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A R T I C L E

Blake’s “Annus Mirabilis™:
The Productions of 1795

By Joserx Viscomi

Author’s note: An online version of this article, with six more
illustrations, all illustrations in color, and a slightly longer first
section, is available on the journal’s web site at <http://www.
blakequarterly.org>. lllustrations that appear only online are
indicated in the print version by the online illustration number
preceded by an “e” (e.g., illus. e4).

N 1795, Blake produces The Song of Los, The Book of

Ahania, and The Book of Los, executes 12 large color-
printed drawings, color prints a few etchings, reprints 8 copies
of Songs of Innocence and of Experience, reprints most of his
illuminated canon to date in a deluxe, large-paper set, and be-
gins the 537 watercolor drawings of Night Thoughts. The first
period of illuminated book production, 1789-95, culminates,
new experiments in combining printmaking and painting are
begun and perfected, and work as designer and painter begins
to dominate Blake's energies and time for the next 10 years. In
this essay, the second of a two-part study, I focus on the last
of Blake's illuminated books from this period, The Song of Los,
The Book of Los, and The Book of Ahania, trying to sequence
them from a purely materialist perspective—Dby recreating
the large copper sheets from which the individual plates were
cut—to see how Blake’s creative process, including changes of
mind and false starts, unfolded through production and how
these particular works and their techniques might relate to
one another, to the color-printed drawings, and to the experi-
ments in color printing that lie behind them both.’

The Song of Los is generally thought to precede the two
other books, which is to say, Blake is thought to have re-
turned to America a Prophecy (1793) and Europe a Prophecy
(1794) with “Africa” and “Asia,” the two parts of The Song of
Los, rather than continuing The First Book of Urizen (1794),
because he began the “continental” books before the “Uri-

I would like to thank Robert Essick for reading an early draft of this
essay and Todd Stabley, multimedia consultant, formerly of the Center
for Instructional Technology, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill,
for his assistance in digitally recreating Blake's copper sheets and virtual
designs,

1. Part 1, “Blake’s Virtual Designs and Reconstruction of The Song of
Los.” uses digital imaging to recreate Blake's original designs for the text
plates of The Song of Los and to realize the virtual designs in this and a
few other illuminated books. Blake’s virtual designs are designs we create
mentally by recombining an illuminated book’s related images.
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zen” books.” The Book of Los and The Book of Ahania are
thought to be last because they are intaglio and short, sup-
posedly representing a decreased focus on illuminated book
production. An easy symmetry and progression, from large
format to small, relief etching to intaglio—and then no more
illuminated books until Milton (c. 1804-11)—helps make this
sequence attractive. But when examined in terms of their pro-
duction, these books reveal a much different sequence, one in
which The Song of Los is executed last, the “Urizen” project is
completed uninterrupted, and the return to the “continental”
project is possibly an afterthought.

I will begin by recapitulating the main argument of my
bibliographical analysis of The Song of Los, in which I real-
ize digitally the book’s virtual designs and original format,
then proceed to examine the technique of the color-printed
drawings, reconstruct the sheet of copper from which Blake
cut The Book of Los and The Book of Ahania, provide new in-
formation about the trial proof for Pity, Albion rose, and the
Large and Small Book of Designs, and conclude by speculating
on the sequence of the three illuminated books and their rela-
tions to the large color-printed drawings.

1. Blake’s Reconstruction of The Song of Los

The Song of Los, dated 1795 on its title page, is Blake's most
oddly shaped illuminated book, consisting of four full-page
illustrations (including the title page) and four text plates,
which are about 4 cm. narrower than the illustrations and 1 to
2 cm. shorter. As 1 have shown elsewhere, illuminated plates
are never perfectly uniform or square, because Blake cut most
from larger sheets by hand.” But the variance among plates is
greatest in The Song of Los—and, as we shall see, is actually
much greater than it first appears. The frontispiece (illus. 1),
picturing Urizen kneeling at an altar under a globe inscribed
with strange markings, is the exact same size as the endplate
(illus. 2), picturing Los kneeling above the sun, hammer in
hand. Figures with globes in mirrored position pair the de-
signs visually and thematically and suggest a new, conflated
virtual design (illus. 3). Plates 1 and B are the same size be-

2. Europe and Urizen are both dated 1794 by Blake, but the order in
which he produced them is not immediately clear. Keynes sequences the
books America, Urizen, Europe, The Song of Los, The Book of Ahania, and
The Baok of Los (222-48). By placing Urizen between America and Europe,
he implies that the continental cycle was Blake's most recent project when
working on The Song of Los and that he postponed work on the subse-
quent books of Urizen, Erdman and other editors are less clear about the
sequence of the 1794 and 1795 books; they group the related books to-
gether, even though that means placing Urizen after The Song of Los so it
can be read with The Book of Ahania and The Book of Los and The Song of
Los can be read with America and Europe. In the Blake Archive, we place
Europe before Urizen, assuming a chronological contiguity with America
because the works are physically, visually, and thematically alike, but also
because the Urizen plates were executed in terms of color printing, the
printing technique Blake had begun using in 1794, and the Europe plates
were not (see Viscomi, Blake and the Idea of the Book, chapter 29).

3, See Viscomi, Blake and the Idea of the Book, chapter 5, and “Evolu-
tion” 306-07.
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1. (top left) The Song of Los copy B, plate 1. Lessing J. Rosenwald
Collection, Library of Congress. © Copyright 2005, William
Blake Archive. Used with permission.

2. (bottom left) The Song of Los copy B, plate 8. Lessing J.
Rosenwald Collection, Library of Congress. @ Copyright 2005,
William Blake Archive. Used with permission.

3. (below) The Song of Los, virtual design of plates 1 and 8, based
on copy E. These items are reproduced by permission of the
Huntington Library, San Marino, California.
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cause they are executed on the front and back of the same
copper plate. This may not be apparent comparing just the
height and width of the plates, but four measurements reveal
their shared shape. The copy B impression of plate 1 is 23.6
cm. left side, 23.6 ¢cm. right, 17.8 cm. top, and 17.5 cm. bot-
tom. Plate 8 has the same measurements, indicating that it is
the verso of plate 1 (illus. e4).

Blake typically etched both sides of relief-etched plates: Ex-
perience plates are on the versos of Innocence, Europe on Amer-
ica, Urizen on Marriage, Thus, discovering that plates | and 8

,' were etched recto/verso was not surprising. Finding plates 2

(illus. 5) and 5 (illus. 6), the other two full-page illustrations,
apparently not recto/verso, however, was surprising. They have
the same shape and width, but plate 5 is 9 mm. shorter. The
discrepancy is an illusion, however, caused by the top of plate
5’s having been masked 9 mm. upon printing. The plates are
recto/verso, with the top of plate 5 being the bottom of plate 2.
O Together, this recto/verso pair form a virtual design in which
Urizen is imprisoned behind the leaves of the lilies holding Ti-
tania and Oberon (illus. 8), calling to mind the imprisonment
of another eternal in Urizen plate 4 (illus. 9) and the body be-

4. The masking is very difficult to detect, but the plate’s embossment
is visible in the verso of the copy C impression, which reveals the plate’s

true size as well as a 4-5 mm. dent in the plate’s edge (illus. e7), which

would have been unsightly and distracting had it been printed as part of
the heavily color-printed plate 5. The bottom of plate 2, however, was not
color printed and thus could be printed without showing the dent. This is
not the first time Blake masked top or bottom of a design. He had masked
the bottom of America plate 4 in its first printings of 1793 so that the last

five lines did not print (Bentley, Blake Books 87).
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