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BLAKE AND DEFOE 

Rodney M. Baine 

Seeing the tombstone of Wil l iam Blake alongside the 
monument to Daniel Defoe in Bunhil l F ie lds, one 
real izes with a s t a r t that England's most creative 
and imaginative dissenter of the la te eighteenth 
century apparently l e f t no reference to his prede-
cessor of the early century. In Blake biographies 
and studies Defoe has at best rated a rare and 
casual mention. Yet occasionally one comes upon 
a passage in Defoe which seems to ant ic ipate Blake. 
In The History of the Devil, fo r example, some of 
the verses on the or ig in of sin seem to adumbrate 
the creation of the Tyger: 

Tel l us, s ly penetrating crime, 
How cams't thou there, thou f a u l t sublime? 
How didst thou pass the adamantine gate, 

And in to s p i r i t thyse l f insinuate? 
From what dark state? from what deep place? 
From what strange uncreated race? 

Where was thy ancient habi tat ion found, 
Before void chaos heard the forming sound? 

Rodney M. Baine3 Professor of English at the Univer-
sity of Georgia^ is the author of several books and 
articles on eighteenth-century English and American 
literature3 including Daniel Defoe and the Super-
natural . 

And how at f i r s t d idst thou come there? 
Sure there was once a time when thou wert not; 
By whom wast thou created? and fo r what?^ 

But even i f "The Tyger" re f lec ts no early 
memories of The History of the Devil, Blake, we 
now know, read and i l l u s t r a t e d Robinson Crusoe. 
The evidence has been s ingular ly disordered: one 
piece has dropped out of s igh t ; another has been 
confused with the f i r s t ; the t h i r d has never before 
been correct ly i d e n t i f i e d . The f i r s t was l i s t e d 
in 1863 by Wil l iam Michael Rossetti among Blake's 
colored works in his "Descript ive Catalogue." 
Rossetti i d e n t i f i e d i t as "Robinson Crusoe. A 
visionary e f fec t of colour, l i ke a transparancy. 
F ine. "

2
 Nothing more seems to be known about th is 

p o r t r a i t of Crusoe, which eludes my i d e n t i f i c a t i o n . 

Often confused wi th th is los t Crusoe is a 
second Crusoe i l l u s t r a t i o n . A pen and d i l u te 
India- ink wash over penc i l , i t was acquired in 
1888 by the Birmingham City Museum and Art Gal-
l e r y .

3
 On the verso, apparently, occurs a Hamlet 

1 The Novels and Miscellaneous Works of Daniel De Foe (Ox-
ford : Tegg, 1840-41) , X, 60 . 

2 Alexander G i l c h r i s t , Life of William Blake, 2nd ed. rev. 
(London: Macmillan, 1880), I I , 249, No. 236. In both the 1863 
ed i t i on ( I I , 235) and the W. Graham Robertson ed i t i on of 1907 
(p. 458) i t i s No. 209. The 1863 ed i t i on t en ta t i ve l y located 
th is p o r t r a i t i n the co l l ec t i on of "[Admiral Popham ( ? ) ] , " but 
the 1880 ed i t i on excised t h i s conjecture. 

3 I t measures 12 5/8 x 17 3/8 inches, or approximately 31 x 
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2 An i l l u s t r a t i o n by Blake to Robinson 
Crusoe. Unfinished; India- ink wash with 
pen ou t l ines , 17 x 22 cm. Reproduction 
by permission of the Trustees of the 
B r i t i sh Museum. 

design so far overlooked by Blake cataloguers.
4 

The recto [ i l l u s . 1] unmistakably shows Crusoe 
discovering the mysterious, f r ighten ing foo tp r in t 
in the sand at the edge of the ocean: " I was ex-
ceedingly s u r p r i z ' d , " Crusoe remarks, "with the 
p r i n t of a man's naked foot on the shore, which 
was very p la in to be seen in the sand. I stood 
l i k e one thunder-struck, or as i f I had seen an 
appar i t ion. . . . "

5
 In the sketch Crusoe is 

searching vainly for a trace of the agent. He is 
accurately a t t i r e d , wearing the clothes which he 
has fashioned to replace his worn-out European 
garments: 

I had a great high shapeless cap, made of a 
goat's sk i n , with a f lap hanging down be-
hind. . . . 

