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Two Pictorial Sources for Jerusalem 25

1 Jerusalem 25. From the collection of Mr. and Mrs. Paul Mellon. We are grateful
to Mr. and Mrs. Mellon for permission to reproduce these pictures and to Mr. Willis
Van Devanter for his assistance in obtaining them.
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2 Jerusalem 9, bottom. From the
collection of Mr. and Mrs. Paul
Mellon.

The Martyrdom of St. Erasmus

Morton Pale Y

"The difference between a bad Artist & a Good One
Is: the Bad Artist Seems to Copy a Great deal.

The Good one Really Does Copy a Great deal."’ As
Sir Anthony Blunt has shown, Blake really did copy
a great deal,” though when he borrowed for one of
his own works, the borrowing was seldom without
some kind of transformation. Such is the case with
the design on plate 25 of Jerusalem [fig. 1].

The central figure in this picture is Albion,
as we know from the presence of the sun, moon, and
stars in his limbs. (Two plates later we are told
“'But now the Starry Heavens are fled from the
mighty Timbs of Albion.'"--k 649). He is bound in
a position strongly reminiscent of that of the
central figure of The Blasphemer® in the Tate
Gallery, but here the figure at the right is draw-
ing something out of his body, This action has
been variously interpreted as "winding a ‘clue' of
vegetation from his navel," "drawing out the um- ,
bilical cord from his navel" and "disembowelment,"?
Actually, it is all three, for to Blake the bowels
and the umbilical cord are equally manifestations
of those fibres of vegetation which play so large
a thematic role in Blake's later works. In this
particular picture the same fibres that the figure
on the right winds out of Albion's body and into a
ball stream down the plate on either side from the
fingers of the central female figure. The identity
of substance is more apparent in the Mellon copy
than in the black-and-white copies, for Blake uses
the same russet coloration for fibres of vegetation
throughout (compare for example plate 57 [fig. 3],
where the russet fibres stream from the fingers of
the two female figures above and seem to entrap
the one below). This winding of Albion's "bowels
of compassion" (56:34) into a ball is a demonic
parody of the activity Blake urges on the reader
in plate 77 [fig. 4] with its accompanying picture.
Winding and unwinding, weaving and unweaving are
indeed among the central motifs of Jerusalem [cf.
fig. 5].

The meaning, then, is thoroughly Blakean.
But the depiction of a figure whose bowels are
being unwound is a rather unusual subject, and the
existence of just such a figure in a painting by
an artist whom Blake admired suggests that Blake
was following his own advice in 7 25. The painting
is The Martyrdom of St. Evaemus by Nicolas Poussin.
Blake praises Poussin several times in the Annota-
tions to Reynolds (k¥ 469, 477), and according to
Raymond Lister Blake made a copy of Poussin's 7he
Giant Polypheme which was engraved by George
Byfield c. 1820.” Saint Erasmus was martyred by
having his entrails drawn out and wound on a winch,

and although Blake cannot have seen Poussin's
powerful rendering of this scene in Rome--or in
Paris, to which it was removed during the Napo-
leonic period”--he could easily have been familiar
with the version by Joseph Marie Mitelli [fig. 6],
an engraving listed as one of Mitelli's “principal
works" by Michael Bryan in 1816 (4 Biographical
and Critical Dictionary of Painters and Engravers
[London], 11, 76). Blake has of course shifted
Poussin's supine suffering figure to a more
Michelangelesque pose,’ yet the drawing out and
winding of the entrails remain the central con-
ception of both pictures.”

NOTES

!Annotations to Reynold's Discourses, The
Complete Writings of William Blake, ed, Geoffrey
Keynes (London: Oxford Univ. Press, 1966), pp.
455-56. (This edition hereafter cited as x.)

“The Avt of William Blake (New York: Colum-
bia Univ. Press, 1959),

Also known by the W. M. Rossetti title, The
Stoning of Achan, but see Martin Butlin, William
Blake / A Complete Catalogue of the Works in the
Tate Gallery (London, 1971), p. 45. A similar
Michelangelesque posture may be seen in o 91 [fig.
2].

