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1 William Blake's Water-Colour Designs for the Poems 
of Thomas Gray, design no. 3 fo r "Ode on the Death of a 
Favourite Cat Drowned in a Tub of Gold Fishes." From the 
co l l ec t i on of Mr. and Mrs. Paul Mellon. 
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2 Cotton, p la te -p r in ted in b lue, ca. 1775. V i c to r i a and A lber t Museum. 

BU\KE AND ENGLISH PRINTED 

One of the most charming elements of Blake's designs 
are his f lower forms, p a r t i c u l a r l y those in the 
Songs of Innocence and Experience3 The Book of Thel3 

and the Paradise Lost se r ies . Blake was no careful 
observer of Nature, p re fe r r ing to humanize the 
mater ia l world through imaginat ion, so these f lower 
forms are not exact ly " n a t u r a l . " To modern eyes, 
they appear abstract and very contemporary in t h e i r 
dream-like suggestiveness. Yet i t seems possible 
that Blake's i nsp i r a t i on fo r his f l o r a l designs was 
found in eighteenth century embroidery patterns and 
t e x t i l e designs. 

It is known that Mrs. Thomas Butts, wife of 

Blake's patron and friend, was expert at needlework, 

and that Blake probably designed for her a 

Janet Warner 

needlework panel ca l led TDO Hares in Long Grass.
1 

And i t is possible that most women of Blake's 
acquaintance, inc lud ing his w i f e , engaged in 
needlework as a pastime. But as a p r i n t e r , Blake 
would be also f a m i l i a r wi th t e x t i l e designs through 

Janet Warner is an Associate Professor of English 
at Glendon College, York University (Toronto). She 
is presently spending a sabbatical leave in Cambridge, 
England. 

1 Now in the c o l l e c t i o n of S i r Geoffrey Keynes. See David 
Bindman, e d . , William Blake: Catalogue of the Collection in 

Ham Museum (Cambridge: W. Heffer and Sons, 1970), 
pp. 68-69. 
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the growing English t e x t i l e - p r i n t i n g industry which 
- - i n the mid-eighteenth century--was j u s t beginning 
to be transformed by the use of engraved copper 
p l a t es .

2
 Thus during Blake's apprenticeship as an 

engraver i n the 1770s, the d i s t r i c t s around London 
were a center f o r copper-plate t e x t i l e p r i n t i n g , 
a pos i t ion they were to lose by 1800, by which time 
Lancashire f irms had forced most of the London 
p r in te rs out of business. Pattern books which came 
to l i g h t as recent ly as 1955 reveal that a p a r t i c u -
l a r group of designs using large flowers and birds 
was cha rac te r i s t i ca l l y Eng l i sh .

3
 Popular designs 

were also "Chinoiser ies" based on the published 
patterns of Jean Pil lement (1760).

4
 Blake must have 

known of these designs, and some of them seem to 
have been adapted by him. For instance, his design 
in 1797 fo r p la te 3 of Gray's Ode on the Death of 

a Favourite Cat is reminiscent of a p la te -p r in ted 

cotton dated about 1775 ( i l l u s . 1 and 2 ) . This 
type of f l o r a l design was also t yp i ca l of one of 
the biggest London p r i n t e r s , Thomas Nash of Morr is ' 
Causeway, Lambeth, who worked from 1767 to 1782. 
The o r ien ta l fee l ing of Blake's f l o r a l spray is 
beau t i f u l l y apt , fo r the poem begins: 

'Twas on a l o f t y vase's s ide , 
Where China's gayest a r t had dy 'd 
The azure flowers that blow. . . . 

2 See English'Printed Textiles (London: Victoria and Albert 
Museum, 1960), p. 2. 

3 English Printed Textiles, p. 3. 

4 English Printed Textiles, p. 3. 

3 "Nurses Song," Songs of Innocence and of 

Experience. The Metropolitan Museum of Art , Rogers 

Fund, 1917. 

