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Recreating Blake’s Illuminated Prints: The
Facsimiles of the ganchester Etching Workshop
Joseph Viscomi
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R bert 'sstck's review in thi issue (the Blake facsimil. r <cendy publishe 1 by th Manchester tching
Worksh p, with its "thumbnail history f hand-c 1 red
fa simil sIt an I i. sight(u] comm nts about the place of
facsimiles in Bl k studi s, i char teristically omplete. It I av s n thing for nle to say about th s n w,
beautiful prints ·x ept what 'ssick could nor have known:
their origin and evolution and few details about their
pro Iu 'rion. h history of the Workshop's facsimiles is
not sp ialJy com lex or long- or not, at least, when
eh -ir three years f pre aration an 1 printing re comp red to amuel Hurd's eight nd a h If years of work
on tl Young & Sons 1923 facsimile of ongs (T}-but
it is curious, the project actually beginning more by
chan chi n design. And I tI ink rhe mode (J roductio
is also worth recording in some letail, not because it is
so simple and straightforward, and, as ssi k pints out
(an I as th notes to the resent article hopefully show),
becau " t h ctivities neccssa y for produ ing a facsim ile can themselves lead to insights about the originals."
Th Manchc::ster t bing Workshop, located on the
top flo r 0 a Vi torian clothes warehouse j n a ow
unfashionable area of Man h st r, ngland, was set up
in 1978 by P ul itchi with s me assistance (rom the
A tS ounci! o · reat Britain. orm rly of Peacock
Printmakers, Ab rd en, Sc:.odand, Ritchi studied advanced printmaking at the Manch ster Polytechnic and
roycle
oll ge of Art, and sjnce 1977 ha exhibited
wid Iy throu 'hout Gr -at Britail , with one-man shows
in Ab 'rd n and Al scerdam, and with works jn many
ublic oJ/ections, including th Victoria nd Albert
Museu • nd the Scottish N, tional rallery of Modern
Art. His mos recent sets of hings, produced in small
dirions, ar concerne I mainly with landscape nd intcri r with color used in the manner of monoprin! ;
unJik ' Blake·s, the plat·s are v ry large and lightly
rch d, allowing th oloring, wiping, and plate cone

to be flexible and thereby-as in Blake's prints-critical
to ea I separate impression. To execut such large b~t
subtle prints, and to empJoy fuHy the creative POSS,lbilities of continually and radically rew rking plates, In
the metal, the inking, and the interaction of ink with
paper, it was necessary for Ritchie not only to have his
own workspace, but also to design and buHd his own
press sand papermaking equipment.
Though b lilt to nswer the pecific needs of one
graphic artist, th Manel ester eching Workshop supported itself at first by renting its studi space and
equipment to other artists and printmak rs. It became
financially self-sufficient when Ritchie, with the h Ip of
up to a dozen parttime assistants (printers, olorists,
papermakers), produced three portfolios of etchings, twO
by Philip Snow, a ontemporary artist, each fonsisting
of six bird coiorprints, and one by Alfred Coffrey, the
late Austr lian etch r. The Blake portfolio, as Ritchie
recalls, "rarher happened and grew instead of being
planned . I had attended a printmaking conference at
radford, and after the c nference, ver a ritish Rail
cheese sandwich at the station, met a curator of prints
at th Viet ria & Albert Museum. I later wrote to her
asking jf they were interested in a joint publication
proj ct using any plates they might have. They agreed
to let me borrow some plates, amongst which were the
Blake electrotypes. "'
For reasons more practi al than aesthetic, Ritchie
d cided to print the electrotypes. Because they are in
relief, electrotypes ar easier to ink and thus take less
time to print in large editions than intaglio plates. At
first, Ritchie intend d t print 500 sets of monochrome
impressions on moldmade commercial paper. The initial
proofs, however, print d in black relief ink , were disppointingly stark in co parison to original illuminated
prints, resembling mor closely the impressions printed
by ~redick
Tatham in the ] 830's than any printed by
2
Blake. Like the posthumous prints, these uncolored
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proofs recorded the entire plate image, that is, they
showed everything Blake drew on the plate in his Irim_
pervious liquid ," as well as the thin borders inadvertently caused by the strips of (acid resistant) wax that
were used to dike the plate for acid. The borders, th ugh
part of the reI ief line system, are not part of the printed
image (except in late impressions), because Blake wiped
them clean of ink before printing the plate. Blake not
only deleted portions of the plat image, but also used
colored inks and off-white wove paper, and he washed
the printed image. Thus Blake's own impressions actually convey less information about the appearance of
plates than do electrotype proofs-which, h wever, like
posthumous prints, give an inaccurate id a of the appearance of illuminated prints.
Blake's printing process did not end with inking
the plate and pulling it through the press-and neither
could Ritchie's. Th initial set of ro fs, showing too
much, but telling tOO little, qujckly revealed that electrotypes could be printed in imitation of illuminated
prints only if the paper matched Blake's in c lor and
receptivity, the ink matched in color and texture, and
the impr ssions w re hand painted in water colors. In
short, as Ritchie came to appreciate fully the beauty and
subtlety of the origi als, and, as with his own lightly
etched plates, the importance of careful inking and wiping, th electrotyp s became anything but easy to print·
and the projected edition anything but a one-man job.
