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A R T I C L E

On First Encountering Blake’s Good
Samaritans

BY JoHN E. GRANT

The Vision of Christ that thou dost see
Is my Vision's Greatest Enemy . . .
Thine is the Friend of All Mankind,
Mine speaks in parables to the Blind . ..
Thy Heaven doors are my Hell Gates.

“The Everlasting Gospel” e
lines 1-2,5-6, 8 N 34, E524

lake’s sixty-eighth watercolor design for Edward

Young's The Complaint: or, Night-Thoughts on Life, Death
& Immortality, which occurs in “Night the Second: Time,
Death, Friendship,” is an unusual representation of Jesus’s
well-known parable that was spoken in response to a cer-
tain lawyer’s series of tricky questions beginning: “What shall
I do to inherit eternal life?” (Luke 10:25-37). Of Blake’s two
earlier treatments of this subject, the sketch on page 84 of
his Notebook was prepared for possible inclusion in The
Gates of Paradise: the Man Who Had Fallen Among Thieves
lies face down and is being passed by on the other side by
two who ought to have tried to rescue him; the identities of
these characters is problematic, but it is certain that no Good
Samaritan has yet appeared. Blake's other “Good Samari-
tan” picture was actually published, as an interlinear design
to the right of the third and fourth “Proverbs of Hell” on
plate 10 of The Marriage of Heaven and Hell. Here a person-
age entering is distressed to discover a naked victim stretched
out on the ground and rushes to help while the spread-armed
perpetrator is getting away. This scene is also susceptible to
interpretation as a variation on the Cain and Abel story, to
which Blake often refers and, on the titlepage of The Ghost
of Abel, plate 1, included a similar figure of a flying spread-
armed villain in an Expulsion scene and also as a spread-
armed Cain beneath the description of the theatrical “Scene.”
Further consideration of the issues in the Good Samaritan
designs is continued in the first footnote.'

" The Notebook of William Blake: A Photographic and Typographic
Facsimile, ed. David V. Erdman, with the assistance of Donald K. Moore,
rev. ed. (New York: Readex, 1977) 84: i.e,, N 84. The editor conjec-
tured that they are either “Good Samaritans or highwaymen.” There
could not, on the contrary, be even one Good Samaritan in this pair of
passers-by, who make no attempt at benefaction. For The Marriage of
Heaven and Hell plate 10 (as well as reproductions and other works of
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illuminated printing): The Hluminated Blake, annotated by David V.
Erdman (Garden City, NY: Anchor Press/Doubleday, 1974) 107. For
The Ghost of Abel, plate 1, llluminated Blake 381. Another relevant
spread-armed figure appears in MHH 14, lluminated Blake 111. There
is no sign that this figure bears any special relationship to the story of
Cain. To minimize the burdensome documentation I shall make few
references to the generally excellent new Blake Trust/Princeton UP
edition of the illuminated books, In footnote 22 1 shall be more spe-
cific about matters in Morton D. Paley’s 1991 volume, Jerusalem.

The best inference (pace Erdman) is that the pair of men passing
by the flattened victim, in the night scene of N 84, represent the Priest
and a highwayman derived from the good Samaritan parable. These
are the considerations: one of this pair of passers-by in this night scene
wears a robe, the other a sword. It is not that Good Samaritans don’t
carry swords. Around Bassano, in the sixteenth century, they seem regu-
larly to have done so. Usually they also had a servant or dogs as part of
their equipage. Bad Samaritans (who are in the majority everywhere),
we may infer, did the same. Good Samaritans sometimes also wore
robes which, to our eyes, makes it hard to distinguish them from Priests,
But Good Samaritans, however equipped, never pass by on the other
side. It is a premise of the parable that not as much can be said for
Priests and Levites, for they were exempted by the Law from perform-
ing such deeds of Charity if the victim seemed already dead; see esp.
Num. 19:11-22. The passer-by with the sword might indeed be con-
strued as the Levite, but in other representations he never carries a
sword or wears action clothing, or is even a fellow traveller of the Priest.
Therefore to make a Blakean inference, the unlikely pair, the Priest
and the Highwayman, have become fellow-travellers and passers-by,
and are bound for the Gates of Hell, a destination not “For Children.”

The text for "A Vision of the Last Judgment,” which in N 84 was
written on all sides of the Good Samaritan sketch for Gates, can hardly
be appreciated in Erdman or in any other printed text, save in the fac-
ing transcription. Why did Blake (a book-designer) strive so hard to
contain these ideas on this page that he contrived to set them forth in
the form of a marginal frame of words—and yet had to conclude with
words carried over to the next page, N 85% Those who would equate
this design-strategy with Blake's usually expedient strategy of simply
getting his thoughts down on available paper in the Notebook are
missing something. Here 1 must point out that the motto Blake slipped
in, on either side at the middle of the Good Samaritan picture, is a
proverb of vision and a subtitle for the section on ideas, rather than
an exposition of the picture: “A Last Judgment is neces|picture|sary
because Fools Flourish.”

