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The Woman Taken in Adultery:
An Essay on Blake’s “Style of Designing”

BY CHRISTOPHER HEPPNER

I

In a letter to Dr. Trusler of 16 August 1799, Blake writes

that "I find more & more my Style of Designing is a

Species by itself.” The context of that remark is Blake's

description of the process by which he starts from a text or

subject, in this case Trusler's request for a painting to il-

lustrate Malevolence, and arrives at a finished design.

This essay is an exploration of that process as it reveals

itself in a watercolor Blake drew for his friendly patron

Thomas Butts in or around 1805, The Woman Taken in

Adultery, now in the Boston Museum of Fine Arts (illus.

1). I have chosen this particular design both because it

originates in a well-known text, and because it shows a

text about to be inscribed into the design itself; it thus of-

fers a rich field for an exploration of the multiple rela-
tionships between text and design in Blake's practice as
an inventor of significant images.

The design known as The Woman Taken in
Adultery has no title that can be traced back to Blake,
and is not referred to in the artist’s accounts with Butts,
but obviously illustrates the story told in John 8:1-11,
which I quote here in the Authorized text:

1 Jesus went unto the mount of Olives.

2 And carly in the morning he came again into the temple, and all
the people came unto him; and he sat down, and taught them.

3 And the scribes and Pharisees brought unto him a woman raken
in adultery; and when they had set her in the midst,

4 They say unto him, Master, this woman was taken in adultery, in
the very act.

5 Now Moses in the Law commanded us, that such should be stoned:
but what sayest thou?

6 This they said tempting him, that they might have to accuse him,
But Jesus stooped down, and with his finger wrote on the ground,
as though he heard them not.

7 So when they continued asking him, he lifted up himself, and
said unto them, He that is without sin among you, let him first
cast a stone at her,

8 And again he stooped down, and wrote on the ground.

9 And they which heard it, being convicted by their own conscience,
went out one by one, beginning at the oldest, even unto the last:
and Jesus was left alone, and the woman standing in the midst.

10 When Jesus had lifted up himself, and saw none but the woman,
he said unto her, Woman, where are those thine accusers? hath no
man condemned thee?

11 She said, No man, Lord. And Jesus said unto her, Neither do |
condemn thee: go, and sin no more.

This apparently simple story has in fact a rather com-
plex structure: everyone involved in it is on trial in one
way or another. The intent of the scribes and Pharisees in
setting up the situation is to tempt Jesus “that they might
have to accuse him,” the accusation of the woman being
an attempt to trap Jesus into direct confrontation with
the Mosaic Law. Jesus's challenge to the accusers can be
construed as the perpeteia in his own trial, by virtue of
which he is freed and the accusers in turn become the ac-
cused, leaving “convicted by their own conscience.” The
words of Jesus to the woman define the moment of
peripeteia in the third trial, that of the woman, which is
effectively declared a mistrial by the failure of anyone to
appear in the roles of accuser or judge. Not surprisingly,
these two dramatic moments of reversal become the focal
points in the iconographic history of the episode, as Louis
Réau suggests when he sums up that history as consisting
of two main branches, one showing Jesus bending down
to write the words “He that is without sin among you, let
him first cast a stone at her,” and the second showing the
woman kneeling in tears before an upright Jesus.2 The
development of this complex history is worth looking at
in some detail.

The first known European versions, which follow a
few very early Syro-Egyptian pyxes, fall into one or other
of the two patterns described by Réau. An example of the
first is the Codex Aureus of ¢. 870 which shows Jesus bow-
ing before the woman and pointing at the words “Si Quis
Sine Peccato.” An example of the second is a fresco of c.
800 at Miistair which shows Jesus seated and pointing up-
wards with one hand while with the other he blesses and
forgives the woman. A little later come several versions
which illustrate both key moments in the narrative. Some
do this by means of distinct and successive images, while
a mosaic at Monreale of c¢. 1190, though presenting only
one image, combines both episodes: Jesus looks down
and points with one hand to the ground in allusion to his
written words, while with the other he absolves the
woman,

The subject is rare in Gothic art, and makes a
substantial return only with Michael Pacher’s altar paint-
ing of 1481, which has similarities with the Monreale
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fresco just described. The episode is then taken up by
other artists, with Titian, Rocco Marconi, and Lucas
Cranach (illus. 2) all painting versions early in the six-
teenth century. The last two follow Titian in showing the
participants in relative closeup, allowing detailed obser-
vation of facial expressions; the focus of interest shifts
from the level of theology to that of human debate.