In addition to requiring a substantially larger bank loan
for start-up costs, a facsimile, as opposed to a monochrome, editi n would require more tim , en rgy, and
artistic help than riginally envisaged. The "Manchester
Group," a ssick refers to all of us involved, onsisted
primarily of Kate onnelly, who mad m st of th paper
and assisted itchie with the printing,
uy Tucker,
Jacqueline Marshall, and aul Taggart, the principal
colorists, Paul Heskell at Dorset Bookbinding Company, who made the leather portfolios and cl th-covered
conservation boxes, and hand sew d the introductory
booklet, and I, who, as technical adviser, wrot the
introduction and h Iped to design the format of the two
different editions. '\
Songs, copy B, an early copy in th British Museum,
was chosen as th model becaus of its del icate washes
and accessibility. We came to realize from th subsequ nt
sets of hand colored working proofs in imitation of copy
B that the more we incorporated authentic eight enthcentury materials and techniques in the inking and
painting stages of the process, the more authentic looking were the facsimiles. or us, re roducing Blake's
illuminated prints came to mean reproducing Blak 's
illuminated printing process. But befor we could ev n
begin the facsimHe-ma1cing process, let alone fine tun
it, we needed pI tes that could be handled and printed
in the same manner as BI ke's-which ruled out using
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the v ry electrotype bl ks up
hieh as bas d th
whole idea of a fine limited edition of BI ke (; csimi l s.
The sixteen electrotypes m de by lay &
n or
Gilchrist's Life of Blake (186) ere cast fr m ten of
Blake's copper plates, at least six of which weT etched
on both sides, and mounted type} igh (.91 ") Ii r r lief
printing. The Victoria & Alb rt et f electroty s er
cast from th
riginal set, now 1 st, nd r als typ
high and lead based. Their h ight makes th bord rs of
the blocks more difficult to h nd i
and th blo ks
themselves far mor diffi ult to print on a r 11in pres
(the kind of pr ss Blake used) th n the rigin 1 relief
etchings, which were approxim tely 1/16", th stand d
thickn ss of a c per plate. e hnically, it is p ssibl
to print type-high block on a r lling pres , but only
if the rollers are ful1y raised, which, be au it i not
the way the press is designed to work. r vents fuJI
control over th plate and thu over the quality of th
impressi n. To btain the contr Inc ssary t re r at
the tactile qualities of the rigin Is, e need d to rint
sixteen-gauge relief etchings, not typ -high leetrtypes. Thus, instead of using the elecrrotyp s to prinr
the impr ssions 6 r the dition, e u ed them to print
a set of embossed pr fs, which were th n ph t gr phe
to make the r lief tche
opper plat s.
h proofs were printed in black pr flng ink on
an extremely s ft, unsized paper mad by , r
onn lly
and Paul Ri tchie from "fre Stu ' a pp s d t
et
stuff," whi h produces parchment-lik
per). his su errece tive paper picked up virtu lly 11
til, n
ecause it was soft enough to b prine dry, it llminated
the slight dist Ttion in im g size
rm JIy cud by
shrinkage, thereby ensuring hat th printed i ag s
w re the exa t siz f the plat im es. The ph t gr phi
transparencies wer sh t dire tly fr m tl e impr si ns
using a large-plate cam r , whi h pr due d m -siz
negativ s. h s same-size neg tiv s er th n Jac d
directly onto th sensitized c p r I tes nd rint d in
r verse so th im ge is ba kwards. hi c tact m th d
eliminates th sli ht longati n of imag that ccurs
when the imag is proje ted through
am
1n ,
in th Trian n' s collotype proc ss.
The opper plates were tched by ilchrist r thers (!) td., Leeds, with ferric chloride at
0
ume. ~
After s veral tri I pI tes-and Ri tchi tryi g th
rothers' patience with his fastidi usn ss n
il rin th m
with his insisten e that th y not orrect ny f tl missing
characters and punctuadon-they pr uce
x 11 nt
plates. The omp rison b tween el troty
impr sian
and workshop impr ssi n (ill us. 1 and 2) ho
th
accuracy and reliability of this pI tern kin pr e s.
Practically speaking) there i 0 Iso fidelity et e n
the generati ns.
As Essjck has point d ut, m s of th minor ifferences between elec rotyp and auth otic im.p r ssion
II
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are, lik those betwe n any two of Blake's impressions,
due to diffi rent inking and printing methods. Most of
th se diffi rences W· w re abl to eliminate by using the
kind of ink, nd printing metho that Blake used. here
ar , though, a few 1 trtrs a d marks of punctuation
missing in th electrotyp s th mselves and thus in our
s t of r Ii f plat s, but I've counted only seven of the
eight 1ssi k lists. (, Blak touched up r added missing
I tt rs in many of his illuminated prints, particularly
in the early book , whos plates s em to have been bitten
long 'r and eep r (if th he vily embossed posthumous
ong.r are any indi tion of d pth) than plates after] 79
and thus w re probably more susceptible to foul biting
and having pieces of the varnish d text and design lift
off th plate. In any ev nt, lik Blak , we corrected the
missing chara t rs in a atching ink on tl e impressions
th ms Iv s, rather th n correct the electrotypes. The
vari tions in the ele trotype of the SOllgs 0/ Experience
title late, how ver, w r corr cted n the plat . This
p rticul r electrotype (illus . 3), which appears to have
been mad from a drawing and not from th original
pla.te, differs from Blake's by having too many lines in
the pill" r nd t 0 few in the bed's drap ry, afro-like
hair for the twO young mourn rs, nd no date (1794)
in the right pillar (illus. 4). 7 ecaus our obj cdve w s
t Cl' ate (; csimil of th tid pag in copy B, that is,
s it w s prinr d in this particular copy and not of the
plate as it ' pp ars in r ofs, we d cided that m king a
new plate from an uncolored impr ssion, Songs o/Innocence copy U, for exampl , would be no m re effective
than "excavating the lines in the copy
impression
and altering the lines in th lectrotype to match. An
embossed impression was substantially corrected by having its in orrect lin s masked out, nd thus delet d,
and od rs r shap d and n wly ad ed by hand. In a
numb r f pIac s th printing is delib rarely broken, as
in th t ndril of the" "of "The Author," and the foul
rinting is imira ed, su h
th thin bord r marks. A
onta r rr nspar ncy was then made of the doctored
i pr ssion and th resulting plate printed slightly m re
h avily than th others. As ssi k points ut, "the new
acsimile la e . . . is much close to the original," with
th am high fidelity as those prin ed from r lief plat s
mad fr m unaltere I el ctrotype impr ssions.
he J ap r for the e ition w s also specially ~ad.
