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Blake in the Marketplace, 1996

BY RoBerT N. Essick

he year started propitiously for the Blake market with

the early January sale of two drawings, An Encounter
in Heaven and a sheet of two recto/verso preliminary de-
signs for Commins'’s Elegy. These works, all previously re-
produced in this journal and thus not repeated here, were
exchanged from one private owner to another through the
New York dealer Salander-O'Reilly Galleries. The market
then went flat. Very flat. The usual run of books with Blake’s
copy engravings turned up in dealers’ catalogues at their
normal rate, but nothing appeared through the spring and
summer to excite more ambitious collectors. The fall
brought forth a richer harvest. On 14 November, Sotheby’s
in London offered, in a single lot, Blake’s 28 water colors
from the Frick Collection illustrating John Bunyan’s
Pilgrim’s Progress (Butlin #829.1-19, 21-29)—see illus. 1-4.
The lot also included a late water color illustration of the
first temptation from Milton's Paradise Regained (Butlin
#546)—see illus. 5. Thus, the entire Frick holdings of Blake
were placed on the market as a collection with a published
estimate of £260,000-340,000. As far as | can determine,
this was the largest deaccession of works by Blake from any
institutional collection. My own pre-sale prediction (I keep
trying to be a Blakean prophet, in spite of a poor track
record) was decidedly negative: the lot would surely be
bought-in (i.e., not sold), My reasons were several.
Sotheby’s had been trying, on behalf of the Frick, to sell
the water colors privately for about two years (promises of
confidentiality prevented me from reporting this in earlier
sales reviews). Every potential Blake collector was contacted.
All said no. The major reason for the negative response was,
[ believe, the low quality of the work. Just compare Blake’s
Milton or Job designs with the Bunyan series from a
connoisseur’s perspective; the results are depressing. | sus-
pect that Blake was feeling the effects of his fatal illness when
he was sketching the Bunyan illustrations c. 1824-27. A
shaky hand, awkward figures, poorly-balanced composi-
tions. In spite of these problems, one Blake collector with
the means to make an impact on the market was enthusi-
astic at first glance. He was then shown Butlins entry on
the series; passion turned to disappointment in a matter of
seconds. As Butlin points out, there are very good reasons
to think that much of the coloring was supplied by Mrs.
Blake, perhaps after her husband’s death. These sorts of is-
sues seem to have no effect on literary scholars writing
about the meaning of the designs—witness Gerda Norvig’s
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lengthy Dark Figures in the Desired Country: Blake’s Illus-
trations to The Pilgrim’s Progress (Berkeley: U of Califor-
nia P, 1993). But matters of aesthetic quality, particularly
in comparison to other works by the same artist, and ques-
tions of attribution can be killers in the marketplace. Fur-
ther, one of the time-honored rules of auctioneering is to
avoid offering at auction anything that has been recently
and aggressively flogged to most potential bidders. For once,
my predictions proved prescient: the bidding failed to reach
the “reserve”—that is, the price below which the auction-
eer will not sell the lot (a price that may be lower, but by
custom should not be higher, than the low estimate of
£260,000). However, immediately after the auction two col-
lectors—one English, one American—expressed consid-
erable interest in the Bunyan designs at a price somewhat
less than the low estimate. A brief post-auction bidding
skirmish ensued. The anonymous English collector won.

There are, of course, a few other matters to report, mostly
under the category of Blake’s paintings and drawings. In-
deed, I have nothing at all to list under the illuminated
books. I have as well several retrospective listings, includ-
ing a colored copy of Young's Night Thoughts and a major
water color by Blake. My apologies for being so tardy in
reporting the whereabouts of these works.

The year of all sales and catalogues in the following lists
is 1996 unless indicated otherwise. The auction houses add
their purchaser’s surcharge to the hammer price in their
price lists. These net amounts are given here, following the
official price lists. The value added tax levied against the
buyer’s surcharge in England is not included. Late 1996 sales
will be covered in the 1997 review. I am grateful for help in
compiling this review to E. B. Bentley, G. E. Bentley, Jr.,
David Bindman, Roger Cucksey (Newport Museum and
Art Gallery), Detlef Dorrbecker (who supplied me with his
own list of 1996 Blake sales, from which I have stolen shame-
lessly), Morris Eaves, Sandra Ericson (Muhlenberg Col-
lege), Jenijoy La Belle, Thomas V. Lange, Nick Lott, Kim-
berly Orlijan, Giles Peppiatt of Bonhams, Lawrence
Salander, William L. Schneider, Grant F. Scott, Miriam
Stewart (Harvard University Art Museums), and John
Windle. Once again, Patricia Neill’s editorial assistance and
John Sullivan’s electronic imaging have been invaluable.

Abbreviations

BBA Bloomsbury Book Auctions, London

Bentley G. E. Bentley, Jr., Blake Books (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1977). Plate numbers and copy
designations for Blake’s illuminated books follow
Bentley.

