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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 
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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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nature, I would roughly assign i t to about 1849; 
and from the a l lus ion to the spring in the las t 
paragraph, i t would appear to have been wr i t ten 
during the autumn, or perhaps during the winter . 

Allow me to contr ibute to your Album 2 
small and f a i n t - - bu t undoubtedly genuine 
Blakes. 

By attaching a th in piece of paper at 
one s ide, they can both be v i s ib le on turning 
over--The fa in te r is a design perhaps from 
the Pi lgr im's Progress*

5
—the f i r s t invent ive 

l ines—from which he was always most careful 
not to depart. But f ind ing that i t was the 
right hand which ought to have been elevated 
he has traced the l ines through at the win-
dow and gone on a l i t t l e , intending then to 
t ransfer the second to another paper fo r com-
p le t ion which he probably d id . The state in 
which Blakes drawings and those of other i n -
ventors are most in teres t ing to myself are 
e i ther the f in ished state or that in which 
the f i r s t thought is j u s t breathed upon the 
paper--of the l a t t e r - - t h e f a i n t side of the 
enclosed is a f a i r specimen. Would that I 
had one, only one specimen of his f in ished 
work—but I cannot send you such, as I never 
possessed i t . ^ 

How long i t is since we have met! You 
must take Time by the forelock i f we l i ve t i l l 
the spr ing , and come and see what care has 
been taken of those excel lent ly contrived 
anti-dust-hangings which you made fo r my 

study shelves 
kindness. 

They remind dai ly of your 

Yrs ever t r u l y 

S. Palmer-

One of the most in terest ing aspects of the 
l e t t e r is the l i g h t i t throws on Blake's method 
of work—his i n a b i l i t y or unwillingness to depart 
from "the f i r s t invent ive l i n e s . " This no doubt 
sxplains much of the v i t a l i t y and immediacy of 
his work. In the work of many pa in ters , the d i f -
ference between the o r ig ina l conception and the 
f in ished composition is vast. That is why, fo r 
example, Constable's sketches and drawings are 
so often more moving than his canvases. And i t 
is one reason why Blake is as powerful in his 
f in ished works as in his i n i t i a l i nsp i ra t ions . 

3 Palmer i s wrong here. Blake's Pilgrim's Progress designs 
were made about 1824. There were twenty-nine of them and they 
are reproduced in color in The Pilgrim's Progress, in t roduct ion 
by Geoffrey Keynes (New York: Spira l Press, 1941). 

4 Palmer d i d , in f a c t , own Blake's tempera p i c t u r e , "The 
s p i r i t u a l form of P i t t , guiding Behemoth," now in the Tate 
Gal le ry , London. Palmer refers to th is in a l e t t e r to George 
Gurney, w r i t t e n in October 1880 (V i c to r i a and A lber t Museum, 
London). I t i s , of course, possible that the tempera did not 
come in to Palmer's possession u n t i l a f t e r the l e t t e r in the 
B r i t i s h Museum was w r i t t e n . Cf. Mart in B u t l i n , William Blake: 
A Complete Catalogue of the Works in the Tate Gallery (London: 
Tate Gal le ry , 1971), pp. 56-57. 


	NOTE
	Two Blake Drawings and a Letter from Samuel Palmer
	Raymond Lister