Using sm 11 hydropulper nd pa er refl er that Ritchie
d ign d and built s ciaJJy for th p oject, he and
Kat
onn lly succ eded in making fr m 100% cotton
lint rs a very soft and r ptivc paper (illus. 5). his is
send lly [h . arne pap r that was used to print th
electr typ s, and, although it had t
· siz d to accept
wa er col r" it remained as rec ptive as th first batch
of pap r. Irgalit p per dyes in fairly mins~ule
pr portions were added to th pulp at the refinlOg stage to
mak its color match that of the original pap r. ach
U

sheet (20.5 X 16.5 cm.) was individually made by hand
on a wove mold giving four deckled edges, is watermarked Songs of Innocence or SONGS OF EXPERIENCE,
and blind embossed with Blake's Night Thollghts monogram (illus. 6). Tl e watermarked paper will prevent
the facsimiles from being mistaken for originals-and
prevent the British Musuem from having a future head ache. or if ever the printroom should be rearranged,
the colored copy of "A Cradle Song" that will be found
under several tons of solid oak chests will not be thought
of as an uncatalogued Blake original, but a facsimile
that slipped away from Jacqueline Marshall.
ven after being pressed in a bookpress (illus. 7)
and passed through the etching rollers, the paper, because it is only lightly sized, remains slightly rougher
an soft r than Blake's Whatman paper, or Trianon's
Arches. And because it is so soft, it is easily mbossed,
no matter how lightly printed. As Essick points out,
most of Blake's prints do not have a pronounced platemark. here are at least two reasons for this: (1) because
the image is on and not below the surface it transfers
under light pressure; (2) because Blake's wove aper is
made of "wet stuff' nd is sized, and is thus a relatively
hard support (even when printed damp). B In any event,
our impressions ar not as flat as Blake's- or at least
copy B- but neither are Blake's as .fIat as the finest
collotype and lithographic and photomechanical facsimiles suggest. We coul have Ratt ned th impressions
after printing to remove their very slight embossment,
but this would hav be n to err in the other direction . .
It would have been to imitate the surface image and not
th tacti Ie quality of the original pri nts. We have tried,
on the other hand, to remind the reader that th poems
are pages and the pages are prints, and that as printS,
by their tactil as well as illuminated nature, Blake's
poems ar "an improvement of sensual enjoyment."
ssick wonders why we went to all the trouble to
make our own paper and suggests that the paper's rough
texture is "un lakean. "9 But as mention d, moldmade
commercial papers, including the Rives that ssick suggests, produc d disappointingly stark impressions, which
is Thy we decided that a paper especially receptive to
relief plates was need d. Blake, as ssick reminds us,
used the best "wove paper that could be procured." This,
however, did not mean just any commercially handmade
paper, but the b st handmade paper of the day, paper
that was beautiful in itself and perfectly receptiv to the
plate. Pap r is not merely a vehicle for the image, but
interacts with the image and ink and colors. It is part
of the print. In this sense, the MEW pap r, which is
the best printing paper I have ever used for relief printing, is as Blakean in body, giving a feel of the originals,
as printing on the best handmade paper that can be
procured is Blakean in spirit. he historical and technical prec dents of the Trianon Press's specially made
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paper in no way influenced our decision to make our
own paper. But Essick is right to suggest that the exigencies of producing beautiful prints for a special deluxe
limited edition overruled the need for exact similitude.
The paper was soft enough to be printed dry, and
this is how it was printed for the first few sets of proofs.
But because Blake clearly seems to have dampened his
paper, we began to dampen ours, and, not surprisingly,
we obtained better, more authentic Jooking impressions. 10 We used light pressure, not much more than
the weight of the top roller, with only three blankets
(two size catchers and one swanskin) instead of the usual
four, and registered the plate on a marked sheet of paper
under the plate, thus assuring the proper margins (illus.
8). Producing impressions with the tactile qualities of
the originals, however, involved more than getting the
printing pressure right; it also involved getting the color
and composition of the inks correct, as well as devising
an effective and consistent way of inking the plates.
Because of th reticulation and uneven strength of
the ink in Blake's printing, deciding upon the optimum
ink color/tone was possibly the most perplexing and
time-consuming aspect of the project. Blake Books describes the color as brown, noting that Experience is printed
in an "orangish brown" and Innocence in a "flat brown"
(Blake Books, p. 373, n. 21). The difference between
Bentley's color definition and ours is largely one of descriptive interpretation; we refer to the "orangish brown"
as yellow, though it is really a sort of faded warm ochr ,
while the "flat brown" is a color midw y between brown
and the ochre, and could well have be n a mixture of
the two inks, made either deliberately or accidentally.
Even within the sets the shade of color sometimes appears diff; rent from one plate to another, possibly due
to printing pressure and the amount of ink Blake has
applied to the plat ; e.g., "Holy Thursday" is very lightly
printed, whereas in parts of, say, "Infant Sorrow," the
inking is much heavier. It is possible that a residue f
another ink on the dabber has affected the hue on some
plates, Because of such variables, we could not use the
same ink for aJJ the plates, but had to match separ tely
the color of each facsimile with the original, and, even
then, arriving at a color match was maddeningly difficult
because test strips would differ and yet, depending on
what part of the print was used as the sample, all could
be right.