Martin Butlin, The Paintings and Drawings of
William Blake, 2 vols. (New Haven: Yale UP,
1981).

cat, catalogue or sales list issued by a dealer

Butlin
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(usually followed by a number or letter
designation) or auction house (followed by
the day and month of sale)

CE Christie’s East, New York

CL Christie’s, London

CNY  Christie’s, New York

CSK Christie’s, South Kensington

illus.  the item or part thereof is reproduced in the
catalogue

pl(s).  plate(s)

SL Sotheby’s, London

SNY Sotheby’s, New York

st(s).  state(s) of an engraving, etching, or lithograph
Swann  Swann Galleries, auctioneers, New York
# auction lot or catalogue item number

Iluminated Books

Nothing to report. I would greatly appreciate hearing from
anyone with information about Blake's illuminated books,
or individual plates from them, that were offered for sale
in 1996.

Drawings and Paintings

[lustrations to Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress. 28 water col-
ors, each approx. 18 x 13.5 cm., datable to ¢. 1824-27. Butlin
#829.1-19, 21-29. Plus The First Temptation, an illustration
to Milton’s Paradise Regained. Water color, 17.2 x 12.6 cm.,
datable to c. 1820-25. Butlin #546. SL, 14 Nov., #253, from
the Frick Collection, New York, sold at the direction of the
Board of Trustees, all 29 designs illus. color (not sold; esti-
mate £260,000-340,000). Acquired by an English private
collector shortly after the auction. For comments and 4
color illus., see Henry Wemyss, “Blake Watercolours from
The Frick Collection,” Sotheby’s Preview (Nov. 1996): 18-
19, See illus. 1-5.

A Crowned Woman amid Clouds with a Demon Starting
Away. Pen and wash, 13.2 x 11.4 cm., dated by Butlin, #92,
to c. 1785-90. Acquired March 1993 by the Agnes Mongan
Center for Prints, Drawings and Photographs, Fogg Art
Museum, Harvard University, Cambridge, Massachusetts,
the bequest of Aimée and Rosamond Lamb, accession no.
1993.28. Christopher Heppner, Reading Blake's Designs
(Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1995) 92-98, argues that the
subject of the design is “The New Jerusalem Descending.”

Alternative Designs for Commins’s Elegy. Recto pen, gray
and light yellow-brown washes over pencil; verso pen and
gray wash over pencil, sheet approx. 34 x 26.5 cm., datable
to c. 1785-86. Jan. private offer, Salander-O'Reilly Galler-
ies (acquired by R. Essick). For illus. and discussion, see
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1 Christian Directed by Mr. Worldly-Wiseman, an illustration
to Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress. Water color by Blake and an-
other hand, probably Mrs. Blake, 17.8 x 13.3 cm., datable to ¢,
1824-27. Butlin #829.7, Inscribed below the image in pencil,
probably by Frederick Tatham, “7 [possibly over a deleted
number] M* Worldly Wiseman directs Xtian / to the house of
Legality, in the village of Morality.” Photo courtesy of Sotheby’s
London.

Martin Butlin, “Two Newly Identified Sketches for Tho-
mas Commins’s An Elegy and Further Rediscovered Draw-
ings of the 1780s,” Blake 26 (1992): 21-26.

An Encounter in Heaven. Pen and gray wash over pencil,
sheet approx. 30.5 x 40.5 cm., datable to ¢, 1780-85. Jan.
private offer, Salander-O’Reilly Galleries (acquired by R.
Essick). For illus. and discussion, see the article listed above
under Alternative Designs for Commins's Elegy.

Head of a Man, attributed to Blake. Pencil, 5 x 4 cm. Dis-
covered and acquired by David Bindman from Gallery
Downstairs, London, Dec. 1995. See illus. 6.

Moses Striking the Rock. Water color, 36.5 x 30.5 cm., signed
with Blake’s monogram and dated 1805. Butlin #445. On
long-term loan from the Lutheran Church in America to
the Philadelphia Museum of Art.
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Newton. Color print of 1795, 44.2 x 57.8 cm. Butlin #307.
On long-term loan from the Lutheran Church in America
to the Philadelphia Museum of Art.

St. Paul Before Felix and Drusilla: “Felix Trembles” Water
color, 37.5 x 35.9 cm., ¢. 1800-03. Butlin #508. Acquired by
the Art Gallery of South Australia, Adelaide, Aug. 1995. See
illus, 7.

Manuscripts

Receipt signed by Blake, 5 July 1805, to Thomas Butts for
£5.7s., pasted to the inside front cover of A. E. Newton’s
copy of Geoffrey Keynes, A Bibliography of William Blake
(New York: Grolier Club, 1921), from the Joseph Holland
collection. Sold June by the book dealer John Windle to
the autograph dealer Kenneth Rendell. According to
Windle, Rendell intends to remove the receipt from the vol-
ume, offer it for sale, and retain Keynes’s bibliography as a
reference volume.

