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The Good (In Spite of What You May Have Heard)

Commentators on Blake's illustra-
tions insist that through them
Blake modifies and criticizes the poets
he illustrates, and it is often clear that
they are right. But sometimes the ex-
pectation of finding such criticism can
be a cause of error—the antithetical
meaning is given a premature wel-
come before an adequate search has
been made for a more fully articulated
reading of the design. I think I have
such a fuller reading of one of Blake’s
illustrations for Young's Night Thoughts,
which has recently received renewed
critical attention. In this essay, I shall
maintain that the design is indeed criti-
cal of Young, but in a way quite dif-
ferent from that described by previous
commentary. My interpretation of the
relationship between Blake's design
and Young's text is based first on a
ciose reading of the design itself in
relation to the biblical text from which
it originates, and then on a considera-
tion of the relationship between the
completed design and the particular
portion of the text of Young's poem
which it illustrates.

In their very useful edition of Night
Thoughts, Robert Essick and Jenijoy La
Belle give both the “Explanation of the
Engravings” bound into some copies
of Edward’s edition and a commentary
of their own. The “Explanation” of the
design on p. 37 (illus. 1) reads as follows:
“The story of the good Samaritan, in-
troduced by the artist as an illustration
of the poet’s sentiment, that love alone
and kind offices can purchase love.™
The explicator, whom Gilchrist iden-
tified as Fuseli, though that attribution
has often been questioned, reads the
design as illustrating the text quite
straightforwardly, paraphrasing the
very line starred by Blake in the text
that he used for his original water color

Samaritan
by Christopher Heppner

drawing, which reads: “Love, and love
only, isthe loanforlove.” The star was
retained in the etched version, as is the
case in most of the designs, so we
cannot draw any conclusions about
the identity of the explicator from that
fact—he may or may not have had
access to Blake’s original water color
design.

The editorial commentary by Essick
and La Belle that follows focuses on
the difficulty of interpreting the cup
offered by the Samaritan, which bears
a serpent motif on its side. The editors
write:

Not only does the serpent represent mor-
tality throughout Blake's Night Thoughts
designs, but the cup and serpent motif is
also a traditional emblem for St. John the
Evangelist. The Emperor Domitian once
tried to kill St. John with a cup of poisoned
wine, but a serpent sprang from the cup as
a miraculous warning to the intended vic-
tim. Thus the prone figure in this illustra-
tion would be quite justified in shunning,
as he seems to do with his hand gesture,
the offer of an ostensibly poisonous gift.
The difficulties in reconciling the disparate
allusions in the design are almost as great
as recognizing true friendship.

This offers an explanation, but with a
full recognition of the interpretive dif-
ficulties. Italso identifies two key images
of uncertain meaning, the serpent on
the vessel, and the victim’s gesture of
apparent rejection.

Discussion of this image resumes
with the recent publication of John E.
Grant's essay “Jesus and the Powers
That Be in Blake's Designs for Young's
Night Thoughts.” His comments are
framed within an argument about
Blake’s overall response to Young's
text, which he sees—and I am in full
agreement here—as including “a wide
range of sympathies and dissym-
pathies” (73). Grant holds that Blake

refocuses Young’s God the father as
Jesus the brother of man, and that
Blake, in the course of “ingeniously”
(77) finding ways of introducing the
figure of Jesus where it is not explicitly
demanded by Young's text, shows
Jesus as a figure who gathers poweras
the illustrations to the poem progress
(83-84).

After the frontispiece to Volume
One, which does not illustrate any
specific text, the first “indubitable
depiction of Jesus” (77) is as the Good
Samaritan of N7 68, which was then
etched as p. 37 of Edward’s edition.
Grant notes that traditional interpreta-
tionallowed foran identification of the
Good Samaritan as a form or image of
Jesus himself, which can be confirmed
by turning to a variety of commen-
tators. Matthew Henry, for instance,
the most popular of English commen-
tators,* writes: “We were like this poor
distressed traveller. The law of Moses
passes by on the otber side, as having
neither pity nor power to help us; but
then comes the blessed Jesus, that
good Samaritan; he has compassion
on us.”™ John Gill, in referring to the
Samaritan, says succinctly “By whom
Christ may be meant. . . .” The inter-
pretation was evidently common-
place, though one should note that the
identification of the Good Samaritan as
Jesus adds to it without in any way
undoing his continuing identity as the
Good Samaritan.