The first ink itchie experimented with was a mixture of commercially made letterpress and intaglio inks,
but this worked too well. The image transferr d from
the plate to the paper without the reticulation so characteristic of Blake's. We reasoned that Blake, like other
engravers printing their own plates, would have made
his own ink, but that this handmade ink would have
been intaglio, not relief, ink. The thicker plate oils
(burnt linseed oil) used in the former make it stiffer and
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more tenacious, transferring ev nly nIy ith 1 eavy
pressure. We ground the inks on a marble slab, using
first grade pigments and oils, c refully m tching the
colors of the originals. Ritchie applied the ink, h w ver,
with a roller, rather than a linen abber, the tool lak
most likely used. 11 ~
res rted to the "un lakean" tool
(rollers were not invented till about 1813 and n t in
common use till mid-nineteenth century) becaus it produced more consistent results. With dam ened paper,
light printing pressure, nd stiffhandmad intaglio ink,
we succeeded in duplicating th surfac texture, swell
as the colors of the originals. 12
lored by eight jft r ot
The prints were h nd
colorists. Jacquelin Marsh 11,
ul Taggart, od uy
Tucker were the principal coJ ris s, nd th y wer Iso
the artists responsible for the pr to ypes m de in the
British Museum from the originals. This took eight
weeks and three trial sets (tHus. 9 and 1), he col rs
first used were Wins r & Newton, but e found-as
we had with the ink-that we obtain d mor ac ur t
results in texture and tonality by preparing th colors
by hand . he pigments were ground in vehicle f gum
arabic, honey, and glycerine, with a drop of ox gall nd
phenol, a preserver, which is, except for th last ingr dient, a variation of a recipe in ossie's he Handmaid
to the Arts (176 ),1 3 The main col rs ere Prllssian bille,

gamboge, yellow ochre, India1/ red, limbers, black, 1Jermilio11,
rose madder (genuin), nd alizarin crimso1l, 11 of which,
except the last, were used by Blake. 1 Back i the orkshop, the colorists worked from their prot types and
occasionally from slid s on
i star ba k-lit projector
to produce final masters, which wer th n che k d a ainst
the model and finish d at the ritish Museum Pri t
Room (iUus. 11). ~
nalyzed lake's t r c lor technique with the hope of working up ch rint as a
composite whole, which can b uite tri ky hen co ying, the copier not being the riginal auth r of the work.
We found it ne essary to impr v c rtain detail nd
modeling, as we1J as slightly scr ngthen s me f the
washes. The outlining, mostly done by ucker, w s
executed in a. diluted India ink with quill, r lett ring,
brush-which, as Essick pints out, i that
mally used in "pen and wash." h outlinin
master copy of liThe Little irl Lost," pI te 1, h ever,
was executed by Marshall, whose h nd slip
ov r the
printed lin of the woman's hip, only then to discover
that she had duplicat d Blak 's "rror" f 179 !
The coloring was done after the prin s er dry,
except on those plates which ap ar c 1 r prj t d ~ like
"Infant Sorrow," "London," and "Hum n b r ct." As
unconventional as Blak 's col r prints are, hi u ual c lor
printing method wa a variation of th a la POltjJ ' te hnique used in ngland to color print mezzoti ts, tipples, chalk engravings, and aquati ts. In this t chniqu t
the different colors are applied to the plat with small
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dabbers, or "dollies," and the I late is printed juSt once.
his technique, though, is difficult and the r suits are
not consistent. So w looked for an easier, more pre ise
technique of itnitating the texture of th se impressions,
one that wOllll enable us to paint rh print rather than
the plate. W; knew that in conv ntion I color printing
the colors w re oil-based inks, an 1 not ize-color as in
Blake's, but that th' im\)ressions, like lake's, were
finish·d in water 'olors. I
his led u to experiment
with different combinations of inks and water colors.
In the rlitst trial pr ofs of "In 'ant orrow," the
mottled texture of the size-color waS repr du ed y stippling water color with the tip of the brush on the dry
ink of the impression. he r suIts were labored and
unconvincing. Ritchie dis overed, howev r, that the
opaqu bJa k at the bo tom of these and other plates,
which is thought to beolor printed (Blake Books, p.
37.~,
n. 21), was washed with a faidy dry brush over
th ink on th in pression, and n t transn rr d from the
plat . He also fall d that ad er r as that appeared color
print d had tl same structure, that is, a water-based
(olor over an oil-ba cd ink. We reasoned that the m ttled
texture, which made til . paint appear to hav more body
than it did, was not can sed by tl e paper pulling away
from a buttery size-color on the plare, but by the water
colors interacting with an oUy surface and attaching to
the exposed p p't where the ink had r ticulated (iIJus.
12). We found, howev f, that we could ot t produce
this mottle effect one the ink was complet Jy dry. y
using a slightly coars rink, whi h was even Joser to
lake's and red ulat·d more readily, nd applying w ter
coJor wash s on top of it while it was sti11 tacky, which
in ffe t was to m~ nipuJate the surface tension between
oil-based ink and w tC!r-based paint, W' recreated the
olor printed ppear nce of the originals- if not actually
.dis over one of the method used by Blak (iJJus. 13).16
If this was the m thod us d in Songs (B), then Blake
would hav h d to p, int these jmpressions so n after
printing, rather than wait until } e had buyer, as he
is known to I av done with a few c pies of the illuminated books. Illumination, in other words, was not
an ~ ft rthought.