Separate Plates and Plates in Series

“Carfax Conduit, Oxford,” possibly engraved by Blake. SL,
5 Dec., #21, on paper with an Auvergne watermark, some
foxing, illus. (not sold; estimate £800-1200). For the attri-
bution of this pl. to Blake, see Robert N. Essick, “A ‘New’
William Blake Engraving?” Print Quarterly 2 (1985): 42-
47.

“Chaucers Canterbury Pilgrims.” Brick Row Book Shop,
Jan. private offer, 5th st., printed in dark sepia on laid In-
dia, very probably a Colnaghi impression, good condition
(priced at $9500 in 1995; sold Jan. 1996 to a private collec-
tor for $6000).

Dante engravings. CL, 27 Nov., #453, complete set on In-
dia paper, backing sheets 38.8 x 47.8 cm., printing uncer-
tain but probably 1892, from the collection of George
Goyder, pl. 4 illus. (bought-in at £9,500 on an estimate of
£20,000-30,000). Heritage Book Shop, Dec. cat, 202, #30,
complete set on India paper, backing sheets 40 x 54 cm.,
printing uncertain but probably 1892, from the collection
of Philip Hofer, loose in a morocco folding case, pl. 4 illus.
($45,000).

“George Cumberland’s Card.” John Windle, March private
offer, printed in black on laid paper, 9.9 x 15.8 cm., show-
ing part of a watermark (PPS), good condition ($3500).
The 1st impression | have seen with this watermark.

Job engravings. Estates of Mind, Feb. Los Angeles Book Fair,

complete set of published “Proof” impressions on laid In-
dia, backing sheets untrimmed, clean set, loose in morocco
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folding case ($50,000); pl. 15 only, 1874 printing on laid
India ($1000). SL, 23 May, #264, complete set of published
“Proof” impressions on laid India, slight spotting, loose in
paper wrapper inscribed “Proofs from the possession of
George Richmond RA very rare,” pl. 15 illus. (£35,600 on
an estimate of £15,000-20,000). SNY, 3 May, #10, pL. 10 only,
1826 printing on “drawing paper” after removal of “Proof”
inscription, some browning in margins, stitching holes in
left margin ($920). Heritage Book Shop, June cat. for the
London Book Fair, #21, complete set of the 1826 printing
on “drawing paper” after removal of “Proof” inscriptions,
some leaves watermarked “] Whatman 1825,” others ]
Whatman Turkey Mill 1825," leaves trimmed, late 19th-
century morocco, half morocco case ($45,000).
Buddenbrooks, June London Book Fair, complete set of
published “Proof” impressions on laid India, loose in mo-
rocco folder ($49,000). John Windle, Aug. cat. for the San
Francisco Book Fair, #21, complete set of published “Proof™
impressions on laid India, backing sheets trimmed to 32 x
25.4 cm., light marginal foxing, early brown cloth rebacked
($38,750). CNY, 6 Nov,, #252, pl. 2 only after removal of
“Proof” inscription, wove paper, illus. ($1840). CL, 27 Nov.,
#452, complete set of published “Proof™ impressions on
laid India, backing sheets uncut at 42.3 x 33.3 cm., inter-
leaved, “original buff boards, letterpress paper label on
upper cover,” binding recased, modern cloth box, from the
collection of George Goyder, pl. 13 illus. (£26,450). Bromer
Booksellers, Dec. cat., #15, complete set, 1826 printing on
Whatman paper after removal of “Proof™ inscription, pls.
tipped to stubs and interleaved, marginal tears in pls. 13
and 15, edges rubricated, 19th-century calf worn ($36,000).
Mealy’s auction, Dublin, 4 Dec., #301, complete set, 1874
printing on laid India, loose in portfolio, tissue guards, pl.
5 illus, (IR£5000). Sims Reed, Dec. cat., #1278, complete
set of published “Proof” impressions on laid India, “mini-
mal foxing,” loose in morocco box (£28,500).

Letterpress Books with Engravings by and after Blake, In-
cluding Prints Extracted from Such Books

Allen, New and Improved History of England, 1798. Wilsey
Rare Books, Oct. private offer, with the folding chart (not
by Blake) at the end, some foxing in text, contemporary
calf worn (price on application).

Ariosto, Orlando Furioso. BBA, 14 Dec, 1995, #74, 1783 ed.,
5 vols., some foxing, later calf worn (not sold; estimate £150-
200). Adam Mills, Sept. cat. 38, #15, 1799 ed., 5 vols., con-
temporary calf (£200). CNY, 13 Nov., 1799 ed., 5 vols.,
“some light browning,” contemporary calf by William
Mackenzie, some wear ($322).

Blair, The Grave. Bauman Rare Books, Jan. cat. “Paradise,”
#34, 1808 “folio” (but probably the quarto), later % calf
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