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Blake's Sinlster "g", from 1789-93 to 71803

G.E. Bentiey, Jr.
University of Toronto

Or. Erdmen's hypothes!s In Blake Newelatter, 111 (1969), B-13
concerning the way Blake formsd the letter “g" Is fascinating and
provocative. It offers & most promising method for dating othar=
wise undatable works, and deserves coreful study ond voritication.
It Is cartalnly the most effective, simple, analytical dovice yot
applied to Blake's handwriting.

The g-string of evidence nssombled by Dr. Erdman and friends soems
quite conclusive (11 we exorcise a fow ghosts) at the later terminus.
From 1793 until late In 1802 Biake used an idlesyncratic “g", with
+he nubbin ot the top turned to the left, In For Children (17 May 1793),
"job" and “Edward & Elenor™ (18 August 17931, Vistoma €1793),

(17932, Jg of (1794) , Burcpe (1794), Urizen (1794),
Ahania (1793), Song of Los (1795), Book of Los (1793}, G. Cumber|and
Thoughta om Outline (1794 and 1795), Moore & Co. carpet ad [11798-99),
J..Floxman, Nawal Pillar(1799), W. Hayley, "Little Tom" (5 October
1800), W. Hayley, Designs to o Series of Ballads (1 June, 3 August 1802),
Hayloy, , 11, Ist and 2nd editions [psce Dr. Erdman, there Is

no "3rd ed"] (5 November 1802). So far as Is keown, Blake never usoed
this Idiosyncratic "g" after 5 Novembor |802; thereaftar all the "g"s
are neutral or conventionsl, with the serlf fo.the right, beginning

with Hayley's Couper, 111 {25 March 1B04), Hayley, Ballads (18051

[the work was |lsted In the ldicsyncratic columsn on p. 9 In errer,

&% Dr. Erdmen points out In hia "postscript”] P. Hoare, Inquiry (1806),
and so on. AT this tinal terminus the evidence s clear and unsmblguous:
Some time batwoen late 1802 and early 1804 (allowing for the fact that
tha Imprints were engraved some time before the dates they recorded),
Biske sbandoned his leftward, ldiosyncratic "g" for the conventlonal ona
he tad used In his first works In || luminated Printing.

At the other terminus, howpver, The evidence is by ho means so
clesr. in Bo Natural Religion (71788), All Religions Are One (71788},
and Songs of Innocence (1788), wid the "g"s are conventlonal,.conser-
wative, right-facing. However, In Thel which In dated "ITB9" on the
titlepage, pl. 35,7 use b neutral "g", while pl. | end B8 have the
idicsyncratic "g". Similarly, the Marrioge, which 1s not clesrly dated
but which Is usually assigned to 1790-93, has the conventlonal "g"
on pl. 2-3, %6, 11=13, 21-24 and the ldlesyncratic one on pl. 4, 7=10,
14-20, 25-27. Clearly, some tima between 1788 and May 1793 Blake changod
his lettering style. The questions are: When dld ho make the changa,
and Did he make It abruptly, without wavering, or wncertainly, using
both styles at the same time. | do not think that olther guestion can
be answered clearly and confidently.

Or. Erdman says: "The general pattern, as Bentley mgreas, is cloar
ancugh. Whtle Thel and The Marricge were In prograss Blake switched
trem conventlonal fo leftward serifs, and whila st work on the 1805




Ballade he switched back.” | am sorry o say that | do not think the
avidence demonstrates clear!y this "general pattern”. Hot only did
the switch back occur about 1803 rather than In 805, but there is
evidence fo suggest that Blake dld not usa the new, idiosyncratic
style excluslvely when he developed it. Or, Erdman says that "there

Is no ambigulty or Indlcation of possible wavering In the lettaring

of this Iurl* poriod”, but both Thal and The Marrioge seem to provide
Just such amblguities, with differing lettering stylos on contlsucus
plates. Or. Erdman argues: “Agalnst the explanation that Blake was
trylng both kinds of g's [at the same timo Is the fact that no indlvidual
plate contains a mixture of kinds"; ver, Mirriage pl. 7 has a
rightward serlf on 116 tirst “g" and a leftward sorif on nl) the rest?
Surely this supgests that Blake used both styles at the same time.

The great difficulty In dating the first use of the sinister "g"
Is that no works In Illuminated Printing can be cloarly dated between
Songe of Inmooancs (1783), which uses only conventional "g"s, and
For Children (May 1793), which uses only ldicsyncratic "g"s. The
avidonce seems to me to Indicate no more than that the lettering change
took place botween 1788 and May 1793. Before | would be willing to
sccept 8 more precise date for the change, | would want 1o See one style
of "g" or the otherused exclusively In a work clesrly dated In 1789=1792.
Parhaps other G-men can find such ovidence. So for as our presant
ovidence shows, the change To exclusive use of the idiosyncratic "g"
could have ococurred In 1789 or In May 1793 or some time in betwoen.

As @ consequence, | am most reluctant to try to redate parts of Thel
and The Marricge on the basis of this lettering. Indesd, the
evidence of Thel suggests fo me thet Blske wes using the ldlosyncratic
"g" as carly as 1789,

| have followed patliently what Or. Erdman calls "the tug and push
of the evidence”, but | am not persuaded "that we are pretty tightl
wodged Into a dote somowhers In the middle of 1791 for The Elnl*lal
change®, for no work with elther style of "g" Is clearly dated Tn 1790,
1791, or 1792, Uncortainties of cating and of the putharship of the
lettering, In the marginal yesrs, seem to mo to make i1 difficult to
draw conclusions s procise as these, Untll wo have sbsolutely firm
dates at these marginal ysars, we cannat conflidently say exactly whan
the change took place or whether Blake's practice at the margin was
uniform or variable, And until wo can say with conf Idonce when The
change tock plsce, we cannot alter conventicnal dates {such as the "i789"
on the titiepage of Thel) with confldence on the basis of thelr "g"s.

*Editor's note; Erdman protests that the first g™ on M plate 7
doat not have a conventional serif; It Is In effect o dafective letter
ond cannot bae taken as evidence alther way.
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I+ should be noted as well that the undated works which contain
the telitale "g"s="A Divine Image”, "To Tirzeh", Vala pp. 8, 10,
12, 67, the Moore & Co. carpet ad with tha conventional "g", and
"ieh® $irst state, America cancelled plates, and "The Accusers"
first state with the idlosyncratic “g"--can now be dated with more
contidence than heretofors, but that the form of thelr "g"s does not
plter the dates conventionally assigned to them. Thus fer, no
eppiecarts sre upset by the “g" hypothesis. This, of course, Is
seraly & matter of luck, and the formation of the "g" will remaln as
on important test for new or unnotlced Inscriptions. My chlef point
nare 1s that the chronological |imits within which the Idlosyncratic
"g" was used are as yot only vaguely dofined. A dating more preclse
than 1789-93 to 71803 wil] be highly speculative without better
evidence than wa have at present.
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