I had a short jacket of goat -sk in , the 
sk i r t s coming down to about the middle of my 
th ighs; and a pai r of open-knee'd breeches 
of the same, the breeches were made of the 
skin of an old he-goat, whose hai r hung down 
such a length on e i ther s ide, that l i k e 
pantaloons i t reach'd to the middle of my 
legs; stockings and shoes I had none, but 
had made me a pair of some-things . . . l i ke 
buskins to f lap over my legs. . . . (p. 121) 

By th is time Crusoe has cut his beard "pre t ty 
shor t , except what grew," he adds, "on my upper 
l i p , which I had trimm'd in to a large pai r of 
Mahometan whiskers" (p. 122). These can eas i ly be 
seen in the sketch. Blake clothed his Crusoe fa r 
more accurately than did his contemporary i l l u s -
t r a t o r s , for the garb which many of them gave 
Crusoe would have kept him warm in an Antarct ic 
c l imate. But Crusoe spec i f i ca l l y states that he 
made his clothes " loose, fo r they were [he explains] 
rather wanting to keep me cool than to keep me 
warm" (p. 110). Blake al tered only one, s i g n i f i -
cant d e t a i l . Defoe l a i d the scene at noon (p. 125). 
To heighten Crusoe's i so la t i on and te r ro r Blake 
chose a set t ing sun. For that night the fear fu l 

Crusoe slept not at a l l , imagining that the single 
foo tp r in t must have been the work of the Dev i l . 
Yet he is eventually persuaded that i t is a sign 
and promise of Providence. 

The t h i r d piece of evidence is a design, now 
in the B r i t i sh Museum, in India- ink wash with pen 
out l ines [ i l l u s . 2~\.

6
 I t has never been correct ly 

i d e n t i f i e d . According to Laurence Binyon's mis-
leading descr ip t ion, i t represents "A SORT OF GAR-
DEN, over the vast wall of which great cedars 
thrust t he i r branches: in the center, a walled 
w e l l , surrounded by young t rees, and with a lad-
der leaning on i t ; and r [ i g h t ] , the f igure of a 
man."

7
 Knowing that Blake hardly ever drew a 

landscape, Binyon even questioned the a t t r i bu t i on 
to Blake. Had he recognized the design as a 

43 cm., on laid, undated Whatman paper. It had been in the 
collections of Admiral Popham (d. 1820) and of Samuel Timminb. 
It was reproduced (considerably reduced) and correctly identi-
fied in Thomas Wright's • (Olney: privately 
printed, 1929), II, 46 (plate 64). Wright, however, merely 
labeled it "striking" and dated it about 1812. All my infor-
mation concerning this sketch comes in a letter of 18 May 1972 
from John Murdock, Assistant Keeper, Department of Art, Birm-
ingham Museum and Art Gallery, by whose generous permission 
the sketch is included here. I am grateful for the help ot 
David Bindman of the University of London, who brought the 
Birmingham sketch to my attention. 

4 "Upper left, inverted, Hamlet in different hand, apparent-
ly referring to oereo drawing." It is not mentioned, for ex-
ample, in W. Moelwyn Merchant's "Blake's Shakespeare," Apollo, 
79 (1964), 318-24. 

5 Daniel Defoe, Robinson Crusoe, ed. James Sutherland (Bos-
ton: Houghton Mifflin, 1968), p. 125. Subsequent quotations 
cite this edition and incorporate page references in the text. 

6 This design, which measures approximately 17 x 22 cm., is 
among the Blake drawings presented to the British Museum by 
J. Deffett Francis in 1873 and 1874. By the kind permission 
of the Trustees of the British Museum it is here reproduced 
for the first time. 

7 Laurence Binyon, ed., A Catalogue of Drawings by British 
kri fi-ts ... Museum (London: British Museum, 
1898), I, 130. 
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TWO BLAKE DRAWINGS 

AND A LETTER FROM SAMUEL PALMER 

Raymond L is te r 

In the Department of Prints and Drawings at the 

Br i t i sh Museum are two sketches by Blake, one on 

ei ther side of the same piece of paper, of "Isaiah 

f o r e t e l l i ng the Cruc i f i x ion" [ i l l u s . 1 and 2 ] . 
They are thought to have been made about 1821, 
measure 4 3/4 by 3 inches, and came from the co l 
lec t ion of Samuel Palmer.* The two sketches are 

Raymond Lister is President of the Royal Society 

of Miniature Painters, Sculptors and Gravers, Presi
dent of the Private Libraries Association, and 

Honorary Senior Member of Wolf son College, Cambridge. 
He is the author of Edward Calver t (1962), William 

Blake, An In t roduc t ion (1968), Samuel Palmer and 

His Etchings (1969), Br i t i s h Romantic Art (1973), 
and many other books. He is currently editing 

Samuel Palmer's letters for Clarendon Press, Oxford, 
and writing Palmer's biography for Faber and Faber. 

two stages in the development of the composition, 
the second, more detai led sketch being inscr ibed 

in Palmer's hand: "The ' F i r s t L ines ' , on the pre
servation of which Mr Blake used so often to i n 
s i s t , are on the other s ide . " 

The prophet is shown seated, with his l e f t 
hand on an open s c r o l l , and his r i gh t hand raised 

above his head. The background deta i ls of the 

second sketch show, from l e f t to r i g h t , the Cruci
f i x i o n , the Holy Ghost as a dove, and the Ascension. 
The sketches were obviously prel iminary studies f o r 
a t h i r d , almost i d en t i c a l , drawing on a wood block, 
also in the Br i t i sh Museum,, which depicts "Isaiah 

f o r e t e l l i ng the destruct ion of Jerusalem."2 

Accompanying the sketches i s a fragment of a 

l e t t e r from Samuel Palmer to an unknown addressee. 
I t is undated, but from the handwriting and s i g 

Geoffrey Keynes, Blake's Pencil Drawings, 2nd se r ies , 
(London: Nonesuch Press, 1956), p i . 39. 