In spite of his acceptance of this
identification, however, Grant goes on
to build a case for a rather negative
view of the action depicted in the
design, pointing to some of the fea-
tures that troubled Essick and La Belle,
and questioning whether the scene
can represent “an unmixed blessing.”
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He refers to the disturbing snake, and
also to the horse on which the
Samaritan has arrived, suggesting that
the latter is derived from the “donkey
included among the ominous familiars
of the subterranean goddess ‘Hecate'
..." (77). Grant then looks at the inter-
action between the two human figures
in the drama, and finds disturbing im-
plications there too:

The startled appearance of Jesus in the
watercolor version constitutes a clear sign
that he had been unprepared for rejection
by the Jewish victim. . . . Such details indi-
cate that Blake wished to introduce doubts
as to whether this Good Samaritan could
have succeeded as a benefactor or ‘Friend
of All Mankind.'(E 524)

Grant's comments on the etched ver-
sion modify this view just a little, sug-
gesting that the signs of consternation
have been removed from the face of
Jesus: “now Jesus is represented as
being masterfully composed and
earnest as he proffers his cure” (79).
But his view of the general sense of the
scene is unchanged, and is still fo-
cused on the serpent, “the ominous
but still perfectly apparent presence
depicted on the cup” (79).” Grant's over-
all view is summed up in this passage:
« . .. the posture of Jesus crouched be-
neath the text panel, holding unopened
the sinister decorated cup, repelled by
the victim he wishes to help, marks (at
this stage) his inability to accomplish
his mission” (83-84).

Grant has taken the doubts ex-
pressed by Essick and La Belle and has
turned them into assertions that aim to
show Blake separating his perspective
from Young's by a progressive revela-
tion of the power of Jesus, which at this
early stage of Blake's visual commen-
tary has not yet achieved a full state-
ment. Grant's point would seem to be
that this version of the Good Samaritan
shows a kind of embryonic Jesus, not
yet capable of powerful action against
resistance, and offering possibly poi-
sonous gifts (the contents of the
chalice are called “a dubious potion”
in the text below his Figure 1).

Is virtue kindfing at a rival fire,

And, emulously rapid in her race.

O the soft enmity ! endearing strife !

This carries friendship to her noon-tide point,
Anllgimﬂnrimnfemmity.

From friendship, which outlives my former themes,
Glorious surviver of old time, and death !

From friendship thus, that flower of heavenly seed,
The wise extract earth’s most hyblean bliss,
Snpuinrwidmmﬂ'dwithtmiﬁngjoy-

But for whom blossoms this elysian Rower ?
Abroad they find, who cherish it at home.
Lorexzo! pardan what my love extorts,

An honest Jove, and not afraid to frown.
Though choice of follies fasten on the great,
None clings more obstinate than fancy fond

That sacred friendship is their easy prey:
Caught by the wafture of a golden lure,

Or fascination of a high-born smile.

Their smiles, the great, and the coquet throw out
For other hearts, tenacious of their own;

By taking our attachment to

And we no less of ours, when such the bait.
Yo fortune’s cofferers | ye powers of wealth !
You do your rent-rolls most felonious wrong,

yourselves :
Can gold gain friendship ? impudence of hope |
As well mere man an sngel might beget:
* Love, and love only, hthlhnnﬁarloﬁ;:.
Lozexzo! pri 58§ to
e e

1. Night Thoughts 37. Courtesy of the Department of Rare Books and Special Collections,

McGill University Libraries.

The interpretive strategies proposed
by Essick and La Belle, and developed
by Grant, are based initially on a nega-
tive reading of the image of the ser-
pent. But any reading of the serpent
must first consider the nature of the
representation of that serpent; the
negative interpretations of it seem
based on assumptions about what
would be appropriate responses to the
representation of a real, living animal.
Terror and horror are therefore read as
the responses of the victim. But we are
actually dealing with the represen-

tation of a representation of a serpent;
in both the original drawing and the
etching there is a clearly visible line
separating the body of the flask or
chalice from what appears to be the
cover, which has a different texture.
The serpent is incised or enamelled on
the main body of the vessel. Terrorand
horror would be merely misplaced su-
perstition; we, and the victim, are deal-
ing with an image, not an animal, and
that image must therefore be inter-
preted symbolically, as the repre-
sentation of a meaning.
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The point deserves elaboration. Essick
and La Belle refer to the story of St.
John the Evangelist. This is without
much doubt the foundation of the
description of Fidelia in the house of
Holiness in Book 1 of Spenser's The
Faerie Queene, which at first sight
might appear to offer a good analogy
with the design under consideration:

She was araied all in lilly white,

And in her right hand bore a cup of gold,

With wine and water fild vp to the hight,

In which a Serpent did himselfe enfold,

That horrour made to all, that did
behold...*

Hamilton's note on this passage tells us
that “St. John the Evangelist is usually
represented with a chalice out of which
issues a serpent. . . . The Golden Legend
records the familiar story of how John
drank a cup of poison to prove his
faith.” That story only makes sense,
however, if we understand this ser-
pent to be alive and capable of a mor-
tal bite, so that to overcome the fear of
such a death is a true indication of
faith. The reflexive “did himselfe en-
fold” makes clear that Spenser’s ser-
pent is very much alive. The apparent
analogy between the story of St. John
and Blake’s design is not in fact sub-
stantial or useful.