W have recr ate , int ·ntionally and inadvertently,
ny of Blak 's printing methods as p ssible to ere te
high fidelity facsimil s. Our objectiv , however, was
not 0 iy t r produce the appearance of Blake's prints,
but eh' feel f th m as w II. Our mode of production,
as ssick notes, h its weakness s as well as its strengths:
no on copy looks exactly lik it mod 1 in (!vc:ry respe ,
no tWO c pic of th edi tion are xactly the same-and
no c py is nor labor int nsive. he original plan of 6vehundred onochr eopies uickly becam eventyfive aft r the mount of time and labor was known, and
th st: seventy-five c pies were divid d into the facsimile
edition, limited to forty copies, and the monochrome
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edition, limited to thirty-five copies. The monochrome
sets, which have been printed in a light brown ink
without borders and on the same paper as the facsimile
dition, consists of the sixteen Innocence and Experience
impressions printed without plate borders, a proof with
borders of the "The Little Girl Lost" and twO hand in imitation of
colored impressions of the same, on~
copy B, and one in imitation of copy T (illus. 14), an
elaborately paint d late copy with frame lines. Each
print is inserted in an acid free folder and the entire set
of prints is nclosed in a cloth-covered box. The facsimile
edition has one extra print, a proof with borders of "The
Lan:b':' printed in black proofing ink (illus. IS). The
faCSImiles are loosely m unted in orners on pages of a
portfoli hand bound in full morocco whi h is enclosed
in a loth-covered box. Both editions'include twO blind
embossed fronrispi ces, one to Innocence and one to Experience, consisting of the title extracte 1 from Blake's
own title plates, underneath whi h is "Published by
Manc~estr
tching Workshop 1983" in a simpJe, conservatIve typeface.
The pri nts ar prcsen ted in the order of copy B.
~us
~ , h~re
ar eight Innocem:e and eight Experience prints,
wlth Little School Boy," which later became part of
Experience, still parr of Innocence. The number of the
edition is penciled in on th lower left corner and the
pdnts are numbered 1- 16 on the verso so that' they can
b removed from the portfol io or box and returned to
the same ,or.der. oth editions are ac ompanied by The
Art of Wtllram Blake's Illuminated Print.f, a hand-sewn
- ~ve
pc ges explaining th technique
bo?klet . of twen~y
of Illummated pnntl g. To make the booklet more widely
avaj]able--and affordable to scholars- 125 numbered
copies have been issued separately with a m n chrome
impression printed without borders in light brown ink;
prlOt and booklet are enclosed in a dark brown clothcovered folder with Blake's monogram stamped in gold
on the front cover and COSt $35. Like th editions, the
booklet ca be ordered fr m the Manchester Etching
Workshop, 3-5 Union Street (off Church Street), Manch ster M4 IPB .
We presented the prints as prints, and not as bound
pages, to make it possible for museums, libraries, and
coLJectors to show th m as a group, for, as M.H. Abrams
states in the rospectus, these impr 5sions "are also, in
their own right, delightful works of art for public or
private exhibition." And we divided th seventy-five
copi s into two compl' mentary edi tions to reveal the
evolution from plate to illuminated print. Like the multipJe impressions of "The amb" and" he ittle Girl
Lost," monochrome and colored impressions f the same
plate clearly reveal what Blake could do to alter the
image, and address the issue Essick raises about different
versions of the "same" illuminated book. P rhaps the
most enduring educational value of the prints, though,
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is their b auty. They celebrate Blake, whether they miss d
a tendril or not, whether the green is too dark r too
light on this or that impression. Here at Cornell and
anywhere but the British Mus urn print room, students
and lovers of Blake will n t be comparing th m to copy
B, but to Blake's riginals in gener 1. What they will
exp rience is copy B2. But ssick says this better: the
Workshop's facsimiles are "a recreation of a process as
well as a reproduction of images; as much a new edition
of an illuminated book, wid its own unique qualiti s,
as a repr duction of an existing copy."

Privare cor res ndence.
hough elecrrory e .nd posthumous prints convey the sam
information, they re e sy to di ringuish: p sthumous prints were
usually printed in reddish brown ink and arc v ry notic (bly embossed, because they were printed on a rolling pr ss wirh too much
pressure. lecrrotypes, like rocess blocks and type, tend t be R t
because they are printed in common plat n pre ses.
~ Guy ucker, n anist and art lecturer at rhe M n hester Art
College, was rhe colorists' supervisor and exc~td
the gener ] wa,ter
color finishing and most of the fine pen hne work; J quellne
Mar hall is a textile designer and artist who teaches
rt time at
Stockport Art College; and au] agg. rt is n < rrist and parttime
lecturer, lford Art olleg, Manchester, and other, olle es in the
Manchester area.
thers who work d on the co loring t a lesser
llege;
extent ar olin Rispin, artist/illustrator, M nchester Art
Andrea Hill, textile designer and lecturer, StO kport Art ollege;
Penny Roberts, texril designer; hristopher Tipping, areis printmaker; 1 nda Berg, an n Iish t cher and rt lover. The prospectUS nd b kl r, Th An of '. iI/iam Blake's IlIlIminated Prints,
were designed by
ren Meneghln and set y M rk ecker, both
of Gladiola Press, ew York. . Y.
I Life of Willialll Blak (London: Ma mill n, 1863), II , 267.
, erri cbloride (p rchlorid of iron), th ugh us d I ss than
utch mordant nd nitric, is on of the most controll ab le of acids.
