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Blake’s Job: Some Unrecorded Proofs

and Their Inscriptions

BY ROBERT N. ESSICK

Over the last several years, | have been attempring ro
record all pre-publication proofs of William Blake's Jo/
engravings. The resulting catalogue raisonné will soon
be published (or perhaps by now has been published)
by the William Blake Trust as a supplement to its long-
awaited Job facsimiles. This catalogue includes a large
number of previously unrecorded states, as well as several
pre-publication sets of all 22 plates which have never
been described. One such group of proofs merits indi-
vidual notice in the journal of record for Blake schol-
arship because of the light it throws on Blake's
interpretation of the Book of Job. Further, two of the
proofs bear inscribed aphorisms that deserve inclusion
in the canon of Blake's original writings.

On 9 December 1936, the American Art Associ-
ation/Anderson Galleries Inc, of New York offered at
auction as lot 62 a group of 21 pre-publication job
proofs. The catalogue includes a 4'/i-page description
of this collecrion. The vendor is not named and the
extensive sales pitch says nothing about provenance. The
title page of the catalogue names eight sellers, but none
is known to have been a Blake collector. The auction
included “other properties,” and thus the Job proofs may
not have come from any of the eight. An annotated copy
of the catalogue at the Rosenbach Museum & Library,
Philadelphia, records a price of $5000 for lot 62," but
[ have not been able to discover the purchaser or present
whereabouts of the proofs. They clearly are not the same
as any of the 9 sets of complete proofs | have located,
nor can any of the individual proofs outside these major
sets be identified as dispersed remnants of the group
sold in 1936,

The auction catalogue notes thac all leaves in this
proof set measure 1178 X 9716 inches (30.2 X 24.3
cm.) and show a “single stab-hole.” Plates 17 and 20
are on laid paper and the remainder are on wove, with
plates 3, 9, 12, 16, and 21 showing a “J. WHATMAN
1823" watermark.” The title page, printed on laid India
paper, is the only plate not in a pre-publication proof
state. It probably was not printed with the other plates
and may have been added at a later date to complete
the set. The plate by plate descriptions in the sale cat-

alogue range from helpful comparisons between the proofs
an'c'J finished srates to vague generalities (e.g., on plate
8 “the general treatment of the finished work is more
finished and pronounced”). These descriptions do not
permit the precise determination of each print's position
in the sequence of known proof states, but it would
seem as tht'Jugh‘ many, perhaps all, of these impressions
represent the first states after the addition of border
§c5'3n1§-_All are described as lacking imprints and the
Proof” inscription. If indeed these are first pulls after
the ac'idmon of borders, they record a crucial point in
Blake's development of the Job copperplates, perhaps
the first time he could determine fully the success or
fa;lprc of his r:ombl_nati(m of outline borders and highly-
ﬁ.nlshcd central designs. The rediscovery of these impres-
sions could occasion some major adjustments in the
known record of progress proofs.’

Among the more intriguing features of these proofs—
of, to be more exact, of the 1936 catalogue descrip-
tions—is the absence of a few biblical inscriptions which
appear on all previously recorded and traced impressions.
Plate 5 is said to lack “And it grieved him ac his heart
/ Who maketh his Angels Spirits & his Ministers a
Flaming Fire." These words appear as the second and
third lines of text beneath the central design on the
carliest traced state of plate 5 with the border design
(Riches set, Fitzwilliam Museum, and Linnell-Rosen-
wald ser, National Gallery of Art, Washington) and in
all subsequent states. Plate 16 is described as lacking
“The Accuser of our Brethren is Cast down / which
accused them before our God day & night.” The first of
these lines, but not the second, is present just left of
the central design in thé previously recorded first proof
state with the borders (Linnell-Rosenwald set). The next
state (Riches, Linnell-Rosenwald, and White-Rosen-
wald) also lacks the second line, but it appears in all
later states. The 1936 auction catalogue also notes a
variant in the setond line of text beneach the design on
plate 16: “Even the Devils are Subject to Us thro thy
Name. And he said unto them, I saw Satan as lightning
fall from Heaven.” These words from Luke 10:17-18
are emended in the next proof state so that the beginning
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of the second sentence reads “Jesus said unto them, . . ."
Blake very probably made the change simply to identify
the speaker.

By far the most significant variants, textual or pic-
torial, noted in the 1936 catalogue appear on plates 1
and 21. Forcunately, both are reproduced. The illustra-
tions accompanying this essay were made from photo-

graphs of the 1936 reproductions. In the first plate (illus.
1), the ground below the altar in the lower border is
inscribed “Prayer to God is the Study of Imaginative
Art."” The final plate (illus. 2) bears an inscription par-
allel in its placement and syntax: “Praise to God is the
Exercise of Imaginative Art."” The reproductions not only
confirm the presence of these lines but strongly suggest
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1. Blake. Iustrations of the Book of Job, plate 1. Intaglio engraving, image 18.3 X 15 cm. Proof between states 4 and 5, ¢. 1824.