There is another traditional inter-
pretation of the image of the serpent,
however, of which Hamilton reminds
us. His note identifies it as also “the
emblem of Aesculapius, the symbol of
healing; also of the crucified Christ, the
symbol of redemption. The serpent
lifted up by Moses (Num. 21.9) is inter-
preted typologically as Christ lifted up
on the cross (John 3.14).” This can be
put more forcefully by suggesting that
the story of Aesculapius can easily be
read as a type of the story of Jesus, as
is strongly suggested by Sandys' ver-
sion of Ocyroé's prophecy over the
infant Aesculapius:

Health-giver to the World, grow infant,

grow;
To whom mortalitie so much shall owe.

Fled Soules thou shalt restore to their
aboads:

And once again the pleasure of the Gods.

To doe the like, thy Grand-sires (Jupiter]
flames denie:

And thou, begotten by a God, must die.

Thou, of a bloodless corps, a God shalt be:

And Nature twice shall be renew’d in thee.”

For some reason, Sandys misses this
opportunity in his commentary, but he
redeems himself in his comment on
the long account of the removal of
Aesculapius to Rome in the fifteenth
book: “For the Serpent was sacred unto
him; not onely . . . for the quicknesse of
his sight. . . . But because so restorative
and soveraigne in Physicke; and there-
fore deservedly the Character of
health. So the Brasen Serpent, the type
of our aeternall health, erected by
Moses, cured those who beheld it”
(714). In a more straightforward vein,
Lempriére writes of Aesculapius that
“Serpents are more particularly sacred
to him, not only as the ancient
physicians used them in their prescrip-
tions; but because they were the sym-
bols of prudence and foresight, so
necessary in the medical profession.™"
These mythographical comments,
from sources that Blake almost certain-
ly knew," provide us with a reading of
the serpent image on the chalice of-
fered by the Samaritan which is much
more relevant and appropriate to the
present context, and lead us to con-
sider further the implications of iden-
tifying the Samaritan as both Jesus and
Aesculapius.

The explicitly medical nature of the
Samaritan’'s intervention is sometimes
overlooked, but not by eighteenth-
century commentators. Henry notes
that the Samaritan “did the surgeon's
part, for want of a better.” Gill gives a
more heavily allegorized interpreta-
tion: the wounds of the victim repre-
sent “the morbid and diseased
condition that sin has brought man
into,” which are “incurable by any, but
the great physician of souls, the Lord
Jesus Christ.”? In the context of this
offering of medical help by a figure
whose face is clearly modeled on that

of Jesus, it would seem reasonable to
interpret the serpent-decorated cha-
lice as an emblem of both Aesculapius,
the god of healing and medicine
whose conventional attribute was the
serpent or the caduceus, and of Jesus,
the true healer whom Blake has made
visible within the body of the Sa-
maritan, who is also associated with
the symbol of the serpent, and with a
chalice filled with healing liquids.
Blake is implying that any act of help-
ing and healing would be the act of a
true Christian, Aesculapius is, in effect,
one of the incarnations of Jesus, as is
the Good Samaritan himself, or, to put
it a little differently, the Good Samari-
tan is an incarnation of Jesus as Aes-
culapius, the power to heal.

There is evidence in Blake's writing
to support this reading of the figure. In
A Descriptive Catalogue, Blake de-
scribes the Doctor of Physic as “the first
of his profession; perfect, learned,
completely Master and Doctor in his
art,” and then identifies him as “the
Esculapius,” one of the “eternal Prin-
ciples that exist in all ages” (E 536).
One might remember also that “Jesus
& his Apostles & Disciples were all
Artists,” and that “A Poet a Painter a
Musician an Architect: the Man / Or
Woman who is not one of these is not
a Christian” (“The Laocodn,” E 274). As
Milton explains, these archetypal arts
become “apparent in Time & Space, in
the Three Professions / Poetry in Re-
ligion: Music, Law: Painting, in Physic
& Surgery” (M 27: 59-60, E 125). The
true physician is both artist and Chris-
tian. I wish to emphasize, however,
that Blake is not directly illustrating his
own myth, but rather that his myth and
the basis of the design under consi-
deration are both derived by a process
of transformation from public materials,
and that any interpretation of the design
must proceed by working through those
materials in the forms in which they
were available to Blake.

We need now to consider further the
contents that we are to assume fill the
flask or chalice. The right hand of the
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