S. Foster Damon, William Blake: His Philos-
ophy and Symbols (1924; rpt. Gloucester, Mass.:
Peter Smith, 1958), p. 470; Joseph Wicksteed,
William Blake's Jerusalem (New York: The Beechurst
Press, 1955), p. 155; Butlin, p. 45,

[
William Blake: An Imtroduction to the M

and Hie Work (New York: Ungar, ]9?0}, p. 165,

“See Anthony Blunt, The Paintings of Nicolas
Poussin / A Critieal Catalogue (London, 1966), pp.
66-68,

‘C. H. Collins Baker suggests that the figure
may derive from Flaxman; see "The Sources of
Blake's Pictorial Expression,” Huntington Library
Quarterly, 4 (1940-41), 365. ¢ "

Sﬁiss Deirdre Toomey points out that 7he
Martyrdom of 5t. Erasmus was seen and remarked on
by Henry Fuseli when he visited the Louvre in 1802,
John Knowles summarizes Fuseli's view of the paint-
ing as follows:

The actual martyrdom of St. Erasmus is one
of those subjects which ought not to be told
to the eye--because it is equally Toathsome
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3 Jerusalem 57. From the collec-
tion of Mr. and Mrs. Paul Mellon

4 Jerusalem 77, top. From the
collection of Mr, and Mrs. Paul
Mellon.

5 Jerusalem 59, center. From the
T il : : o collection of Mr., and Mrs. Paul
S, e, the Nortk Gate. ; ¢ : Mellon.
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and horrible; we can neither pity nor shudder;
we are seized by qualms, and detest. Poussin
and Pietro Testa are here more or less objects
of aversion, and in proportion to the greater
or less energy they exerted. This is the only
picture of Poussin in which he has attempted

to rival his Italian competitors on a scale of
equal magnitude in figures of the size of life;
and here he was no longer in his sphere; his
drawing has no longer its usual precision of
form, it is loose and Cortonesque; his colour
on this scale has neither the breadth of fresco,
nor the glow, finish, or impasto of oil.

-=The Life and Writings of Henry Fuseli

(London, 1831), I, 270-71.

IT  Deirdre Toomey: Le Tre Parche

The anonymous engraving after I1 Rosso Fiorentino?
known as Le Tre Parche [fig. 7] is usually attri-
buted to Rene Boyvin, a sixteenth century French en-
graver and designer.® Boyvin was born in Angers in
1530, worked in Paris and died in Rome in 1598. A-
bout 226 prints can be attributed to him, mainly en-
graved after I1 Rosso and Primaticcio. Boyvin en-
graved two versions of this subject; in the other,
also after 11 Rosso, the Fates are clothed. Accord-
ing to Robert-Dumesnil a bad copy of the engraving
exists with the following inscription in the margin:
"Dum terrae lovis ante pedes fera pensa sorores de-
volvunt; cave ne tempus mane fluvat,"

The resemblance between this Boyvin print and
plate 25 of Jerugalem [fig. 1] in general design
and minute detail is striking enough to lead one to
conclude that Blake had seen and studied it. The
engraving is, and presumably was, extremely rare,
and I can find no record of it in Cumberland's Cata-
logue; it is possible that a copy was owned by Fu-
seli, who possessed an interesting collection of
Mannerist prints. Two copies of this rare print
were acquired by the British Museum in 1850 from the
collection of a Mr. Bowerfield.

Blake's debt to the Rosso design is immediately
evident. It can be seen in his use of the unusual
pyramidical composition of three female nudes; in
the torso and outstretched arms of the central fig-
ure and the bundles of cord-like substance that she
holds; in the relationship of her arms to the heads
of the other two figures; and in the head, features,
tear-stained face and hunched pose of the right-
hand figure. Indeed the very theme of plate 25 can
be seen to be derived from the Parche.