Untraced.
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that, like the other inscriptions on these two proofs, the The inscriptions beneath the altars are unique o
lereers were scratched into the copperplates in drypoint  the untraced proofs, In the next known state of plate |
rather than written with pen or pencil on the individual — (Essick collection [illus. 3] and Linnell, White, and
impressions. The style of leccering is the same as chat  Riches proof sets), the ground has been completely cleared
exemplified by the scracched inscriptions on the altars  of all letters and “The Letter Killeth / The Spirit giveth
and found chroughout the Job plates. There can be lictle  Life” added to the upper part of the altar. Ground and

doubt that the lines were written by Blake. altar remain unchanged in all later states. The next
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2. Blake. Job, plate 21. Image 19.8 X 14.9 cm. Proof berween states [ and 2, ¢, 1824, Untraced,
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recorded state of plate 21 (White [illus. 4] and Riches
proofs) shows that the ground has been cleared, addi-
tional tongues of flame have been added above the altar,
and the lertering on the alrar has been recut more clearly.
These features remain unaltered in subsequent states.
The proof inscriptions in question are the only

words (other than signatures and imprints) in the Job
series not quoted from, or at least closely based on, the
Bible." This might have been one reason for their re-
moval, Both inscriptions are almost certainly Blake's
own words. Their composition—or at least their in-
scription in copper—can be dated to ¢. 1824 on the
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3. Blake. Job, plate 1. Proof state 5, c. 1824-25, Essick collection,
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basis of the known chronology of the Job engravings.’
They are scrikingly similar to two adjacent lines in-
scribed along the lefr margin of Blake's Lancoin engrav-
ing of c¢. 1820 (illus. 5): "Prayer is the Study of Arc /
Praise is the Practise of Art.” A furcher close parallel
between late proof states of Job and the Laocin is es-

tablished by the presence on the lacter of “The Angel
of the Divine Presence” above “Angel of Jehovah™ in
Hebrew. Blake added the same arrangement of the same
“Ivurds (with a spelling change in the Hebrew) to the
Cl{éllrh and last pre-publication proof state of Job plate
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4, Blake, Job, plate 21. Proof stare 2, ¢. 1824 -25. White ser of proofs, Lessing J. Rosenwald Collection, National Gallery of Art,

Washingeon.
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The marginal inscriptions throughout Job influence
the “reading” of the central designs. The position of the
unique lines on the untraced proofs of plates 1 and 21

recommends them as the grounds for interpretations of

all that is pictured and wricten above, “Praise to God
is the Exercise of Imaginative Art" contrasts with the

words cut into the alear (“In burnt Offerings for Sin /
thou hast had no Pleasure”) and provides an appropriate
caption for the central design on plare 21. Wicksteed'’s
comment that Job and his family are “lifting to heaven
the harmonies of redemption” fairly represents all mod-
ern commentary on the final design.” Thus, the plate
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5. Blake. Laocoin. Intaglio etching/engraving, image 26.2 X 21.6 cm. C. 1820. Estate of Sir Geoffrey

Keynes.




PAGE 102

BLAKE/AN ILLUSTRATED QUARTERLY

WINTER 1985-86

21 proof inscription tends to confirm interpretations
made without knowledge of its existence. However, the
impact of the plate 1 proof inscription on the iconog-
raphy of its central design is far more complex.

Charles Elior Norton was the first to suggest that
Blake pictures Job in a fallen state of consciousness at
the beginning of the series. As Norton wrote in 1875,
“Job's prayers and burnt-offerings, in the days of his
prosperity, were, after all, bur the propitiatory and sel-
fish sacrifices of the law."" Subsequent criticism has fol-
Jowed this crucial conceprion of Blake's vision of Job,
one that places the first and last plates in opposition
and thereby influences the shape of the entire visual
narrative. This perspective is placed into doubrt by the
proof inscription which, when combined with the in-
scription ("It is Spiricually Discerned™) on the alrtar im-
mediately above, suggests that the books held by Job
and his wife and the prayerful atticudes of the whole
family represent a “Study of Imaginative Art” capable
of achieving spiritual insight, The proof inscriptions
together thwart the usual juxtaposition of the firse and
last plates and suggest instead underlying similarities
berween passive prayer and active praise. The larter may
be superior to the former, but the difference is in means,
not ends.