4 Grape vine from John Gerarde's The Herball or 
General Historie of Plants, reproduced from Richard 
G. Hatton, Handbook of Plant and Floral Ornament. 
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214.—VINE. 

VlTIS VINIFERA. G. 725 .1 . 



28.—HUNDRED-LEAFED ROSE. VARIOUSLY COLOURED ROSE. C. v. d. P. 

(J\osace.r.) 

5 Roses from Crispian van de Passe, Hortus Floridus, 
reproduced from Richard G. Hatton, Handbook of Plant 
and Floral Ornament. 

6 "The Sick Rose," Songs of Innocence and of 
Experience. The Metropol i tan Museum of A r t , Rogers 
Fund, 1917. 

7 T i t l e page, The Book of Thel. Reproduced by 
permission of the Trustees of the B r i t i s h Museum, 

8 English bed c u r t a i n , mid-17th century ( d e t a i l ) . 
Wool on cotton and l i n e n , t w i l l weave. The V ic to r i a 
and Alber t Museum. 

9 Qu i l t from Ind ia , Coromandel Coast (northern 
reg ion) , f i r s t ha l f of the 18th century. Painted 
and dyed cot ton. Note especia l ly the t u l i p on the 
l e f t , midway up the t ree . Royal Ontario Museum, 
Toronto. 



Of course another possible source fo r Blake 
and probably the t e x t i l e designers as wel l would 
have been the Herbals of the s ixteenth century, 
books of wood-cuts or engraved drawings of plants 
which would have been known to anyone engaged in 
the p r i n t e r ' s c r a f t .

5
 S i m i l a r i t i e s between Blake's 

f l o r a l patterns and the Herbals can be seen here in 
i l l u s t r a t i o n s 3 and 4, 5 and 6. A mid-seventeenth 
century needlework t u l i p i s also i l l u s t r a t e d which 
bears a s t r i k i n g resemblance to the f lower in 
Blake's t i t l e page to The Book of Thel ( i l l u s . 7 
and 8 ) . Blake's t u l i p and leaf designs on TheVs 

t i t l e page bear even closer resemblances to forms 
in eighteenth-century Indian chintz ( i l l u s . 9 ) . 
Another needlework t u l i p reca l ls Blake's design 
fo r " In fan t Joy" ( i l l u s . 10 and 11), and anyone 
who has seen an oak lea f in crewel work w i l l be 
reminded of Blake's oak- leaf designs. Many English 
t e x t i l e designs were based on designs of Indian 
ch in tz , which was so popular i n England in the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries that the wool 
industry l eg i s la ted against i t s import. The 
o r ien ta l f l avo r of the animals and botanical forms 
of some of Blake's Paradise Lost designs may owe 

5 See for example Richard G. Hatton, Handbook of Plant and 
Floral Ornament (1909 [as The Craftsman's Plant Book}; rp t . New 
York: Dover, 1960). 
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10 ( fa r l e f t , top) " In fan t Joy," Songs of Innocence 
and of Experience. The Metropol i tan Museum of A r t , 
Rogers Fund, 1917. 

11 (near l e f t , top) Crewel-work c u r t a i n , d e t a i l . 
Engl ish, 18th century. Royal Ontario Museum, Toronto, 

12 ( l e f t , bottom) Blake, The Judgment of Paris. 
Reproduced by permission of the Trustees of the 
B r i t i s h Museum. 

13 ( t h i s page) P la te-pr in ted cotton design of the 
Judgment of Paris and the game of blindman's bu f f . 
Engl ish, ca. 1795. Blue on white cot ton. The 
Metropol i tan Museum of A r t . 
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something to Blake's f a m i l i a r i t y w i th such t e x t i l e s . 