Blake did publish what I take to be a quite different pictorial varia-
tion on the Good Samaritan as an interlinear design following the
sixth line of The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, plate 10. The central
figure, who lies on her left side, is the victim of the spread-armed vil-
lain with an indistinct companion, who is making a getaway, at the
left. At the right a figure rushes in, waving his arms in distress, ready
to act as the benefactor. Whether because of the connection between
this villain and those on the first page of The Ghost of Abel, this should
be thought an allusion to the Good Samaritan story is, however, de-
batable. This is one of many cruxes 1o be encountered in this icono-
graphic study where the vagaries of caricature and cartooning must
be acknowledged. Blake the artist was free to transform or invert pic-
torial motifs and thus challenge the viewer to grasp a new point. “And
so Dear Christian Friends[,] how do you do?” (E 507).

Before making a final judgment as to the two encounters on the
road, in N 84 and MHH 10, one should ask: How would the Devil
who, in the latter, is revealed in the colophon picture as engaged in the
spurious teaching-work of deconstructing the scroll of holy writ, at
the conclusion of the “Proverbs of Hell" expound these concise pic-
tures? With Proverb of Hell 677 Go thou and do otherwise.
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In Night Thoughts 68:21E (illus. 2) Blake represents the
Samaritan as Jesus himself, kneeling in the act of offering
the fully conscious wounded victim a serpent-decorated
vessel—an ellipsoid lidded chalice or drinking goblet rather
than a medicinal bottle or flask—in an emotionally charged
moment of eye-to-eye engagement that occurs just before
the traditional scene in which the Samaritan treats the
victim’s wounds with oil and wine. This unsettling juxta-
position of familiar and unexpected images, against a back-
drop of two large trees, living and dead, is further compli-
cated by the design’s (at best) oblique relationship to the
line of Young’s poem marked for illustration on this page:
“Love, and Love only, is the Loan for Love” (11, 571).7

The most challenging feature of Blake’s portrayal of the
Good Samaritan’s appearance in NT 68 lies in the charac-
terization of the principals: why is the Samaritan represented
as Christ, proffering a serpent-decorated vessel, and why is
the half-dead victim straining to rise, his mouth open in a
gasp or a shout, his right hand bent back at the wrist, palm
toward the would-be benefactor with fingers raised in what
appears to be a defensive gesture? The most extensive inter-
preters of this watercolor (illus. 1) and its closely related
engraving (illus. 2) have put forward radically different ac-
counts of what is going on.* H. M. Margoliouth (1954,

*Though the 1797 edition bears the extensive title: The Complaint,
and the Consolation; or, Night Thoughts, this claims more than Young
had promised his serially-published four“Nights” would deliver: “The
Consolation” is Young’s later (1745) title for the long terminal “Night
the Ninth.” But perhaps by employing “The Christian Triumph” as
the sole title for the fourth and last unit, with no indication of other
Nights to follow, and embellished with Blake’s 43 illustrations and an
“Explanation of the Engravings” publisher R. Edwards indicated that
his 95-plus pages represented an essential Young's Night Thoughts.