2 Drawings of William Blake 92 Pencil Studies (New York: 
Dover Publications, 1970), pi . 83. 

(Baine, continued) 

sketch from Robinson Crusoe and remembered that 
Blake had cer ta in ly made at least two other sketch
es f o r the novel , he probably would have accepted 

i t without question as Blake's. The drawing ac
tua l l y shows no sign of a we l l , but pictures un
mistakably Robinson Crusoe's f o r t i f i c a t i o n , with 

Crusoe sketched l i g h t l y at the r i gh t . This pa l i 
sade, as Crusoe describes i t , was backed against 
a " r i s i ng h i l l , whose f ron t towards th is l i t t l e 

pla in was steep as a houseside." As Crusoe re
la tes , he constructed i t "ten yards in i t s semi
diameter from the rock, and twenty yards in i t s 

diameter from i t s beginning and ending" (p. 50). 

In th is ha l f c i r c l e I p i t ch 'd two rows of 
strong stakes, dr iv ing them i n to the ground 

t i l l they stood very f i rm l i ke p i l e s , the 

biggest end being out of the ground about 
f i ve foot and a ha l f , and sharpen'd on the 

top; the two rows did not stand above six 

inches from one another. 
Then I took the pieces of cable which I 

had cut in the ship, and I l a i d them in rows 

one upon another, wi th in the c i r c l e , between 

these two rows of stakes. . . . (p. 50) 

The trees in the semicircle are actual ly thus the 

sprouted stakes, as Crusoe l a te r explains: "Those 

pi les grew a l l l i ke t rees , and were by t h i s time 

grown so b i g , and spread so wery much, that there 

was not the least appearance to any one's view of 
any habi tat ion behind them" (p. 123). "The en
trance i n to th is place I made to be not by a door," 
Crusoe adds, "but by a short ladder to go over the 

top . . ." (p. 50). In Blake's drawing the main 

entrance to Crusoe's cave is largely concealed. 
The door at the viewer's r i g h t , Crusoe constructs 

l a te r : " I work'd sideways to the r i gh t hand i n to 

the rock, and then turning to the r igh t again, 
work'd qui te out and made me a door to come out, 
on the outside of my pale or f o r t i f i c a t i o n " (p. 57) 

In Blake's unfinished drawing i t is d i f f i c u l t 

to make out what Crusoe is doing, fo r his f igure 

and immediate surroundings are qui te i n d i s t i n c t . 
A glance at the novel , however, shows that he i s 

discovering, or cu l t i v a t i n g , the barley and r ice 

which have miraculously appeared on one side of 
the f o r t i f i c a t i o n . Needing a bag which had once 

contained grain but now seemed to be reduced by 

rodents to "husks and dust ," Crusoe "shook the 

husks of corn out of i t on one side of my f o r t i 
f i ca t i on under the rock" (p. 65). Some time l a t e r , 
he continues, " I saw some few stalks of something 

green shooting out of the ground." Not long there
a f t e r , " I saw about ten or twelve ears come out, 
which were perfect green barley. . . . " " I saw 

near i t s t i l l , " Crusoe adds, " a l l along by the 

side of the rock, some other straggl ing s ta l ks , 
which prov'd to be stalks of ryce . . . " (pp. 65
66). 

Blake's drawings show that he followed the 

novel accurately and pictured i t cor rec t l y . His 

select ion of th is l as t i nc iden t , moreover, one 

neglected by other i l l u s t r a t o r s of Robinson Crusoe, 
shows that he understood Defoe's central t h e s i s 
God's provident ia l care of Crusoe: " I . . . thought 
these the pure productions of Providence fo r my 

support . ■. . " (p. 66), Crusoe says of the gra in . 
Perhaps other sketches by Blake of Robinson 

Crusoe have survived and can now be i d en t i f i e d . 
Blake may have planned to contr ibute to one of 
the numerous i l l u s t r a t ed edit ions of Robinson 

Crusoe which began to mul t ip ly from about 1791. 
I f he expected to help Thomas Stothard with the 

plates fo r the ed i t ion published that year fo r 
The Novelist's Magazine, he was disappointed: 
his name does not appear there, even though by 

th is time Stothard and his publ isher, Harr ison, 
were constantly employing his bur in . But perhaps 

the i d en t i f i c a t i on of these sketches w i l l lead to 

the discovery of Blake plates in some longforgot 
ed i t ion of Robinson Crusoe. At least they demon
st ra te Blake's i n te res t in the imaginative d is 
senter beside whom he now res ts . 
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