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e have always known that

Robert Hartley Cromek wrote to
William Hayley about Blake's designs
to Robert Blair's The Grave, for Blake
refers to it in his letter to Hayley of 27
November 1805:

Dear Sir

Mr Cromek the Engraver came to me desir-
ing to have some of my Designs. He named
his Price & wishd me to Produce him II-
lustrations of The Grave A Poem by Robert
Blair. In consequence of this I produced
about twenty Designs which pleasd so
well that he with the same liberality with
which he set me about the drawings, has
now set me to Engrave them. He means to
Publish them by Subscription with the
Poem as you will see in the Prospectus
which he sends you in the same Pacquet
with the Letter.!

But we have not known what Cromek
said in the letter or indeed whether
Blake had seen Cromek's letter and the
Prospectus for The Grave which Cro-
mek sent to Hayley. This is a matter of
some importance to Blake, for Cromek
reduced the number of Blake designs
he proposed to publish from 20 to 15
to 12 and changed the engraver from
Blake to Louis Schiavonetti, and there
is some uncertainty as to how much of
this Blake knew when he wrote his
letter on 27 November 1805. Certainly
Blake became deeply indignant when
he finally recognized the truth:

A Petty sneaking Knave I knewl.]
‘Oh M Cr— How do ye dol?]?

Blake's letter was sent with
Cromek’s to Hayley, but it was not
traceable again until 1911, when it was
sold at auction. And Cromek’s letter
has disappeared entirely.

But both letters appeared in the same
lot in a sale of letters to Hayley in
1885.3 Cromek's letter is summarized
there:

Enclosing Blake's letter; his work has too
much mind and too little of the hand in it
to be generally understood; mentions Lady
Hamilton, &c.

The reference to Lady Hamilton is
natural enough, for she was a frequent
sitter for George Romney whose biog-
raphy Hayley was writing, and Blake
and others were enlisted to help Hay-
ley find information about her—Blake
wrote to Hayley on 27 January 1804
that “I have calld on M* Edwards twice
for Lady Hamiltons direction. . . .”

But the most interesting and tanta-
lizing part of this brief paraphrase of
Cromek’s letter is the statement that
Blake’s “work has too much mind and
too little of the hand in it to be generally
understood.” For one thing, this seems
to imply that Cromek was already re-
conciled to a narrow sale for the edition
of Blair's Grave with Blake's designs.
Foranother, it may imply that, because
of the distinction between “mind” and
“hand” here, he had already commis-
sioned Schiavonettito engrave Blake’s
designs, even though, as Blake said in
bis letter, Cromek “has now set me to
Engrave them.” If Cromek had already
commissioned Schiavonetti to engrave
Blake’s designs, he had probably alrea-
dy seen and been dismayed by Blake’s
rugged white-line etching of Death'’s
Door, and the distinction he makes
here between “mind” and “hand” may
refer to the designs, which show “too
much mind” and “too little [skill] of
hand.” At any rate, this is one of the
earliest criticisms of Blake for incom-
patibility of conception and execution
in his work, a criticism which became a
commonplace and which Blake bitterly
resented. For another, it seems prob-
able that Blake had seen neither Cro-
mek’s letter nor “the Prospectus which
he sends you in the same Pacquet with
the Letter,” for Blake is scarcely likely to
have written of Cromek's “liberality” in
commissioning him to make the en-
gravings if he had seen Cromek’s letter
which referred to the want of skill, or at

least of popular effect, in Blake’s
engraving “hand.”

There are two prospectuses of “Nov.
1805” for Cromek’s edition of Blair's
Gravewith Blake's plates, one specify-
ing that there were to be “FIFTEEN
PRINTS FROM DESIGNS INVENTED AND
TO BE ENGRAVED BY WILLIAM BLAKE'
and the other, also of “Nov. 1805,”
advertising “TWELVE VERY SPIRITED
ENGRAVINGS BY LOUIS SCHIAVONETTI,
FROM DESIGNS INVENTED BY WILLIAM
BIAKE™ It would be exceedingly de-
sirable to know which of these pro-
spectuses was the one enclosed with
the letters of Cromek and Blake to
Hayley on 27 November 1805.

At the very least, this tantalizingly
brief summary of Cromek’s letter to
Hayley of 27 November 1805] indi-
cates an ambivalence in Cromek'’s at-
titude toward Blake and his work, a
somewhat disloyal impartiality in a
puffing bookseller, which seems to be
at odds with Blake’s impression of
Cromek's “liberality.” It is likely to do
Cromek's reputation no good.’
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