Becaus it leaves a sediment f iron oxide, the pI r must be t ken
our of the b th regul rIy, ashed, and examined; c nstant he king
ofrhe late,and,equ lJ yim arrant, h slow,evencorr dinga tion
of the acid, gr(.-arly reduce the chance f fI ul biting nd pitting of
the plate's surface, ther by a suring accur tely bitt n I tes.
As for the ki nd of acid th t I ke used, n i eric r the w aker,
long our of dat , vinegar-based dd, ssick is probably right t
keep the jury out (see ssick review, below). In The Art o/William
Blake's [//mlJlnal d Prl11/s. J st re that Bl k used th form er; J do
not, however, mer ly "allow or he possibiliry of dditives" to the
nitric, but strongly suggest it. Biting relief lates rr crly is f: r
more difficult than biting roday's "deep et h 'd" p lates, which re
analogous to Blake' in that p rt of the design is in relief and both
surface and lower levels of the plate c n b printed simultane usly
in different colored ink. But 0 en rched p lates incorpor re accidents in the biting a the pIt te as part of the volving image an
the ov rail exploit tlon of th medium. Blake's objective, on the
other hand, 'as to repr duce, or r ther, to duplicate th details
and qu liry of rhe marks made on the pI te, which mad it ne essary
to reduce the technic I distortion r suIting from the biting acti n
of the acid-whether, like nitric, the acid bites laterally or nOt.
Much kno ledge of dditiv s, as welJ as skill in the use of acid,
I
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preparing n intermediate m. trix and then building up the relief
are 5 of the matrix, so that its c t, rhe I 'ctrorype, is deep enough
to b ommcrclally printed. or a detailed descriprion of the disrepancics in de th among the different sets of electrotypes, see
Prinlmake,., pp. 9 -95.
II There may be one or rwo more re sons why rhe illuminated
prinrs do not hav pronounced platemarks. Blake may h ve used
a stiff backing sh et placed b rwe 'n the thin clr blanket ("size
carch r") I nd th paper. h ~ wove pattern that is occasion lIy visible
on iIIuminared prints (Urizen pI. 2 (B), for example), may have
been pro luced by the damp pap r being in direct contact with the
fel blanket. Blnk may also have primed plates f: ce iown on paper
lying on th' press bcd, a method used to print engravings on
"paper, pastboard, Satin or other thing you print upon" (William
aithorne, TheA", ofGr(J.in~
(lnd Elchhlg [London, 2nd cd. 1702},
"How to [nk the Plate"). Plat s 7- 12 in Ellrope ( ) have horizontal
and vcrci al pencil lines (some par Iy erased) on their face, which
corr spond to the size of the plates. Jf thes lines are registration
marks, then the paper must have lain on the press bed facing up
and the plate pIa cd on tOP of ir - otherwise the lin s would not
hav been visible. I have print d many of my relief etchings using
this m thod, ancl, b cause J forego the blanket under the paper
which irhorne suggests, I an prinr the shallowe t of relief tching
with very ele n r ·sults. A similar reverse method of printing was
u ed with woodcuts that w re printed ind pendent of typc. Ink is
bru hed on a Ie ther-cover d block and th woodcut stamped into
th ink, ", ncl ehen lifted up inst ntly and drope with some little
force on th paper, which is to receive the impression" (Dossie II,
222).
A. rh posthumous print~
of 011g.r clearly show, thcr is nothing about tl e plates themselves that prcve ted them from embossing the paper. Indeed, BI, kc color-printe The Maniage of
lIealJClI (wd Hell (P) and Viliom 0/ the Dallghters of Albion (F) with
so much pressure th, t the figures' bodi s seem cast in relle . These
may have been enrJy 'xpcriments • tolar printing, with more
pressure than was necessary for he paper to pick up the alar from
both lower ,lnd relief I veIs imulraneol1sly. On the mhe hand,
E1Irope, copy ,which is :t1so color prinred, is very fl. t, perhaps
because the p. p r is printed on both sides of the sheet and most
of the size-color is from th relief rather th n shallow ar' s--or
apli~d
directly to the impressions l,~emscv
. Se~
n?c 16.
) '. sick's omments abour an unBlakean prlnrtng pressure
apparently refer to the impressions in th~
man? Iltome rarher than
the facsimile edition. The form rare IOtenti nally more de ply
imprintcd than rh latter SlOce they. re not facsimiles of ny copy.
he ilea thac Blake's platc have no embossment what vcr, of
ours, is not truc (see note 8), a d if th facsimiles have more
now, w It tWO hundred years nd they'll have Jess.
") Intaglio doters dam en th paper so that it is soft and
pliable nough to b forced lOt the in ised lines of the plate. In
th eighte nth century, however, paper wa also dampened. for
I tt rpre sprinting, b ause there was not en ugh pressur In a
pi t n pr s co force handmade ink into the dry fibers of rag pap r.
Although Slak 's plat s wer prin cd on a rolling press, the Tacky
ink nd Iighl pressure would h v' caused problems WIth rhe tran •
feren . of the image similar to th se in lectcrprcss printing. Darnp
ening the pap r opens irs interstices a th t th ink accually be omes
p rr of the paper, chus ssurlng solid, rather the n a ghostlike,
Impression.
.
Jt was se nd. rd practic in the eighteenth century to prine
both r lief and in agli pi r·5 on d mp papcr, but ther are three
other ways to prove th t Blake did so too: (1) the p per of certain
in Visi0!1s, copy ,must
olor print d impressions, sud as th~s
have be n pliant to be so 'mbossed WIthout tearing; (2) the wove
pattern 0 the v [SO f a number of impressions is an indication
hat the paper was sufficiently damp ned to accept he wove of the
to
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felts; and (3) Blake's prints are slightly smaller than posthumous
pulls, which could be printed on dry paper be ause they ~er
printed with greater pressure and, it seems, with finer, machlnemade relief inks.