Except for the unreliable color films of all the subjects that were
issued by EP Microform in the 1980s, the only generally good quality
reproductions of (practically) all the subjects are to be seen in what 1
shall refer to in this essay as the Clarendon edition: i.e., William Blake's
Designs for Edward Young's Night Thoughts: A Complete Edition, eds.
John E. Grant, Edward ]. Rose, Michael . Tolley, with co-ordinating
editor David V. Erdman (Oxford: Clarendon, 1980) 2 vols. Blake's 538
watercolors and drawings, which were made recto/verso on the bor-
ders of 16 x 12-inch paper with Young’s text set in, are reproduced on
large paper and numbered consecutively, Seventy-eight of the water-
colors, including the Good Samaritan picture, NT 68, are reproduced
in color, with captions, on unnumbered pages toward the end of Vol-
ume I1. Following are much-reduced color reproductions of two dif-
ferent copies of the titlepages (only) for the four Nights in the 1797
edition, engraved by Blake and perhaps also colored by the Blakes.
Only one colored copy of Blake's set of 43 prints, that in the National
Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne, has been (in 1988) reproduced in its
entirety. Almost certainly, however, Blake had no responsibility for
its coloring. Peculiarities in the coloration of the Good Samaritan
print, NT 43E, indeed are among the strongest evidence that the not-
unskillful colorist did not understand Blake’s design. See Martin Butlin
and Ted Gott, William Blake in the Collection of the National Gallery of
Victoria, Robert Raynor Publications in Prints and Drawings, Num-
ber 3 (Melbourne: National Gallery of Victoria, 1989) 157-78 and pls.
51:i-xliii. In his study of this copy in the 1989 issue of Arr Bulletin of
Victoria no. 30, 24-25, Michael ]. Tolley saw no reason to question
Blake's responsibility for the coloring, as I do here.
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The Clarendon edition also includes a section of engraving proofs
for the 1797 edition, among them the proof for the Good Samaritan
subject, which was utilized for page 129 in Night the Ninth of the manu-
script poem, Vala, or The Four Zoas—though (unlike some other
proofs) this print is not significantly different from the published state.
The second volume concludes with a reproduction of an entire uncol-
ored copy of the 1797 edition of Night Thoughts, including the (anony-
mous) two-page “Explanation of the Engravings,” which is bound into
most copies. The (reduced) reproduction of the proof page used as p.
129 for Vala and the accompanying commentary are both presented
in high-quality facsimile by Cettina Tramontano Magno and David V.
Erdman, The Four Zoas by William Blake: A Phorographic Facsimile of
the Manuscript with Commentary on the Illuminations (Lewisburg:
Bucknell UP, 1987) 243; 94-95. The 1963 Clarendon Press edition of
Vala or the Four Zoas, ed. G. E. Bentley, Jr., presents actual size repro-
ductions of the pages and thus gives a better sense of the scale on which
Blake chose to address ideal viewers of his own epic-in-progress.

Blake's designs for Night Thoughts are summarized in catalogue
form but only three of the watercolor designs—NT 117, NT 196, and
NT 510, and some related drawings—are reproduced in Martin Butlin,
The Paintings and Drawings of William Blake (New Haven and Lon-
don: Yale UP, 1981) 1: 178-255. 1 have chosen not to employ Butlin’s
catalogue prefatory number 330 (-334) because the abbreviation NT
seems more self-explanatory when moving among the Night Thoughts
designs, which often need to be distinguished from Blake’s other de-
signs. To Butlin's citation of the relevant literature on NT 68, the Good
Samaritan picture, should be added Margoliouth’s important com-
ments, which are discussed below. Other pictorial works by Blake are
identified by Butlin’s catalogue and plate numbers, abbreviated as“cat.”
and “pl”

The reviews of the Clarendon edition were discussed and debated
in Blake 18.3 (1984-85) by myself and three reviewers: J. E. Grant, 155-
81; W. . T. Mitchell, 181-83; Morton D. Paley, 183-84; D. W. Dirrbecker,
185-90. The discussions were accompanied by good reproductions of
these Night Thoughts designs (in illustrative sequence): NT 2
(misidentified as NT 1); NT 1E (proof, Harvard); NT 6; NT 8 NT 20,
NT 78: NT 79; NT264; NT 345 (often referred to herein); NT 417.

All quotations, including my epigraph, cite (as is customary) Blake's
texts as they appear in The Complete Poetry and Prose of William Blake,
ed. David V. Erdman, with commentary by Harold Bloom; newly rev.
ed. (Berkeley and Los Angeles: U of California P, 1982, 1988); cited as
E followed by page number: E 524.

* Among the many features of the Introduction to Volume I of the
1980 Clarendon edition is a chronological “Checklist of Studies and
Reproductions” (72-84) published through 1977. Those of special in-
terest to this study are Margoliouth's revised reprint of his 1954 essay
(no. 34), “Blake’s Drawings for Young's Night Thoughts," in The Divine
Vision: Studies in the Poetry and Art of William Blake, ed. Vivian de Sola
Pinto (London: Victor Gollancz, 1957) 191-204, and (no. 83) Robert
Essick and Jenijoy La Belle, eds., Night Thoughts or, The Complaint and
the Consolation: Illustrated by William Blake, Text by Edward Young (New
York: Dover, 1975), a reduced good-quality reproduction of the 1797
edition together with an introduction and a page-by-page commen-
tary. Important discussions of NT 68:21E published since the 1980
Clarendon edition include John E. Grant, “Jesus and the Powers that
Be in Blake's Designs for Young's Night Thoughts,” in Blake and His
Bibles, ed. David V. Erdman (West Cornwall, CT: Locust Hill Press,
1990), esp. 77-79, and Christopher Heppner, “The Good (In Spite of
What You May Have Heard ) Samaritan,” Blake 25 (1991): 64-69, re-
vised and condensed in chapter 6 of Heppner's Reading Blake's Designs
(Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1995), esp. 161-70. Unluckily neither
Heppner nor | refers to Margoliouth's essay; in consequence, he de-
bates some matters with me that | had taken over from Margoliouth,
without citation, as though they were commonly understood and ac-
cepted, not requiring documentation.
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