Blake alters the proportion from rectangle
to square to accomodate the extra figure. He dis-
cards the left-hand Fate for a more compositionally
symmetrical adaptation of Michaelangelo's Night.
The central Fate is considerably foreshortened, her
sprawling legs are removed and her arms are straight-
ened.? The right-hand Fate suffers a slight rear-
rangement of her legs and arms; her hunched pose re-
mains remarkably unmodified. Blake enlarges the pic-

ture depth, at the same time concentrating the move-
ment within the design. In the Rosso there is a
characteristic tendency towards diffuseness; the
strong triangle formed by the three bodies is broken
by the outward thrust and gaze of all the figures.
Blake's modifications all tend towards making the
design more concentrated, dramatic and energetic.
The self-consciousness of the Fates disappears and
their potential energy is harnessed by the introduc-
tion of the fourth figure and hence an action. In
typical Mannerist fashion the diagonals in the Rosso
bisect on the pudendum of the central Fate, which is
thus the focal point of the design. In plate 25
this central figure is foreshortened and the focal
point becomes Albion's agonized chest, Blake also
ignores the merely ornamental parts of the design;
the "Testa Divina" head-dresses disappear and blocks
of stone are substituted for the draperies, pedestal
and basket of flowers.

Blake takes the spinning motif of Le Tre Parche
a stage further both formally and iconographically.
Instead of the symbolic thread, the females really
wind "the thin-spun life," Albion's "tender bowels."
This winding of entrails can be seen to be taken
from Poussin's St. Erasmus [fig. 6]: two sources
are thus admirably conflated in plate 25. The bun-
dles of flax held by the central Fate also undergo
a curious transformation, being enlarged into long
willow-like roots. It is important to note that, in
taking over and elaborating the Rosso spinning mo-
tif, Blake disrupts the process: in the former, the
bundles of flax are being spun into thread, in the
latter there is no visually logical connection be-
tween the "roots" and the entrails.? Blake's in-
terest in spinning and weaving can be seen else-
where in Jerusalem, viz., plates 59 [fig. 5] and 91
[fig. 2]. The bands worn by two of the Fates and
used as distaff-holders are rather surprisingly ig-
nored by Blake: similar bands are to be seen more
than once on Blake's male figures, viz., Vala p. 60,
and, more debatably, on female figures in Jerusalem.
The most plausible of these is seen in plate 59, a
spinning scene; the bands in plates 5, 8 and 24 are
nearer to harnesses of some sort, The female band
was a classical device, often used in the Renais-
sance and available to Blake in countless engrav-
ings. Blake's source for the male band is probably
Fuseli.

The sun, moon and stars seen on Albion's body
in this plate can be read as symbolic references to
his microcosmic nature:

You have a tradition that Man anciently
contain'd in his mighty 1imbs all things in
Heaven & Earth: this you received from the
Druids.,

"But now the Starry Heavens are fled from the
mighty limbs of Albion." (7 27)

They can also be read, more simply, as primitive
decorations, very similar to those seen on the bod-
jes of the Ancient Britons in Speed's #istorie [fig.
8]. Here the ancient Britons are seen as "naked
Heroes," dwelling in "naked simplicity," though
Speed's Britons are not Blake's original Britons,
"learned, studious, abstruse in thought and contem-
plation" but, as we see from the heads that they car
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Rene Boyvin's [?] engraving of Le Tre Parche, after Il Rosso Fi=-
orentino. Reproduced by permission of the Trustees of the Brit-
ish Museum.

6 Mitelli's engraving of Poussin's The Martyrdom of St. Eras- 7
mus. Reproduced by permission of the Trustees of the Brit-
ish Museum.
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ry and trample upon, belong rather to the corrupt
age "which began to turn allegoric and mental signi-
fication into corporeal command, whereby human sac-
rifice would have depopulated the earth." Suns,
moons and stars form part of their body-decoration,

as do birds and beasts: . . . Man contain'd in his
Limbs all Animals . . ." (J 27).

Deirdre Toomey will discuse the two states of J 2§
in Blake Newsletter 21 (Swmmer 1872). (Eds.)