II Essick distinguishes between the "inking ball," i.e. an ~n
graver's linen dabber, and a "type-printer's inking ball," by reft~g
to the latter as a "dauber" (Printmaker, p. 99). He argues qUite
persuasively that Blake used a dauber rather than a dabber (p. 101),
bur, because he also detects s.igns of a dabber (p. 102), wisely
concludes that there may have been more than one inking tool and
method. J have inked my own relief etchings and lake facsimiles
with both tools and can attest to the e 1cacy of the former. Because
handmade linen dabbers, about 2112 and 3 inches in diameter, wer
the inking cools all eighteenth-century engravers made and used
to spread etching grounds and inks, I suspect Blake used it, tOO.
Despite its clumsy appearance, the dabber does a fine job of inking
the relief surface and keeping the shallows uninked. Its broad,
slightly convex bottom is supported by the relief line system of
text and borders. In (tial proofs, Ritchie also produced good results
using an inking dabber, but resorted to using an inking roller for
the impressions in both the monochrome and facsimile editions for
consistency of effect.
12 That the reticulation of Blake's ink ould b caused by the
kind of oil in his ink is supported by studio experiments, but also
by the findings of other printmakers: "Strong oil in the ink alone
would yield ... owning to irs tremendous grip, a somewhat mottled or granulated tone t the surface unless thoroughly cleaned
(wiped off the plate] with whiting"; Ernest Lumsden, The Art of
Etchin~
(London: Seeley, Service & Co., 1925), p. 28.
I
Dassie, I, 177.
I
Though our analysis of Blake's palette was done by eye,
our findings match those of analyses independently conducted by
Ann Maheux with a polarizing microscope and a "scanning electron
microscope with an energy disp rsive x-ray spectrometer"; "An
Analysis of the Watercolor Te hnique and Materials of William
Blake," BlakelAnlltllStraled Quarterly, 17 (1984), p. 127. Maheux
examin ·d eight water color p intings executed over a twenty-seven
year period and found that lake's palette remained very consistent;
except for blue verdicer, whi h showed up in one late work, we
found the same colors in Songs (B), a series of hand -painted prints
executed five to ten years earlier than the earliest paintings she
examined.
15 David AI x nder and Richard Godfrey, Painters a11d Engraving: The Reproductive Print From Hogarth /0 \Vitkie (New Haven:
Yal' e ter for British Arr, 1980), pp. 41- 42. For a more detailed
discussion of color printing, s c Joan riedm n's Color Printing in
England, 1460- 1870 (New Haven: Y Ie Center for British Art,
1978); Julia rankau's Eigbteenth-Ce1llllry CO/Olit' Pril1ts (London:
Macmillan and Co., 1906); and R.M. Burch's CO/Ollf Pri1uing and
C%llr Printers (New York: Baker and Tayler 0., 1911).
16 In color printing, Blake seems to have employed multiple
techniques to create similar visual effects, which reveals both his
wllJingness to exploit media and his concern with the paincerly
qualiries of his priots. Such experimentation, however, makes the
minute particulars of the process difficult, if not impossible, to fix
definitively. Wat r color over tacky ink may be the earliest tech~
nique of color prin ing or the simplest variation. In any event, our
experiments with color printing su porc Essick's idea that BI. ke
could have applied size-color with a sponge or brush directly to
the impression rather than to the plate (see "ssick review, below).
A few of the color printed impressions in Ellrope copy also support
chis hypothesis. he black size-color on plate 5, for xample, reveals
also to have been applied directly to
brushstrokes and thus sce~
the impression. More imp rtant are the small hairs, between. 3 to
1 cm., in the color-printed areas of plates 8,12,14. Though tOO
sm.1l to be from brushes used for washing, they may represent
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water color brushes cut of their points (which makes the bristles
stiff, like glue brushes) to enable them to daub paint on the lower
and relief areas of the plate in an d fa pot/pee manner. Most of these
hairs seem to have been transferred from the plate along with the
paint, but on plate ] 2, which, as mentioned in note 8, has registration-like lines, they seem to have been from brushes manipulating the paint directly on the im ression itself. If plate 12 was
"stamped" face down, it could pick up igment from the lower
levels only if the pigment had substantial body, which it oes not
have, or jf there was a blanket under the paper making it pliablewhich would defeat the purpose of printing in this fashion. The
size-color on this particular print, in other words, seems to have
been applied to the impression after it was stamped/printed, and
its tactile, spongy texture created by brushes manipulating tacky
paint over (wet?) ink and not by the pap r pulling away fr m th
plate.
By daubbing im ressions with warm size- o]or, Blake auld
simulate the visual and tacrile effects of paint applied indire dy.
Our experiments, however, howed th t whether the impression
was a true color print or a print colored in imitation of one, the
final product invoJved at least two steps. Technically, lake ould
finish his olor printed impressions in water colors because sizecolor is both water miscibl , and thus accepts water colors painted
over it, and insoluble once dry, and thus not disturbed by being
rewetted. And visually, as the proofs 0 U,.izen plates 1 and 5 in
Yale's Center for British Art and Urizen late 24 in the Keynes'
collection reveal, he needed to. An unpainted color printed image
is literalJy a series of "blots and blurs." It assumes its we}] defined
shape when water colors and pen lines are added. he two~sep
process recalls Turner's as revealed on Varnishing day, or Cozens'
technique of making ink blots and rhen outlining on tracing paper
the forms the blots suggest (A NetIJ Method of Assisting the blVention
in Drawing Original Compositions of L(mtiscape, london, ca. 1784.).
