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lake, Palmer, Linnell and Co. is a very handsome work,

full of valuable new information. It is the product of
family enthusiasm—David Linnell is the great-grandson of
John Linnell—making energetic use of the vast archive of
papers preserved by his kinswoman Joan Linnell Ivimy, to
whom the work is appropriately dedicated. The absence of
indication as to the sources of specific information makes it
exceedingly difficult to follow David Linnell’s footsteps and
to evaluate his accuracy, but, as one who has been through
this archive repeatedly myself, I can say confidently that he
has displayed an enormous mass of matter quite unknown
before. If Linnell’s press has not been quite so bad during
the last half century as the book’s publicity materials would
have us believe,' it is certainly true that the portrait of Linnell
presented here is both judicious and altogether more ami-
able than was previously easy to see.

For one thing, there is a consistent vein of humor in Linnell
which is not usually remarked in the context of his serious
son-in-law Samuel Palmer. For instance, in 1809 a gentle-
man offered through an intermediary to buy a painting by
the 21-year-old artist if he would cut off a strip four inches
wide on each side of it, and Linnell replied: “pray does the
gentleman wish to have the outside pieces or the inside, for
[ doubted which would be worth most” (16).

For another, the relationship between Linnell and Palmer
shown here is consistently, and rightly, much more credit-
able to Linnell than one sees in accounts of the currently
much more fashionable Samuel Palmer. Linnell fostered and
supported the work of all his children and their spouses to
an extraordinay extent. The title, Blake, Palmer, Linnell and
Co., is of course designed to attract readers interested chiefly
in Blake and Palmer, but the book has a great deal to say not
only about Blake and Palmer (though much of this is al-
ready in print) but also about “Linnell and Co.” For 40 years,
Linnell was one of the most successful and prosperous art-
ists in England, frequently being paid £1,000 for a single
painting, the price of a modest house. He used his success

! “For the first time Linnell’s side of the relationship with Blake and
Palmer is examined"—the miniscule “Bibliography™ in the book does
not indicate that David Linnell has examined very extensively what
has been written about them.
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systematically to foster the careers of his children—“Of his
nine children James, William, Thomas, Sarah, Polly and Lizzy
all exhibited” paintings (281) and others also painted seri-
ously—and Linnell insisted that customers who came to his
house to see his pictures should consider those by his chil-
dren and Samuel Palmer as well, and sometimes, at the re-
quest of the purchaser, he touched up his family’s pictures
to make them more vendible. He was an exceedingly gener-
ous man, as Blake knew intimately.

One of the bonds between Linnell and Blake was their deep
religious feelings, which may have been quite similar. David
Linnell shows Linnell’s lifelong search for a religious con-
text beyond the priestcraft of the Established Church. In 1812
he joined the Baptist Church in Keppel Street, whose Trea-
surer was the learned Thomas Palmer (his future father-in-
law), but he was later excluded from the Church for hetero-
doxy (26-27,122-23). Later he considered joining the Quak-
ers, partly so that he could claim their privilege of declining
to swear on oath in court, but his insistence on “the privi-
lege of judging for myself” alienated the Quakers as well
(124-25). He insisted that both his own marriage and his
daughter’s should be merely civil, not religious (45), and
David Linnell claims, without alluding to evidence, that
“Linnell himself did not attend the funeral” of Blake be-
cause it was conducted with a Church of England service
(110).

Literary scholars tend to assume that Linnell was a suc-
cessful artist who is chiefly notable for his patronage of Wil-
liam Blake; had it not been for Linnell, Blake’s engravings
for Job and his splendid drawings and engravings for Dante
would not have existed. We tend to forget that Linnell was a
very fine painter and engraver who taught Blake a good deal.
His early successes were chiefly in portrait painting and en-
graving, and some admirable examples are reproduced, such
as the oil of Blake’s patroness “Lady Torrens & Her Chil-
dren.” The portrait sketches too are often remarkably skill-
ful, such as the one of Mrs. George Stephen (illus. 1), whose
husband bought one of the early sets of Job proofs. His later
landscapes, for which he was justly famous in his time, are
sometimes wonderful, with superb effects of sky—a formula
which eventually became somewhat repetitive. The aureate
“Evening—Vicinity of a Farm” with a herdsman driving
cattle towards a thatched cottage evidently shows a scene
which Blake may have seen whenever he visited the Linnells
at Hampstead. Blake was in very good, nay, distinguished
company indeed.

Beyond the fascinating new biographical information,
David Linnell also provides valuable lists of John Linnell’s
public art (omitting sketches, etc.), with these appendices:
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1 Oil sketch by John Linnell of Mrs,
George Stephen (GEB), presumably
in preparation for the oil portrait on
panel 10" x 8" which, according to
Blake, Palmer, Linnell and Co., 376,
Linnell painted for £15.15 (1821)
and exhibited at the Royal Academy
(1822). Linnell also painted portraits
of George Stephen (1827), exhibited
at the Royal Academy (1829),and a
miniature (1829) (377, 385). In Au-
gust 1824 Stephen paid (via Linnell)
“to M" Blake for C. Pilgrims [£]1 1"
(Blake Records Supplement [1988],
122; see Blake Records [1969], 373,
587),and on 1 July 1833 Linnell went
“To M" Geo Stephens [sic] Coleman
St to meet Miss Blake @ Administer-
ing to her Brothers Effects” (Blake
Records 415).
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Subject Years Covered No. of Entries
Landscapes
and other pictures 1807-78 377
Portraits in oil 1812-50 315
Portraits in watercolor, chalk, etc, 1814-49 186
Miniatures 1816-32 78
Engravings 1813-47 66
Pictures exhibited at the

Royal Academy 1807-81 177
Pictures exhibited at the

British Institution 1808-59 91

Notice the extraordinary length of time during which
Linnell was exhibiting—75 years—and the enormous num-
ber of finished pictures recorded—over a thousand. This is
a prodigious career.

