaxman's refinement of composition, his a b i l i t y 
to design complex f i gu ra l groups which remain clear 
and d i s t i n c t , and his sensi t ive use of three-
dimensional qua l i t ies contrast sharply wi th Stothard's 
overly-elaborate compositional elements and less 
wel l-proport ioned f igures. The author 's exposit ion 
of these important differences would cer ta in ly 
c l a r i f y the posi t ive aspects of Flaxman's s ty le and 
his s e n s i b i l i t y in design. 

In Chapter IV Irwin notes that 

Flaxman's volumes [o f i l l u s t r a t i o n s to Homer, 
Aeschylus and Dante] were therefore published 
e i ther without any quotations at a l l or wi th 
only a minimal number of l ines under each p la te . 
This novel form of publ icat ion undoubtedly 
contr ibuted to the i r contemporary visual impact 
and the i r far-reaching inf luence. 

(pp. 68-69) 

This "novel form of pub l ica t ion" is s i gn i f i can t and 
deserves elaborat ion. The h is tory of book i l l u s t r a -
t ion of fers some prototypes for th is format, such as 
Stothard's Pilgrim's Progress series of 1788-91. 
A broader view of context and inf luence would have 
added to the scholar ly ins ights in t h i s volume. 

Blake scholars w i l l be disappointed by the 
paucity of references to the object of t he i r i n te res t . 
For example, Flaxman's drawings for the Book of Enoch 
(one of which appears as f igure 140) display many 
correspondences wi th Blake's drawings of the same 
subject, while the s i m i l a r i t i e s between Flaxman's 
drawing for Wil l iam Co l l ins ' sculptural monument 
( f igure 77) and Blake's i l l u s t r a t i o n s fo r America 
w i l l be obvious to Blake scholars; I rw in 's ret icence 
on these points is regretable. The discussion of 
Flaxman's designs for Homer, Aeschylus, and Dante 
r i g h t l y stresses the importance of symmetry in these 
works. Flaxman's i l l u s t r a t i o n s , produced in I t a l y 
during the early 1790s, re ly on a s imp l i f i ca t ion 
or d i s t i l l a t i o n of each form, a posi t ion ing of those 
forms in a perpendicular or para l le l re la t ionsh ip 
to each other , and a d iv is ion of the abstract space-
less ground into geometric segments. I t i s l i k e l y 
that upon Flaxman's return from I t a l y in 1794, these 
enqravings had an important s t y l i s t i c impact on 
Blake. That the period 1794-1795 was traumatic 
f o r Blake has often been noted in reference to his 
poetry and his p o l i t i c a l be l i e f s . The French 
Revolution, the execution of Louis XVI, the Reign 
of Terror , and the repressive measures i n s t i t u t e d 
by the English government a l l contr ibuted to the 
dis i l lusionment of Blake and other rad ica ls of the 
period. This d is i l lus ionment caused Blake to a l t e r 
not only his p o l i t i c a l and philosophical a t t i t udes , 
but his poetic and a r t i s t i c methods as w e l l . 
Flaxman's designs are more abstract and ref ined than 
Blake's, but Blake was capable of t rans la t ing the 
compositional elements of Flaxman's engravings in to 
the powerful images of the 1795 series of co lor -
pr inted drawings. As Blake is now the most popular 
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and well-known a r t i s t of th i s per iod, i t is 
unfortunate that such spec i f ic correlat ions in s t y l e , 
technique, and theory between the two close fr iends 
are not included in I rw in 's study. 

The only rea l l y d is t ressing aspect of the book 
i s I rwin 's a t t i t ude toward references. Footnotes in 
the volume most often c i t e contemporary sources or 
the manuscripts and drawings themselves. This 
approach ignores the more recent c r i t i c a l commentary 
on indiv idual Flaxman works. Thus, when Irwin refers 
to Goya's use of Flaxman's Dante designs, he does not 
c i t e Sarah Symmons' excel lent a r t i c l e , "John Flaxman 
and Francisco Goya: Infernos Transcribed" (Burling­
ton Magazine, 113 [Sept. 1971], 508-12), nor does he 
spec i f i ca l l y c red i t Robert Wark with the cogent 
analysis of Flaxman's drawing s ty le in Drawings by 
John Flaxman in the Huntington Collection, 1970. In 
his discussion of deathbed scenes he does not refer 
to Robert Rosenblurn's seminal work on the topic in 
Transformations in Late Eighteenth Century Art, 1967, 
a book whose footnotes have provided the stimulus for 
numerous d isser ta t ions. I rwin 's explorat ion of 
Flaxman's publ icat ion of Hesiod does not d i rec t 
the reader to G. E. Bentley, J r . , "Blake's Hesiod" 
{Library, 20 [1965], 315-320); and although he does 
c i t e Bentley's Blake Books, the awkward format of 
the footnotes requires one to go from Chapter V, 

footnote 30, back to Chapter I , footnote 7, to 

discover to which work by Bentley Irwin is re fe r r i ng . 

The problems in c i t a t i on may appear t r i v i a l , 
but a volume with pretentions to o f fe r ing a thorough 
discussion, short of a catalogue raisonne, of the 
works of a single Neoclassic a r t i s t i s de f i n i t e l y 
more than a cof fee-table book. As such, one expects 
a thoroughness in the footnotes that w i l l provide 
valuable research assistance. ( I t is possible that 
the reservations noted in th i s review may be par t ly 
the resu l t of the delay between completion of I rw in 's 
manuscript and pub l ica t ion . ) Undoubtedly, I rw in 's 
book w i l l be the primary Flaxman reference for many 
years to come. The catalogue edited by David 
Bindman (John Flaxman, R. A., London: Thames and 
Hudson L t d . , 1979) w i l l better serve scholars i n -
terested in the broader questions s l ighted by I rw in , 
such as Flaxman's place wi th in the context of his 
contemporary a r t scene and the explorat ion of his 
in ternat ional inf luence. I rw in 's book, however, 
has the v i r tue of providing a comprehensive l i f e 
of Flaxman with the t rad i t i ona l biographical elements 
and a straightforward exposit ion of his major works. 
Taken together, these two recent volumes should 
promote a more informed appreciat ion of John Flaxman's 
oeuvre and furn ish the basis for f u r the r , more 
detai led studies of his career and inf luence. 
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