The purpose of col r printing seems co have been texture, not coJor,
for there are only a few colors printed from the plate. A Jarge creamy
white area, for example, becomes multicolored once it is gone over
in water co)ors.
ur experiments have convinced us eha.t Blake combined oil·
based inks with water miscible paints, both wh n color printing
from inked plates with size-color, and when washing, painting, or
daubbing the printed impressions in water colors. We disagree, in
other words, with the idea thar Blake's ink muse have been water
soluble since oil would have made it r 0 greasy to accept water
colors. This idea, first put forch by Ruthven Todd ("The Te hnique
of Wi iii am Blake's Illuminated Printing," The Print Col/ector's Quarterly, 29 [Nov. 19 8]. pp. 25-37), has been recently resurrected
by Bo Lindberg (Review of \Villtam Blake, Printmaker, in Blake/An
II/ustrated Quarterly 59, vol. 15, no. 3 [Winter 1981- 82), pp.
140-48). Lindberg does not b lieve Blake, or anyone else, for that
matter, used an oil based ink when printing in colors. Because
burnt oil, the vehicle of incaglio ink, is black, he reasons that "it
is suitable only for blacks and ocher dark pigments. This is why
eolor!rinting has b ~n r~e
in the west .until q~ire
recent times"
(p. 1 1). Contrary hlstortcal precedent IS explatned away: "since
color printing was praeti ed in the eighteenth century, printers and
engravers must have h d reci es-more or less secret ones-for
suitable binders" (p. 1 1. He states thar Blake "probably preferred
the customary burnt-oil binder ... or inc glio priming," but that
"it is likely that [he) used aqueous binders for most of hi s stereoty e
prints" (p. 1 1). Assuming an aqueous binder forces Lindb rg to
assume also that the paper was prin ed dry, since moist paper would
have caused the water-based ink to blur (p. 142), • nd to explain
the reticulation of the ink surface as being caused by the surface
of the undampened paper (p. 142). Lindberg's log ic leads to the
imaginative, bue I believe mistaken, conclusion that Blake printed
his illuminated impressions in a secret water-based ink on dry paper,
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a method like the one used to print Japanese color woodcuts (pp.
14 ]- 4.2),
In short, Lindberg's explanation of illuminated priming is in
direct opposition to what we disc vered in making our fi csimiles.
I discuss eh probable causes for ink reticularion and the likeliho d
of using dry paper in not s 10 nd 12 of this rtide. As for burnt
oil not being used with Light pigments, uch
the y II ws, light
browns, and ochres of ongs (B), nd recipes bing secret, I r fi r
to William Faithorne's The Art of GralJ ing and EI hillg, 2nd cd.
1702: "one may Iso Print Plates ith many other sorts of olours
well ground and delay'd, as welJ with the same Oyl [burnt walnut
oil] of this Black, for brown Colours, nd for Ii ht ones with oth r
thick OyJs purify'd" ( ha t r: "How to Ink the Plat . . . for
Printing"), And as for il being t gr sy to a cept w ter colors:
"Some put inco the boiling Oyl [befor seetin it afire) ither n
Onyon or cruse of Bread to make ir I ss r ie" ( ha rer:" he
ondition of the Nut Oyl, nd how to b it nd burn it" .
Perh ps the most import m chin we h v 1 n d b ut
Blake's printing r cess is that it is nor as c mpJic ted
nee
thought. It is, no doube, inviting ro think of I ke, the vision. ry,
as having cunningly ontriv d 11 m. nner f innov tive t chni u s
rather than intelligently dapting existing printmaking technology
co his own needs. AIth ugh non-printm kers ttribut the rinemaker with devious complexity, in all printing by h nd the mOSt
surprising
nd unintentional- r suIt frequently occur withom
any conscious innovation. As Ritchie disc vered, .. impliciry of
techni ue frees the artist to get on with his job of bein ere tive."
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lcccrorype imptc. sion of "London" printed in black proofing ink.
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2. Workshop's relief etched pi

te

cast from elecrroty e impression of "London" printed in brown inca 1'Iio i k.
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3. Electrotype of Songs of Exporience title page.
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4. Work hop facsimile of tide page to Songs of Experience, Songs, copy B.
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S. arming rhe sheer with moJd and Jeckle in rhe vat; shaking [he mold to integrate and mesh th fibers as the water drains through
the mold (rom the pulp.

6. au hing the sheet, i.e., transferring the sheet of pulp from mold to felt; the pulp at this stage is very hydrated , and therefore
th sheet i very ) kk. he watermark wires have impressed themselves in the pulp to produce the watermark.
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7. First pressing of paper on bookpress. This pressing, ten sh ets at tim, ~mpres
the fib r u Ii lently co al10 the p. p r co be
carefully transferred to a second, ery much heavier pressing, which we achi vcd by putting the paper throu rh the ec hlng pr 's .

8. Pulling a proof of the 01JgS of in110cence title plate on an etching press.
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9- 10. Jac ueline Marshall hand coloring master prints (between visits to the British Museum) of" he Ecchoing reen" and "Divine
Image," from two prorotypes made at the British Museum; all final masters were subsequently checked and finished at the museum.
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11. Workshop impression of "The Ecchoing Green"; no. 16 of 40 printed (Cornell University Special Collection ).
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12. Test strip: "Infant Sorrow" showing reticulation of water color on op' of wet ink and opaque black water color on impression.
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13. Trial proof of "Infant Sorrow."
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14. Workshop facsimile of "The Little Girl Lost, copy T, in the monochrome edition.
If
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15. Trial ptoof of "The Lamb" with borders from the facsimile edition.
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