Readers of Blake will be especially interested in new infor-
mation offered by David Linnell about William Blake. His
prime source of information, the enormous mass of papers
in the possession of the late Joan Linnell Ivimy and the
Linnell Trust, has already been mined for Blake Records
(1969) and Blake Records Supplement (1988) (which do not
appear in David Linnell’s half-page bibliography), and most
of the Blake references in Blake, Palmer, Linnell and Co. ap-
peared also in the earlier works.? Since some of the docu-
ments quoted in Blake Records and its Supplement are quoted
at greater length in Blake, Paliner, Linnell and Co., it is plain
that the latter derives from the MSS rather than from printed
sources. However, some of the entries are somewhat care-
lessly transcribed—or at least they appear in forms differ-
ent from those in Blake Records and its Supplement. For in-
stance, Linnell’s wife is recorded as having written to him
that Edward Chance “has been every day to Lakers”“respect-
ing the Job” (97; see also 99), but the printer of Job was named
“Lahee” (Blake Records 321; see also 300, 350, 582, 588-89,
591,594-94, 603). The bill for Blake’s funeral has entries for
“Paul for Lime to make up Coffin” and “Paul Mens allow-
ance for refreshment” (110), though of course in each case
“Paul” should be “Paid” (Blake Records 343-44). In Blake’s
letter to Linnell of 11 October 1825 (quoted from an uni-
dentified source) beginning “I have had the pleasure to see
Mr Linnell set off safe in a coach, for we both got in” (96),
the curious syntax is made clear if after “in a coach” we re-
store the omitted phrase “& I may say I accompanied him
part of the way on his Journey in the Coach.” The transcrip-
tions, then, are somewhat erratic.’

? Contemporary references to Blake from the Ivimy MSS appear
on the following pages of Blake, Palmer, Linnell and Co. (the numbers
in parentheses representing the corresponding pages in Blake Records):
53(253), 53-54 (253-54), 55 (263), 60 (263), 75-76 (263), 85-86 (277),
88 (282), 88 (282), 96 (304), 97 (305-06), 97-98 (320-21), 98 (306), 99
(538, 539), 101 (85 of BRS), 110 (343-44), 120 (290), 135-36 (404-05),
136 (408-09), 137 (405), 137-38 (406-08), 141 (411); references on
100 and 147-48 are not in Blake Records or its Supplement.

* Though David Linnell says that “The original spelling has been
retained in quotations from Linnell's autobiographical notes, journal,

Summer 1999

Two entries about Blake from the Ivimy MSS are given
here for the first time:

(1) Linnell wrote to his wife Mary on 6 February 1826
asking her to “obtain all the particulars you can respecting
the printing of Job” (100).

(2) After Catherine Blake’s death, when Tatham was try-
ing to gain possession of Blake’s Dante drawings (1 March
1833) which Linnell had commissioned and paid for,
Linnell’s father-in-law Thomas Palmer, a coal-and book-
merchant, wrote to Linnell on 22 March 1833 about trying
to find Catherine Blake’s will:

My dear Mr Linnell,

[ spent the greater part of three hours today, at Doc-
tors Commons, searching the Books; and there appears
no account of either Mr or Mrs Blake’s effects having
been administered to at all. I was not satisfied by ex-
amining for the Will of the latter in 1831 but I also
went through 1832, supposing it possible that, as she
died so late in the year 1831 as the 18th of October the
administration might have been neglected, or deferred,
to the full length of the time allowed, which, I believe,
is Six Months from the decease of the party; but there
is no trace of any Will or Administration. ... [ am afraid
everything is not as it should be relative to the dis-
posal of the estates of Mr and Mrs Blake; but I sup-
pose that must be left, unless any further steps should
be taken to annoy you. [147-48]

We had previously known that no will for either William
or Catherine Blake was ever proved, but we had not known
that Linnell sought the information. He was a careful busi-
nessman who did not take chances when it came to the
management of his property.

Blake, Palmer, Linnell and Co. is useful on Blake and Palmer,
though not so novel as its publisher imagines, and on Linnell
and his family it introduces a great deal of new informa-
tion—and reproduces some beautiful and too-little-known
pictures. We have much to thank David Linnell for, particu-
larly the reminder of what a very fine artist and generous
man his great-grandfather was.

and all letters” (vii), he regularly normalizes quotations and punctua-
tion, changes capitalization ad libitum, expands abbreviations (“St”
becomes “Street,” “&” becomes “and”), moves dates from the ends of
letters to the beginning, and corrects spelling (“beleived” [53],
“accomodation” [104]). Some of this may be simple carelessness, as
when “shew” is spelled “show” (135, 136) and “Ino” becomes “Jns”
(105).
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