Mythological scenes were also u t i l i z e d by the 
English designers of p la te -p r in ted cot tons, and 
one of these scenes from a design dated about 1795 
bears i n te res t ing resemblance to Blake's own design, 
The Judgment of Paris, executed in 1817

7
 (see 

i l l u s . 12 and 13). Barbara J . Mor r is , who wrote 
extensively about the English t e x t i l e designs when 
they were f i r s t discovered, could not f i nd a source 
fo r t h i s design but thought i t reminiscent of 
S to thard .

8 

There i s no known record of Blake's involvement 
in commercial t e x t i l e design, though there is one 
ex is t ing example of an engraved trade card which he 
designed fo r Moore and Co., a f i rm which 
manufactured carpets and hosiery.^ Since Blake's 
brother James was a hos ier , and his fa ther had been 
one, i t i s not surpr is ing to see that Blake's design 
shows a real f a m i l i a r i t y wi th the machinery 
involved. I t seems possible that he would have 
been f am i l i a r wi th more commercial ventures of t h i s 
nature than is usual ly supposed. In the 
Metropol i tan Museum's co l l ec t i on of tradesmen's 
cards is an eighteenth-century p r i n t e r ' s card 
whose emblem of an eagle c losely resembles Blake's 
eagle in Milton, p late 38 ( i l l u s . 14 and 15). 

Since Blake wrote a good deal about his own 
capacit ies fo r drawing and the qua l i t y of his 
"execut ion," and since we also know he could draw 
in any way he c h o s e - - r e a l i s t i c a l l y or symbol ical ly 
- - h i s choice of f l o r a l mot i fs and the sources he 
chose to emulate are of some importance to an 
understanding of his purpose. I t is possible that 
he chose the iconographical ly f a m i l i a r forms of 
popular t e x t i l e designs because in th i s way he 
reaff i rms a language of Ar t which he f i rm l y 
bel ieved was avai lable to everyone ( " . . . no one 
can ever Design t i l l he has learned the Language 
of Ar t by making many Finished Copies both of 
Nature and Ar t and of what ever comes in his way 
from Ear l i es t Childhood" [Annot. to Reynolds]). 
The un ive rsa l i t y of such forms, which transcend 
l i n g u i s t i c d i f fe rences, implies a uni ty in the 
human imagination which makes a l l a r t and a l l 
re l ig ions one. The f u l l s ign i f i cance of Blake's 
v isual symbols continues to be explored by Blake 
scholars; I have here ca l led a t ten t ion to a more 
mundane aspect of Blake's technique as a designer, 
yet i t may ind icate the a t ten t ion and importance 
attached to "Minute Par t i cu la rs " as the foundation 
of d iv ine V is ion . As Blake wrote in the Annotations 
to Reynolds,, "Minute Discr iminat ion Is Not Accidental 
A l l sub l imi ty i s founded on Minute D isc r im ina t ion . " 

6 For many examples see John Irwin and Katharine B. Brett, 
Origins of Chint* (London, 1970). I am most grateful to Mrs. 
Brett of the Royal Ontario Museum Textile Department for her 
help in preparing this essay. 

7 The most obvious similarities lie in the general arrange­
ment of the characters, and the stance of the woman at 
extreme right. Blake specialists will find the differences as 
significant as the similarities. 

14 Trade card, S. Burton Stationer. The Metro­
politan Museum of Art, Bella C. Landauer Collec­
tion, 1921. 

15 Plate 38 of Milton. Reproduced by permission 
of the Trustees of the British Museum. 

8 Barbara J . Mo r r i s , "Engl ish Pr in ted T e x t i l e s , V Sports 
and Pastimes," Antiques, 62 (Sept. 1957), 253. This is one of 
nine a r t i c l e s on English e ighteenth-century copper-plate 
t e x t i l e s and ear l y n ineteenth-century r o l l e r p r i n t s by Peter 
Floud and Barbara Mor r i s , p r in ted March 1957 to A p r i l 1958 in 
Antiques. 

9 Reproduced in Ruthven Todd, William F. 
(London: Studio V i s t a , 1971), p. 26. 
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