Before thoroughly revising our sense of the Job
engravings on the basis of the proof inscriptions, we
must consider several important details in the devel-
opment of the first design. Its proof inscription certainly
disrupts the conventional interpretation of the cencral
design for the proof state on which it appears, and
perhaps for all earlier versions including the water color
executed for Thomas Butes ¢, 1805-1806, bur the elim-
ination of the line may also signal a shifc in Blake's own
conception of the Job series. The removal of the sentence
from the ground in the next recorded proof state is
accompanied by the addition of “The Letter Killeth /
The Spirit giveth Life” on the altar above (see illus. 3).
These words prompr a very different view of the books
and family activities in the central design. The text lower
on the altar from 1 Corinthians 2:14 tends to confirm
the truth and importance of the new lines from 2 Cor-
inthians 3:6 opposing letter and spirit. Norton, in his
commentary noted above, begins by quoring these lines;
later critics also stress their importance in establishing
the donnée for the whole series.

In his writings on the arts, Blake stresses the unity
of conception and execution. The rextual revisions on
the first_Job engraving would seem to demonstrate the
practical relevance of this ideal to Blake's habirs as a
visual/verbal artist. In light of the considerable change
in interpretation warranted by this cwo-fold revision,
we cannot assume that Blake's full conception of the
meaning of the design preceded its execution in copper.
Only as he slowly developed his images in the difficult

medium of line engraving did Blake come to realize that
the “perfect and upright” man of “the land of Uz" (Job
I:1) was not an archetype of the prayerful student of
the arts bur one who had already fallen in thrall ro the
dead letter of the law. The thematic shape of the entire
series, particularly the errors which adumbrate Satan's
entry into Job's life and the oppositions berween letter
and spirit visualized by the first and last scenes, came
into being at a late stage in Blake's long history as an
nterpreter of the Book of Job.

‘ 'l am graceful to Leslie A, Morris of the Rosenbach for this
information,

I“'I'hc Riches set of proofs in the Fitzwilliam Museum, the
White-Rosenwald set in the National Gallery of Are, Washington,
and some of the proofs in the Linnell-Rosenwald group (National
Gallery of Arr) are on laid papers of ar least two varieries. One
cxam_ph‘- from the last group, plus five impressions in the set of
proofs owned by Philip Hofer, show the Whatman 1823 water-
mark.

"Thl:_salc catalogue descriptions are not sufficient to permit
the inclusion of the untraced proofs in che Blake Trust catalogue
of states. It will, however, contain a separate list of excerpts from
the 1936 auction catalogue and speculations about the srate of each
untraced proof,

‘Perhaps the line farchest from its Biblical source is “The Angel
of the Divine Presence” on plate 2. S. Foster Damon, Blakes Job
(Providence: Brown Univ, Press, 1966), p. 56, notes that “this
phrase does nor appear in the Bible." However, it is clearly based
on Isaiah 63:9 ("and the angel of his presence saved them"), as was
first pointed out in Joseph Wicksteed, Blake's Vision of the Book of
Job (London: Dent, 1910), p. 45, :

*The "Memorandum of Agreement” berween Blake and John
Linnell co engrave the fob designs is dated 25 March 1823 (G, E.
Bencley, Jr., Blake Records [Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1969], p.
277), but it is unlikely chat Blake could have broughe the plates
to the state of finish represented by the untraced proofs until early
in the next year. Indeed, in a lecter co C.W. Dilke of 27 September
1844, Linnell noted char the border designs “were an after thought”
(Blake Records, Pp. 326-27). The first recorded princing of Job proofs
is 3 March 1825 (Blake Records, pp. 588, 602), and these were
pr:_‘:bably pulls of a stare later than the untraced proofs, a stace just
prior to the addition of the 8 March 1825 imprints to all bur plate
| (mistakenly dated 1828).

“An 1825 Linnell imprine was added co the fourth state, chen
changed to the Blake imprint in che fifth. Thus the lines in question
would appear to be additions of late 1825 or even carly 1826, See
also note 4. On Blake's misspelling(?) of “Angel” in Hebrew, thereby
changing it to “King" on the Job plate, see David V. Erdman,
“Redehining the Texes of Blake," Blake An Wlustrated Quarterly, 17
(1983), 14. (

'Wicksteed, Bluke's Visipn of the Book of Job, 2nd ed. (London:
Dent, 1924), p. 209, '

"William Blake's Wlustrations of the Book of Job (Boston: James
R. Osgood, 1875), unnumbered page of comments on “Plate 1."

‘See for example Wicksteed (1924), p. 20: “The wrircen books,
and the silent instruments above, represent the leceer and the spirir,
referred to on the alear below, and here we see Job dwelling on the
lecrer that “killeth,” while 'the Spirir rhat 'givech life’ is not yer
waked.”
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