NOTES
IThe Rosso original is lost.

“However Yves Metman argues that much of the
work hitherto attributed to Boyvin must be assigned
to another Fontainbleu engraver, Pierre Millan:
this version of the Parche is among those reattri-
buted. See Metman, "Pierre Millan; un Graveur in-
connu de 1'Ecole de Fontainbleu", Biblioth2que D'Hu-
manisme et Remaissance (1941), pp. 202-21A Einc]ud-
ing a supplement of documents].

3They come to resemble those of the floating
female in the Victoria and Albert Allegorical Design
with a River God.

“However if we turn to the text connections can
be made: the roots can be seen as Vala's veil being
thrown over Albion's "deep wound of sin" by the
leaning central figure.

8 "The Portraitures and paintings of the Ancient Brit-
ains," from John Speed's Higtorie of Great Britaine
. .« . from JULIUS CAESAR, to . . . KING JAMES. "The
Second Edition Revised, and enlarged with sundry
descents of the Saxons Kings, Their Marriages and
Armes" (London, 1623), Book V, Chap. 6, p. 39.

JOHN E. GRANT: UNIVERSITY OF IOWA

4 L LUWA

The Meaning of Mirth and Her Companions in
Blake's Designs for L'allegro and Il Pensercso.
Part II: Of Some Remarks Made and Designs
Discussed at the MLA Seminar 12: "Illuminated

Books by William Blake," 29 December 1970

"The wisest of the Ancients considerd what is not
too Explicit as the fittest for Instruction because
it rouzes the faculties to act.”
Blake, letter to Trusler, 23 August 1799 (&
676/ 793)

Blake is certainly not above criticism, but his

work will not just lie there, like an inert legacy,
passively waiting to be explained--or exploited.
Blake was exasperated with Trusler because the Rev-
erend had declared Blake in need of someone else

"to elucidate" his ideas. In all his work both as
poet and painter Blake was constantly striving to

do exactly that for himself. To his disciples

Blake was "The Interpreter'--of 1ife as well as oth-
er men's works; to scholars Blake is also the inter-
preter of his own work, not the only one, but the
primary one. How is it then, that there has been
much erroneous or irrelevant criticism of Blake?
Ignorance of the range of Blake's symbolism seems

to be the root cause of most misinterpretations.

Or, what comes to the same thing, exegetes have not
tried hard enough to ascertain Blake's own opinions.

At times hostile critics take issue with Blake
because they disagree with him or even find his
thought objectionable. This is fair enough, if
Blake has been correctly construed; every thinker
has to take his chances. What is impermissible is
to misrepresent Blake's ideas while professing to
expound them. Now that Damon's Blake Dictionary 1is
available in paperback (oddly in the 1965 rather
than the 1967 version), even the Blakist of modest
means has only to complete the easy additional task
of checking out the key terms at issue in the Erd-
man Conecordance in order to get straight about most
problems verbal. The authorial impulse involved in
the next stage, that of putting the resulting
thoughts down on paper, must still be reckoned with,
but the desire to write need not be at odds with
Blakean actualities. No guide to the pictorial as-
pect of Blake's work is as convenient as the Con-
ecordance , but a number of important publications in
1971 have helped to make his art more locatable and
accessible, Especially noteworthy are Essick's up-
dated Finding List in the Summer-Fall 1971 issue of
the Blake Newsletter and the catalogues of the
Thorne collection by Bentley, of the Fitzwilliam
collection by Bindman, and the Tate collection, re-
vised, by Butlin. One must also mention Keynes's
Blake Trust facsimile of THERE is NO Natwural Reli-
gion and his catalogue of the Gray designs, which
is complemented by Tayler's outstanding interpre-
tive edition. Finally, though it does not consti-
tute an ideal instrument for reference, the purport-
edly complete (as corrected) Micro Methods film-
strip of the Night Thoughts designs ought also to
be consulted by a scholar before he makes a pro-
nouncement on a pictorial problem. Blake's largest
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