This balanced and humane perspective is soon
replaced by more overtly dramatic structures. Giulio
Romano, for instance, in a painting which Blake pro-
bably saw, reproduced here in an engraving by Diana
Ghisi (illus. 3),? shows Jesus and the woman in 2 moment
of quiet and tender communion, visually isolated by two
sinuous columns from the accusers who rush away on
both sides in animated, angry discussion, and threaten to
trample the overlooked beggars in their path. Tintoretto
went even further in the girection of heightening the
visual drama. In one of his versions he has added the nak-
ed and youthful respondent, who is dragged in by a
figure who must be the wronged wife; opposite the
respondent is a kneeling and naked older man, probably
the wronged husband; in between stands the richly at-
tired adulteress.

The decrees of the Council of Trent, made known
during the years up to and including 1563, demanded a
clarity and faithfulness to the text which ensured that
there would be no repetition of Tintoretto’s nude respon-
dent. These demands may well be reflected in the strik-
ing grisaille painted by Pieter Bruegel in 1565, reproduc-
ed here from an engraving by P. Perret dated 1579 (illus.
4).4 This returns to the early tradition of showing Jesus
writing on the ground the words “He that is without sin
among you, let him first cast a stone,” but the words are
now in the vernacular. As Jesus writes he is watched by a
wonderful variety of faces that belong to apostles, soldiers,
and working people. The new message has become
available to all, but many hurry by in pursuit of their
daily lives.

The decrees of the Council of Trent are also reflected
in the allegorical treatment by Allessandro Allori, which
mitrors the human interaction between Jesus and the
woman by showing an angel descending with a pair of
scales and a sword, representing the justice of God’s Law,
while a pusto seizes the angel's sword hand to represent
love and mercy controlling mere justice. Another sober
version is that by Agostino Carracci, made at the very end
of the sixteenth century and reproduced here from an
engraving by Blake’s business rival, Bartolozzi (illus. 5).
The atmosphere is one of deep thought, in which texts
are pointed at and brought to bear upon the patiently
standing woman. This battle of texts will find distant
echoes in Blake's version, as we shall see.

In the seventeenth century there is 2 Rubens based
on the version by Titian, and a magnificent Rembrandt
which is unique in its approach to the story (illus. 6).

Here the human figures are dwarfed by the setting,
which carries much of the significance of the design. The
central conflict is between Jesus, barefoot and dressed in a
simple smock, and the High Priest of the Temple, re-
splendent in a huge throne raised in a dazzle of gold high
above the floor where Jesus dispenses his new and dif-
ferent morality.’ I think Blake, in an appropriate mood,
might have admired the basic invention, but the em-
phasis on the setting itself is quite alien to Blake’s art.

In another, more central seventeenth century tradi-
tion, stands Poussin’s version (illus. 7, reproduced from
an engraving by F. Chereau). The critics of the later part
of the century described history painting by comparing it
with “a Tragedy or Epick Poem,”¢ and there is indeed a
theatrical aspect to Poussin's painting. The architectural
setting could almost be a stage set with a perspective
backdrop? if it were not for the strong lighting from the
left, and all the figures, with one exception, are well to
the front. The moment chosen is the peripeteia in which
the accusers retreat before the challenge of Jesus's written
words, and the visual drama of the scene lies in the con-
trast between the serenity of Jesus, who points to both
the woman and his new text, and the angular gestures
and angry brows of the would-be accusers. In the middle
distance, in the charged space between Jesus and the
adulteress stands a2 woman with her baby, calm and unex-
plained, setting up a resonant tension between the rela-
tionships created by the dramatic situation and those
created by juxtaposition on the surface of the painting.

The episode was common in eighteenth century
painting, often in softened forms. D. Tiepolo gives a
spacious architectural setting to the animated soldiers and
accusers, some of whom have upraised arms, while
ominous stones lie nearby. But his handling of Jesus and
the woman is uncomfortably sweet when compared with
Poussin’s rendering. In the third quarter of the century,
J.C. Seckatz, B. Altomonte, and U. Gandolfi all show
Jesus stooping down to write before the woman, who in
the versions of Seekatz and Gandolfi is half naked and
has her head turned away in repentant shame. In these
versions there is a shift towards a sentimental treatment
of the story of the fallen woman which is reminiscent of
the episode between Mr. Harley and the harlot in
Mackenzie's The Man of Feeling.

This overview takes us up to Blake’s time, though
there is one more version, almost exactly contemporary
with Blake, that I shall discuss later in this essay. One can
perhaps summarize the iconographic history of the
episode by suggesting a general shift from doctrine to
drama to sentiment. Somewhere in the period pointed at
by the second of these terms Richardson commented on
the episode in some detail, and that commentary affords
a useful bridge between iconographic history and a con-
sideration of just how Blake went about inventing his
own version of the story.
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I. W. Blake, The Woman Taken in Adultery, courtesy of the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.














































	ARTICLE

